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What holds people back from confronting the boss about workplace issues? Instead of  blaming 
“apathy,” it’s important to find out the actual reasons. You have to diagnose the problem before 
you can write the prescription. 

This chart shows four common obstacles the boss relies on to keep us from getting organized—and 
how you can help your co-workers get past them:

HOW THE BOSS KEEPS US DISORGANIZED

The boss relies on… The organizer… Co-workers find…

…fear of conflict and 
retaliation.

…taps into righteous 
anger about workplace 
injustices.

…the courage and 
determination to 
act.

…hopelessness, the 
feeling that things can’t 
change and we have no 
power.

…helps develop a plan 
to win, and shares 
examples of victories 
elsewhere.

…hope that change 
is possible and 
worth fighting for.

…division, pitting 
workers against each 
other. 

…identifies common 
ground and builds 
relationships.

…unity to act 
together.

…confusion, passing 
around messages that 
will alarm or distract us. 

…interprets and 
shares information, 
fitting it into a bigger 
picture.

…clarity to see 
through the boss’s 
plan.
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WHAT’S THE REAL PROBLEM?
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“NO ONE SEEMS TO CARE.”

What’s going on: Everyone cares about something—but the something might not be what you 
expect.

 • The issue you’re focused on might not be a priority for your co-worker.

 • She might feel strongly about other issues that haven’t caught your attention.

 • She might assume her problem isn’t your issue, or isn’t a union issue.

What to do: Listen.

 • Pick a few co-workers you’d like to know better. Make a point of  talking with them to 
find out what’s on their minds.

 • Show respect and understanding for the issues your co-workers care about, and they’ll 
be more likely to do the same for you.

“IT’S HARD TO SEE HOW THINGS COULD CHANGE.”

What’s going on: Your co-workers don’t believe that they have power—yet.

 • Most people have always 

 • Most people have always felt powerless and disorganized at work. They’ve never felt 
strength in numbers.

 • Problems seem too big to tackle.

 • The boss has cemented the idea that his decisions are final.

What to do: Inspire your co-workers. Show them that change is possible if  you work together.

 • Bring people together. Group support can help build hope.

 • Start small. Look for fights you can win with the people you have on board so far. When a 
tiny campaign gets results, more people will be drawn in, and their confidence will grow.

 • Develop a credible plan to win. Ask, “What solution are we proposing?” “Who in 
management has the authority to say yes?” “What could we do together to get that 
person to say yes?”

 • Share stories of  tactics that have worked elsewhere.

Your workplace may feel like it’s bogged down in “apathy,” but under the surface, there’s 
always something else going on. Here are some ways to understand what looks like apathy and 
respond to it.



“NO ONE’S WILLING TO DO ANYTHING.”

What’s going on: Many people won’t initiate activity, but they might respond if  asked directly 
by someone they trust.

What to do: Figure out small, specific requests. Approach co-workers personally.

 • Respect the time constraints in your co-workers’ lives.

 • Show lots of  appreciation for anything they’re willing to do.

 • Make it clear that any victories were won by the whole team.

“NO ONE COMES TO MEETINGS.”

What’s going on: People won’t be motivated to come unless they feel their participation 
matters.

 • If  a meeting is just to “get information,” it’s easy to skip it.

 • An email or a notice on the bulletin board usually won’t inspire people to attend.

What to do: Give your co-workers meaningful roles. Let them know how their presence 
or absence will affect issues they care about.

 • Make the meeting pleasant and productive. Prepare a clear agenda, a time limit, and a 
reason to attend, such as a hot issue.

 • Face-to-face invitations are best. Divide up your workplace and find several other people 
to share the work of  inviting people individually.

 • Consider the practical things that can make meetings more accessible: scheduling, 
location, childcare, translation, transportation.

 • Be flexible. Sometimes people simply can’t make it to meetings, but they can still play 
crucial roles in organizing while they’re at work.
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: These people 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.

Activists: These people 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.

 These people will wear a button or sign a petition, but don’t take 
responsibility for getting anyone else involved.

 These people 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.
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Disen e

Hostile

S orters

Activists

Core

From the organizer’s point of  view, think of  your fellow members distributed on a dartboard. Your 
goal is always to move people one step closer to the center of  the circle. 



Stop and think about where people in your workplace fit on this chart. 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.

Disengaged

Hostile

Supporters

Activists

Core
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EXERCISE: FILL IN YOUR OWN BULLSEYE



YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS IN THE UNION

Who is covered? Any member of a union that includes private sector workers. (If your union 
represents exclusively public sector workers, the laws vary by state.)

Free speech. You have the right to:

meet, organize, and speak freely
distribute literature
speak at union meetings, subject to reasonable rules (such as Robert’s Rules of Order)

Elections. You have the right to:
an equal opportunity to vote, nominate candidates, and run for union office
a secret-ballot vote on increases in local union dues, initiation fees, and assessments

Contracts. You have the right to:
receive, upon request to your local, a copy of your contract
inspect all contracts that your local administers

If your rights are violated, a great resource to help you enforce them is the Association 
for Union Democracy. Visit its website at uniondemocracy.org.

Union financial statements. Every private sector union must file an annual financial 
statement with the U.S. Department of Labor containing officer salaries and expenses and 
other union expenses and income. This public document (called an LM-2, LM-3, or LM-4) can 
be obtained online at bit.ly/UnionSearch.

The Labor-Management Reporting and Disclosure Act



YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS ON THE JOB
It’s helpful for an organizer to know what protections you have under U.S. labor law. Enforcing your 
basic rights can be a good way to show your co-workers that the boss isn’t all-powerful. And often 
you don’t have to go to court to enforce the law. Simply knowing and asserting your rights can have a 
powerful effect.

Who is covered? Postal workers and most private sector workers.

Not covered: agricultural workers, domestic workers, independent contractors, or 
supervisors. Airline and railroad workers are covered by a similar law, the Railway Labor Act.

Most public employees are covered by similar laws. You can find the law for federal 
employees at flra.gov/statute, and the state laws at bit.ly/StateUnionLaws.

Concerted activity. Whether or not there’s a union at your workplace, you have the right 
to engage in “concerted activities for the purpose of collective bargaining or other mutual aid 
or protection.”

For instance, you have the right to:
file grievances
complain about contract violations
hold rank-and-file meetings
visit the boss in a group on non-work 
time
petition
wear buttons
pressure the boss in other ways

Management or union officials may 
not retaliate against you for exercising your 
rights, for instance by:

harassing you
spying on you
disciplining you
firing you
interrogating you

Distributing literature. You may:
distribute leaflets at work on non-work time, in non-work areas—such as the parking lot, 
time clock, cafeteria, or break room
solicit signatures on a petition on non-work time, even in working areas
use company-provided, general-use bulletin boards. The employer may not forbid posting union 
literature if they allow things like cartoons, event flyers, or order forms for Girl Scout cookies.

Online. Conversations between co-workers on the Internet—such as Facebook posts, tweets, 
or blogs—get the same protections as face-to-face conversations.

In a union workplace:
The employer must bargain with the 
union and answer information requests
Your contract probably bars you from 
striking until the contract is up

In a non-union workplace:
The employer is not required to bargain 
or answer information requests
You have the right to strike at will—
though this is taking a big risk

If your rights are violated, you may file a charge at the National Labor Relations Board. 
If the Regional Office decides your case has merit, it will schedule a hearing and provide a lawyer 
to prosecute it. Your charge must be filed within six months of the date your rights are violated.

Bargaining and strikes.



Look the other person in the eye, and put your phone away.

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.

Take the time to hear the full story.

Don’t assume you already know what someone cares about. 
People will surprise you.

Avoid leading questions like “Don’t you agree that...”

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.

React, ask follow-up questions, and 
repeat back what you understood. If  you don’t understand, ask.

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

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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Here are some guidelines for a fruitful conversation (or a series of  conversations) with a co-

worker.

Nobody should follow a script mechanically, of  course. Talk with people like human beings! 

But think of  this outline as a tool. The steps can help you move toward a goal, so your co-

worker isn’t left feeling like her time’s been wasted with a spiel or a gripe session. Done right, an 

organizing conversation leads to action.

Your job is mostly to ask questions. You want your co-worker to realize:

 She cares about a problem.

 There’s a decision-maker who has the power to fix this problem.

 The decision-maker won’t fix it until someone pushes them to.

 If  your co-worker really wants this problem fixed, she has to join you and other co-workers 

in taking action.

But just telling her all this wouldn’t be very effective. Instead, you want to ask the right questions 

that get her to say it herself. We tend to remember what we said, not what the other person said.

1.   DISCOVER THE ISSUES 
Begin by asking questions—and listening to the answers—to learn what your co-worker cares 

about. Make your questions open-ended, especially when you’re getting to know someone.

How’s your day going? How did you get 
this job?

What was it like when 
you first started here?

When you’re organizing around a particular issue, your questions might get more pointed. Still, 

even if  you have a petition about the awful new schedule, don’t leap straight into “Will you sign 

this?” Instead, ask:

How’s the new schedule 
working for you?

The point is for your co-worker to remind herself  how she feels about this problem, before you 

ask her to act. If  you’ve discussed this issue before, you can still ask how it’s affecting her today, 

or share someone else’s story and get her reaction.

AN ORGANIZING CONVERSATION
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2.   AGITATE
React to what she tells you, and ask follow-up questions. By reacting, the organizer can help the 

other person feel she has permission to be angry:

How does that 
make you feel?

Wow. How long has that 
been going on?

Is that okay with you? How are you 
coping?

How is that affecting 
your family?

3.   LAY THE BLAME
Get her talking about who’s responsible.

Why do you think we’re 
having this problem?

Who’s in a 
position to fix it? 
What would they 

have to do?

Do you think this problem 
is going to correct itself?

Many times we feel our problems are just “the way things are.” Realizing that bad conditions 

didn’t fall from the sky can be empowering. If  someone made the decision that caused this mess, 

that someone could also unmake it.

4.   MAKE A PLAN TO WIN
Now that your co-worker is angry, it’s time to offer some hope. Hope comes from your power 

in numbers and a winnable plan. That’s how you make your problem into a problem for the 

decision-maker.

What do you think he’ll 
do? Will he be able to 

keep ignoring us? 

Most people want to go back to the old 
schedule. The supervisor hasn’t listened, but 
what if 25 of us sign this petition, and we all 
march into his office together to deliver it?

What’s his boss 
going to say?
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This step will be trickier if  today’s petition doesn’t address a problem that this person feels 

strongly about. You’ll have an easier time organizing if  you choose issues that are widely and 

deeply felt—we’ll talk about that in Lesson 4.

But what you can say is that power in numbers is our only way to get a say on any issue. For 

instance:

This is the first step. We’ve all got to start 
backing each other up. How else are we 
going to build enough power to fix the 

understaffing you’re talking about?

If we win on this issue, do you 
think management will learn 
something? Will taking action 
on the next issue be easier?

If  someone is fearful, acknowledge that her fears have real reasons behind them. But still, things 

won’t get better unless she gets involved. Your job isn’t to convince her that she’s wrong about 

her fears, but that she needs to act anyway.

Will you sign this petition and come 
with us to deliver it on Thursday?

Is the schedule ever going to get 
fixed if we don’t take action? Are you 

willing to let this problem go on?

5.   GET A COMMITMENT
Ask the member to be part of  the solution by taking a specific action.

Helping her through it will be a lot easier when you’re inviting her to act on what she’s already 

said—not pushing an action you’re trying to “sell.” 

6.   INOCULATE AND RE-COMMIT
Now your co-worker is committed—but does she know what she’s getting into? Ask how she 

thinks management will react to the action.

What do you think the supervisor 
will say when we go to his office?
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If  there’s a likely risk she hasn’t thought of, warn her about it.

What if he gets angry and threatens to write 
everyone up? What if he offers to meet with 
one or two of us but not the whole group?

Talk through the possible outcomes. Then ask whether you can still count on her participation.

Does any of that change 
your mind?

This part might sound like you’re undermining your organizing. You’ve gone to all this work 

to help your co-worker decide to act, and now you’re trying to talk her out of  it? But like 

inoculating against a virus, the idea is to help her develop an immunity to management’s 

attacks—by giving her a small dose before she’s exposed to the real thing.

This way, when management reacts, she won’t be thrown by it. In fact, your correct prediction 

will boost your credibility.

7.   SET A FOLLOW-UP PLAN
As organizer Fred Ross put it, “90 percent of  organizing is follow-up.”

Agree on the next step, and when you’ll check back in. Maybe she’s going to meet you Thursday 

to deliver the petition, or she’ll ask two co-workers to sign. Or maybe you simply promise to 

report back on Friday about how the meeting went.

Remember, you’re not just trying to pull off  this one action. You’re also trying to draw people 

gradually closer to the center and build an ongoing network of  communication. You’re trying to 

make standing up, in an organized way, a normal and natural part of  workplace life.

Can you ask Jane to sign? Great!         
I’ll come back at the end of the shift to 

find out how it went, okay?
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AHUY: DEVELOPING A RAP

1. Opening: Introduce yourself and ask a question to get the other person talking about a 
workplace issue. How will you strike up the conversation?

2. Anger: “There is an injustice. We have to fix this.” Tap into righteous anger at the injustice 
and create determination to do something about it. What questions will you ask to learn how 
the issue affects this person?

3. Hope: “Change is possible. We can fix this. Here’s our plan.” Inspire hope by conveying a 
clear, credible, worthwhile plan and sharing why you feel hopeful. What are the steps we need 
to take together? 

4. Urgency: “Now is the time. We can’t wait any longer.” What will happen if you don’t act?  

5. You: “You can make a difference. Your participation matters.” Why is this person’s support 
critical? What concrete action are you asking them to take?

The acronym “AHUY” is a helpful shorthand for what it takes to move someone to act: Anger, 
Hope, Urgency, and You.



Issue: 

Action: 

Co-worker: 

1. Discover the issues. Ask questions to learn what your co-worker cares about. Make 
your questions open-ended.

2. Agitate. React to what she tells you, and ask follow-up questions. Help the other 
person feel she has permission to be angry.

3. Lay the blame. Get her talking about who’s responsible.

4. Make a plan to win. How could you use your power in numbers to make your problem 
into a problem for the decision-maker?

5. Get a commitment. Ask the member to be part of the solution by taking a specific action.

6. Inoculate and re-commit. Does your co-worker know what she’s getting into? Help 
her develop an immunity to management’s attacks. 

7. Set a follow-up plan. Agree on the next step, and when you’ll check back in.

EXERCISE: WRITE YOUR OWN 
ORGANIZING CONVERSATION
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It can feel awkward at first, encouraging your co-workers to get mad and challenging them 
to face their fears. But like anything, it gets easier with practice.

If you’re reading this in a workshop or as a group, pair up and practice the conversation. 
Take turns playing the role of organizer. If you’re reading this on your own, ask an 
experienced organizer to be your partner, or recruit a friend or family member to try it out.

Ask about the other person’s real job, whatever it is. Pretend you work there too, but you 
don’t know much yet—maybe you’re new. Have him give you a plausible setting for the 
conversation, such as the lunchroom. Ask him to do his best to answer your questions 
honestly, as if this were for real.

REMEMBER THE STEPS

Start with issues. Ask as many questions as you can think of, to find out what he loves and 
hates about the work, what’s changed over time, what he would fix if he had a magic wand. 
Don’t rush.

When you think you’ve zeroed in on the issue he cares about most, move into agitation and 
laying the blame. See if you can get him to say out loud that he’s ready to do something to 
solve this problem, and to name who’s responsible.

Move into a plan to win, and inspire him with the idea of strength in numbers. Ask him to 
commit to a specific action. Do some inoculation about the risks and ask him to recommit. Set 
a follow-up plan, when you will be back in touch.

HOW DID IT GO?

Afterwards, debrief with your partner. Find out how he felt about the conversation. 

 Did you correctly identify his top-priority issue? 

 What else could you have asked about? 

 What parts of the conversation really made him think? 

 What parts did he enjoy? 

 If he agreed to take the action, why did he decide to do it?

 If he didn’t, what could have made him reconsider?

EXERCISE: PRACTICE THE 
ORGANIZING CONVERSATION
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Here are a few ways activists can help each other develop as leaders:
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HELP LEADERS LEARN

Agree on your goals. Your bottom line is to build the power of  union members. 
Talk about it and come to an agreement on what building that power means in your 
workplace and beyond. (You’d be surprised how many leaders are not clear that power 
comes from active members.)

Hold each other accountable. When you take an organizing assignment like 
talking to so-and-so, follow through on it, and make clear you expect the same from 
other leaders.

Team up. Stay in frequent touch, and help each other problem-solve. Leaders with 
complementary skills can cross-train each other. 

Form trusting friendships. Give extra weight to your relationships with leaders. 
Prioritize their texts and emails. If  they’re targeted, make sure you have their back.

Educate each other. Pass around articles. Talk about the big picture.  



 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.

  QUALITIES OF A GOOD ORGANIZER
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You will need:
 Butcher paper

 Color markers

 Sticky dots

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 
represent workers. You might use different colors to 
indicate supervisors, union activists, various jobs, or 
shifts. Mark the dots with initials or names.

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.

Office

Storage

Water

Desks

Union activist
Not yet involved

Supervisor

EXERCISE: MAP YOUR WORKPLACE
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Mark the groups. Identify the people who form each work group and each social group, 
using a different color or symbol for each group.

As you identify groups, discuss them.

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.

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

Also mark the wider circle of union supporters.

Who are the 
Spanish-

speakers?

Who works together?

Who carpools 
together?

Who are all the 
smokers?

How does this 
group relate to 
management?

What are the 
biggest problems 

affecting this 
group?

Who’s the main leader 
in this group?

Are there other 
leaders in this 

group?

Who gathered 
signatures on the 

latest petition?

 Who’s helping to 
make this map?

Who signed the last 
petition?

 Who is a dues-
paying member?

EXERCISE: MAP YOUR WORKPLACE 
PART 2
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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:

Even when people know their workplace well, the map will help them see it with new eyes. 
Ask open-ended questions.

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.

The next time you go to work, look around and compare the reality to your map.

  

What do you see?

What new 
questions does 
this map raise?

What’s going on here?

How does news 
travel?

Do we see any 
patterns?

See this group over here, the 
one we’ve never had contact 

with? Who can talk to someone 
in that group?

Did we overlook 
anyone?

EXERCISE: MAP YOUR WORKPLACE 
PART 3
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EXERCISE: MAKE A CHART, TOO
After making a physical map of your workplace, you can keep track of the essential information 
in a chart. Charts are easy to update and help you monitor your organizing progress and see 
where the gaps are.

Keep it simple. Create a spreadsheet, using a computer program such as Excel or Google 
Sheets. Enter one row for each worker, even people you don’t have much information about. 
Make a column for each bit of information you want to track, such as:

 First name

 Last name

 Cell phone

 Email address

 Job title

 Work area

 Shift

 Date of hire

 Wage tier

 Language

Keep it up to date. Charts are only as useful as they are accurate. Print out a copy of your 
chart to carry around with you. Continually update it, and enlist co-workers to help. This can 
include filling in gaps in contact information, adding people who are missing from your list, 
and removing those who have quit, gone on leave, or changed assignments.

Make a wall chart. Also make a big version of your chart to display on the wall, with all the 
names grouped by work area, job, and shift. Color-code it to show your organizing progress, 
so you can see at a glance where your union is weak and where it’s strong. For instance, 
highlight everyone who has committed to attend a rally, signed a petition, or worn a button. 
Put a dot beside the name of each steward, activist, or contract action team member.

 Top issue

 Union member?

 Steward?

 Contract action team member?

 Completed bargaining survey?

 Attended training on X issue?

 Attended rally on Y date?

 Signed up or recruited a new member?

First

SAMPLE CHART

Last Work 
area

EmailShiftJob Wage StewardCell 
phone

Grievance 
training 
11/10

Safety 
petition 
10/31

Wanda Smith X-Ray Tech Day wandasmith@123.com123-456-7890 $15.02 X X

George Hernandez Med Rec 234-567-8901EveClerk $16.73 X X
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CHART TEM
PLATE

First
Last

Em
ail

Cell phone
Job

Shift

Label these colum
ns yourself w

ith 
actions or other info you w

ant to track. 



. 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 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.

 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 yes. The more pressure you can bring to bear, the more issues will become winnable.

Consider how this fight will build your 
capacity for future fights. Will the issue attract leaders or groups 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 
wanted, but we do come out smarter and better organized—which makes it more likely 
we can win next time.
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The grievance is an essential tool for enforcing your union. However, grievances can fix only a tiny 
fraction of  the injustices that go on in any workplace. Here’s why:

WHY GRIEVANCES ARE NOT ENOUGH

Many problems are not grievances.

Most potential grievances will never be filed, for instance because:

 • The worker is still on probation.
 • The worker is already facing discrimination.
 • The worker is afraid of being marked as a troublemaker.
 • The worker doesn’t realize her problem is a contract violation.
 • The worker doesn’t know how to reach a steward or file a grievance.
 • The steward doesn’t have time to comb the workplace finding every possible 

grievance—or to file them all.

When we do file a grievance and win:

 • The process takes months.
 • Only a few workers are involved—it’s not usually a collective activity.
 • It doesn’t build power.
 • Even workers with similar problems never hear about the solution.
 • Most people are left stewing over their unsolved problems.

Action works better. When we use shop floor action to back up a grievance (or 
bypass the grievance system altogether):

 • More workers participate.
 • More people see their problems addressed—especially problems that affect 

many people.
 • More people develop the skills and confidence to confront problems at work.
 • People start expecting to participate in defending the contract and defending 

each other.
 • Union power grows.
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Have you started mulling over some possible organizing issues at your workplace? Pick 
one, and answer these questions to help you think through its organizing potential.

1. What’s the problem?

2. What’s our proposed solution?

3. Is this issue widely felt?
 ● How many people are technically affected by the problem?

 ● How many people feel like it affects them?

4. Is it deeply felt?
 ● How much do people care about the issue?

 ● What are they willing to do about it?

5. Is it winnable?
 ● Who’s the decision-maker who could say yes to our solution?

 ● What would it cost this person to say yes? Consider not just the budget but also the 

decision-maker’s personal or political investment in the issue. 

6. How much pressure will we have to bring to overcome this person’s resistance?

EXERCISE: EVALUATE AN ORGANIZING 
ISSUE
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Managers like routine. They like to know that what happened yesterday will happen today 
and that no one is thinking too hard about it. You can make them nervous simply by doing 
something different, even something normal that would be unthreatening to the non-managerial 
mind. When they have to keep guessing where the next shot is coming from, you have the upper 
hand.

POWERFUL WAYS TO ACT

Disrupt the flow of work, the chain of  command, or the employer’s control 
over workers. Disruption gets attention, and often gets results.

Examples: strike, work to rule, stop the line, boycott overtime.

Alter and improve. Some things we can change simply by doing them 
differently.

Examples: slow down, take a longer break together, reorganize a work process, 
agree on a new practice. 

Take control. When the boss gives an order, he sets a chain of  events in motion. 
When we act collectively, we start a chain of  events in a different direction.

Examples: march on the boss, hold a meeting at work, all wear union shirts the 
same day, rally outside before work and then march in all together.
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TURN UP THE HEAT: 
ACTION THERMOMETER

14.  Walked out of a meeting en masse

13.  Spoke to the media

12.  Pulled a publicity stunt 

11.   Called a meeting of supporters

10.  Used the result to formulate specific demands, with

9.   Filed an information request

8.   Reached out to parents

7.    Published a newsletter

6.   Formed a grievance committee

5.   Developed a communication network

4.   Conducted a health survey

3.   Gathered signatures on a grievance

2.   Defined their issue: air quality

1.    Met as a small group

Don’t bring out your big guns right away. Start with an easy activity and get lots of  people to 
participate. If  that doesn’t succeed, gradually increase the intensity of  your actions, but make sure 
you don’t leave people behind by escalating too quickly.

One way to visualize escalating tactics is to arrange them on a thermometer, with each action 
“hotter” than the last. For instance, here are the steps a group of  New Haven teachers took to solve 
the mold problem at their school, beginning from the bottom of  the thermometer:

deadlines
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  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?

CHECKLIST: CHOOSE TACTICS THAT FIT

Your escalating campaign is made up of  many tactics. A tactic could be mild, like a survey, or 
militant, like a work slowdown. It could be traditional, like a picket, or it could be a creative stunt 
a member just dreamed up. When your group is weighing what tactic to try next, here are some 
factors to consider:



Here’s an assortment of tactics that workers have used and loved. Pick an issue in 
your workplace and imagine you’re planning an escalating campaign. Use the blank 
thermometer, and write in the tactics you might use, beginning at the bottom with the 
mildest ones.

Which tactics are “hotter” might vary from one workplace to another, and some tactics will 
be unique to a particular workplace. Can you think of actions you might try that aren’t on 
this list? Place these on your thermometer, too.

Bombard the boss 

with phone calls and 

emails

Wear T-shirts or 
hats with a slogan 
or cartoon on a 
particular day

Put up posters

Hold an 

informational 

picket line

Strike
File a group grievance with signatures

Wear 
buttons or 

stickers Distribute 
leaflets

Set up a 
Facebook 

page for your 
campaign

Work to rule

Visit the boss in 

a small group

Spill the beans to the media

Do a survey

Circulate 
a petition

Do a skit or other creative 

action at a picket line, 

shareholders’ meeting, or 

public place

Rally in the parking lot and enter the building at the 
same time

Barrage 
management 

with tweets and 
Facebook comments

Stop working 
overtime, all 

together

Invite a giant inflatable rat to sit outside the workplace

Write and sing 

a song about 

the boss

Call the boss out 
in front of other 

workers

Everyone gets 
“sick” on the 

same day

Meet with outside supporters; get them to take 
action, too

Make up wallet 
cards that define 
workers’ rights

All take breaks at 

the same time

Rally at company 
headquarters or 
another target

Visit the boss in a 

large group

EXERCISE: ARRANGE THESE TACTICS 
ON A THERMOMETER
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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.

MAKE SURE EVERY JOB GETS DONE

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

Design the sticker. Ben October 22

October 20Come up with a catchy slogan. Britney and Ben

Raise the money to buy the stickers.

Print up the stickers at a union copy shop.  

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

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

Hand out the stickers.

Wear the stickers.

Meet afterwards to debrief how it went.

October 22Al, Calvin, Maria, 
Tonya

October 23Freddie

October 23Britney, Tonya, 
Maria, Millie

October 24All committee 
members 

October 25All committee 
members 

October 25Everyone

October 25All committee 
members 

TACTIC: STICKER DAY



If  management puts out a “fact sheet” filled with lies, how should you respond? It can be 
tempting to thoroughly refute every point, but you should stop and think before going down that 
rabbit hole.

WHEN NOT TO REACT:

Do not respond to the boss’s message just because:

 It’s infuriating.

 It’s a lie.

Why not?
 Management is trying to distract and confuse.

 If  derailing works, they’ll keep it up, supplying more lies as quickly as you can debunk 
them.

 When you’re on the defensive, you are—for the moment—losing.

What to do instead:
Avoid dignifying an attack with a written response. Co-workers may be looking to you for cues on 
whether to take it seriously. You want to keep the focus on your issues, not their attacks.

WHEN TO REACT:

Do respond if:

 Management’s message is getting traction—people you care about are talking about it.

 It’s closing people off  to your message.

Why?
Essentially, you should respond when you have to. If management is successfully changing the sub-
ject—preventing people from hearing your message or participating in your union actions—you may 
need to respond to what they’re saying, in your flyers and conversations, to get your co-workers back 
on track.

What to do:
The goal is to put out the fire and bring the focus back to your issues. Remember, your campaign won’t 
be won with dueling flyers, but with one-on-one conversations through the communication network 
you’ve been building. Management has enough money and personnel to out-flyer you, but you’re the 
ones who are trusted shop floor leaders.

TO REACT, OR NOT TO REACT?
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Affirm: 

 

I hear you, I don’t want to 
lose money either!

Yes, it’s true we wouldn’t be paid during a 
strike. Going on strike is a serious decision 

that requires a majority vote—so we only do 
it if most people decide it’s worth it.

If they’re so concerned about our 
pocketbooks all of a sudden, why haven’t 

they given us a raise for two years?

ANSWERING TOUGH QUESTIONS

Let them know you’re listening, you understand, and their feelings are valid. Your co-workers 
may be scared or upset by what they’ve heard. Don’t get mad at them. It’s management’s fault, 
not theirs.

On paper and in person, keep the focus on your message. When people come to you riled up over 
the spin from management, a good way to respond is “Affirm, Answer, Redirect.”

Answer:
Give a truthful, concise answer to the question. Don’t be evasive. If  there’s a grain of  truth to 
management’s message, say that up front.

If  you don’t know the answer, don’t guess. Tell them you’ll find out and get back to them. Make 
sure you follow through, to maintain trust.

Redirect: 
But once you’ve answered the question, don’t get bogged down in too much back-and-forth about 
it. Instead, be ready with a question that brings the conversation back to your message and points 
out what management is trying to distract them from.

Remind your co-workers of  the issues that inspired them to organize in the first place. Ask whether 
that’s changed. Steer the conversation back to the plan to win, and the next steps.
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1. Pick a message management has used, or might use, to undermine your campaign. If 
there’s a concern that’s already been getting traction with your co-workers, use that 
one. Write the concern the way a co-worker might phrase it: 

2. Now write what you would say to answer it, using the three steps:

Affirm: Let them know you’re listening, you understand, and their feelings are valid.

Answer: Give a truthful, concise answer to the question. If there’s a grain of truth to 
management’s message, say that up front.

Redirect: Be ready with a question that brings the conversation back to your message and 
points out what management is trying to distract them from.

3. Practice out loud with a friend.

EXERCISE: PRACTICE ANSWERING 
TOUGH QUESTIONS

LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer  labornotes.org/secrets



If  managers start cornering individuals, how can you prepare people? Warn them what to 
expect. It’s helpful  to role-play how a one-on-one meeting might go.

Advise your co-workers that there’s no need for heroics. Arguing with your supervisor about 
your campaign won’t help. The supervisor’s goal is either to intimidate you or to find out 
information, such as who the leaders are.

Here are some good practices to follow any time you are called into the office:

WHEN YOU'RE CALLED INTO THE 
OFFICE
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Assert your Weingarten rights. If  you have a legally recognized union in the 
private sector  (even if  you don’t have a contract yet), you have the right to have a 
steward present in any meeting that could lead to discipline. (Many public sector 
unions have similar protections in state law or contracts.)

So any time you start to feel intimidated, ask your supervisor directly: “Will this 
meeting lead to discipline?” If she says anything but “no”—including  “yes,”  “maybe,” 
“we’ll see,” or “I don’t know yet”—tell her you want a steward present, as is your right.

Take notes on what the supervisor says, especially if  you think she might be 
violating your rights. (For instance, questions about your organizing could be illegal 
surveillance of  union activity. Consult your union officers or a lawyer.)

Note-taking during the meeting could make the supervisor nervous enough to rein in 
her behavior—or it could make her mad enough to escalate. Gauge your particular 
supervisor. If  not during the meeting, be sure to make a written record immediately 
afterward.

Answer questions related to your work, but don’t volunteer extra information you 
weren’t asked.

Debrief soon afterwards with a steward or core group member. This gives the 
steward a chance to make sure you’re okay, find out if  your rights were violated, 
answer any new fears or doubts management has planted, and gather intel on what 
management’s up to.



Go back to your workplace map from Lesson 3. Can you start to see who would make good 
volunteers and who their assigned contacts would be? Think of the natural leaders, and of 
people who could be brought along with some training. Consider how to cover all the work 
groups and social groups.

Make up a first draft of a member-to-member network for your department or workplace. It’s 
only a draft, of course. You will need to do the slow work of getting buy-in from the
volunteers, and they will have their own ideas of who they want to stay in touch with.

EXERCISE: SKETCH OUT A 
MEMBER NETWORK

EXERCISE: SKETCH OUT A MEMBER 
NETWORK
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PHONE TREE TEMPLATE
Worksite:          

Lead Organizer Name: 
Cell phone:                                                       Email: 

Building Organizer

Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

1. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

2. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

3. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

4. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

5. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

6. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

7. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

8. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

9. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

10. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

11. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:

12. Name:

Cell Phone:  

Home Email:



Over the years, shop floor newsletters and leaflets have been great organizing tools. These days many 
organizers use email lists and Facebook groups for a similar purpose.

But remember, whether you’re using paper or pixels—it’s a tool for organizing, not a substitute. Just 
leaving a stack of flyers on the break room table, or posting a link on Facebook, won’t get you far. Even 
the best article, meme, status update, or newsletter is useful mainly as a prompt to help you start real-
life conversations with your co-workers.

Here are a few things you can use a leaflet to do:

WHAT A LEAFLET CAN DO
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 Create an opportunity for conversations. “Hey, have you seen this? What 
do you think?”

 Direct attention to your issue. Especially when one co-worker sees another 
reading your leaflet, it can get people talking.

 Create a distribution network. The idea is for information to flow in all 
directions along this network, not just top-down from Leaflet Central.



If  you’re looking to keep your organizing going beyond a single campaign, consider starting a 
shop floor newsletter that comes out on a regular schedule, such as monthly. Even in a social 
media-dominated world, a print newsletter can be:

 Create an opportunity for conversations. “Hey, have you seen this? What 
do you think?”

 A visible expression of the union’s power in the workplace. People 
see that they’re not alone in questioning management’s authority. One worker turns to 
another and says, “Hey, get a load of  this!”

 A tool to pressure management. Bosses don’t like to see their actions brought 
into the light of  day. You can tell by the way they overreact to the printed word.

 A forum for information and debate. The newsletter can chew out 
management, inform workers about what’s happening in other departments and in the 
outside world, and offer criticisms and proposals to the union.

 The voice of a caucus. In a local that’s very badly run, a rank-and-file newsletter 
can be one of  the only ways that members find out what’s going on.

 An attractive project to join. A newsletter creates jobs for people with 
different sorts of  skills—gathering news, writing, editing, cartooning, taking photos, 
designing, laying out, distributing, and fundraising.

 The face of your organizing committee. The more people involved, the 
stronger your credibility and base of  support. Anonymous newsletters have less 
credibility. Some newsletter groups, rather than putting a signature on each article, 
print a list of  the names of  everyone involved, to show that the newsletter is a collective 
product.

WHY MAKE A NEWSLETTER?
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The union is visible to members and management every day.

PORTRAIT OF A WELL-ORGANIZED 
WORKPLACE

 Face-to-face visits. Stewards or union volunteers walk through the workplace 
regularly. They have relationships with all members, not just elected leaders.

 Complete coverage. There is a steward or union volunteer on every shift, in every 
department. The list is written down, regularly updated, and widely available.

 Lively meetings. Membership meetings are regular and well-attended.

 New hires join. A union representative attends every new employee orientation.

 Word gets around. There is regular communication through newsletters, flyers, up-
to-date bulletin boards, and a member-to-member network.

We defend our standards and enforce our contracts.

 Action is the norm. Members mobilize and use collective action to solve everyday 
problems. Grievances are not our primary line of  defense.

 We know our rights. Contracts are widely available and promptly distributed, both 
electronically and in print.

 Stewards do it. Stewards are trained and empowered to resolve issues at the lowest 
level, including filing grievances.

 Boss knows it. Managers do not act unilaterally or abusively, because they know 
they will get pushback.

Members own the union.

 Confidence. Members feel that their union is strong and can resolve problems.

 Easy access. Through stewards, members have immediate access to resources to 
resolve their problems, without having to track down the union rep.

 Participation. Members participate in union-wide programs and campaigns.

 Pride. Members are glad they belong to the union. Social events are well-attended.
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Look back over the list “Portrait of a Well-Organized Workplace,” and assess the current 
state of your workplace for each item. Use this scale:

 

If you got some As and Bs, congratulations! If not, you’re taking a first step.

Browsing back through your answers, identify two or three items as medium-term goals, 
things you think you can achieve over the next year and want to focus on. Jot down specific 
steps you’ll need to take to move toward these goals.

Goal for this year: 
Steps:   

Another goal for this year: 
Steps:   

Also pick out a couple of items as longer-term goals, things that might describe your 
workplace a few years down the line if you keep organizing. Jot down some intermediate 
steps you’ll need to take to move toward those goals.

Long-term goal:  
Steps:   

Another long-term goal:  
Steps:  

GIVE YOUR WORKPLACE A CHECKUP
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 A   The statement is very true of your workplace.

 B    It’s mostly true.

 C    It’s somewhat true, in some areas.

 D    It’s barely true, or not true at all.



Teachers at Kelvyn Park High School in Chicago have transformed their school into one 
where the whole staff feels the union is strong, members are unafraid to speak up, and 
leadership is shared. 

“The union is very present,” said longtime steward Jerry Skinner. “We have a history that 
everyone is aware of.” That history includes 100 percent participation in the 2012 strike and 
many confrontations with difficult principals.

New staff learn about the union right away, because members have transformed their 
lunchroom into a union hall. The latest union newsletters and copies of Labor Notes are 
available. Newspaper articles about the union’s activities at Kelvyn Park have been blown 
up and turned into posters to decorate the walls, along with mementos from the strike.

Members also have an email list, coordinated by the stewards (called delegates), where all 
members receive and can respond to organizing updates.

MORE PROBLEM-SOLVERS

In recent years the stewards have maintained a policy of “one and done.” “Once your three-
year term as lead delegate is up, you step down,” Skinner said. That brings new people into 
the steward role.

“Instead of looking for the ‘right person’ to fill the position,” Skinner said, “we find people 
will rise to the occasion. People will find they have abilities and skills they didn’t know they 
had.”

That’s partly because they get lots of mentoring. Former stewards continue to contribute, 
and today teachers are as likely to go to former stewards for help as to current ones.

Leaders at Kelvyn Park do surveys to discover the most pressing issues, and have made 
potent use of petitions. Facing a hostile principal in 2010, more than 90 percent of tenured 
teachers signed a petition that went over her head to her boss.

At an ensuing meeting with the boss’s representative, 65 teachers were prepared to 
describe specific problems, including all the ways the principal was failing students. The 
two stewards “couldn’t have done it by ourselves,” Skinner said.

“We couldn’t have countered his arguments. We needed the special education teachers there. 
We needed science teachers there. All the teachers would give their precise individual exper-
tise. When the official tried to argue that the school was adequately funded in one area of 
instruction, a literacy teacher would say, ‘No, that’s a different budget.’

CASE STUDY #1: A UNION SCHOOL

continued...
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“This was a watershed moment for our school,” Skinner said, “in which the experience and 
expertise of the entire staff, not just that of a couple of leaders, was demonstrated to the 
bosses and to each other.”

Eventually Kelvyn Park got a new principal. Before she was hired, her boss discussed the 
nomination with a teacher leader, to find out whether she worked well with the staff.

WITH PARENTS AND STUDENTS

Union members reinforce their workplace presence by allying with parents and students. 
Chicago public schools each have a Local School Council (made up of parents, students, com-
munity members, teachers, and the principal) that meets monthly to oversee operations. 

Active union members ran for and won seats on the LSC. Other members often come to 
meetings to keep the LSC informed about their views, grievances, surveys, and petitions.

As a result, the LSC has become far bolder in calling for more resources and a safer school. 
In 2010, 150 students even staged a midday walkout demanding more teachers. The same 
year, two parents and their children went to a school board meeting to speak against the 
principal’s defunding of extracurricular programs. They got the money back. 

By keeping their school well organized and vigilant, in recent years teachers have:

 Gotten back $300,000 that a principal tried to return to the board.

 Restored full funding of athletics programs.

 Restored teachers’ right to make as many photocopies as they need.

 Rehired an experienced dean to deal with discipline.

 Saved the jobs of two P.E. teachers and one art teacher.

 Forced the principal to redo the evaluations of several veteran and activist teachers 
who were targeted with lower performance ratings.

“The administration will ignore you if it can,” Skinner said, “but if you consistently show 
you’re not scared to stand up to the principal or their boss, you can get somewhere. We’ve 
created a culture where that’s the norm.”
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How are Kelvyn Park High School teachers using the secrets of successful organizers?

Lesson 1: Attitude Adjustment
What are activists at Kelvyn Park doing to preempt fear, hopelessness, division, and 
confusion—and make an “organizing attitude” the norm?   
 

What steps are they taking to get many people involved, insuring that the workplace organizer 
doesn’t act as a lone ranger?

Lesson 2: One-on-One Conversations
Where is the union creating opportunities for one-on-one conversations?

Lesson 3: Map Your Workplace and Its Leaders
When did it prove especially important to have different categories of workers on board?

How are leaders organizing democratically, helping to nurture more activists?

CASE STUDY #1 DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS
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Lesson 4: Choosing an Issue
What are some of the widely and deeply felt issues the teachers have organized around?

What underlying values were at stake?

Which issues inspired allies outside the workforce to get involved?

Lesson 5: An Escalating Campaign
What tactics have the teachers used? Where would you place them on the thermometer?

Which weak spots in the system did they find? How did they translate those into power?

Lesson 6: Expect the Unexpected
When confronting a bullying boss, how did the teachers reduce the risk of retaliation?

Lesson 7: Always Be Organizing
What structures have the teachers set up to keep their organizing going?

LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer  labornotes.org/secrets



Managers often go after those who seem weak or disadvantaged. Gregg Shotwell tells how members 
at an auto parts plant in Coopersville, Michigan, protected one of their own.

“There was a woman in our department who had attention deficit disorder,” says Shotwell. “It made 
it difficult for her to learn new tasks. She was often late. She was a thorn in management’s side.”

A supervisor wanted this worker—we’ll call her Rosie—to learn a new machine. When Rosie had 
trouble, the supervisor disqualified her from the job and switched her to another one, which only 
made matters worse. She monitored Rosie with constant questioning and criticism.

“The supervisor picked on Rosie because she was less able to defend herself,” says Shotwell. “It was 
cruel.”

Rosie wasn’t the most popular worker; she often got on other people’s nerves as well. But everyone 
could see that she was being mistreated. Workers had nicknamed this supervisor “the Terminator.”

A few weeks before Christmas, the boss accused Rosie of running scrap—producing bad parts—and 
fired her. The supervisor told Shotwell to run Rosie’s machine, but he shut it off and refused. “This 
machine is running scrap,” he told the Terminator. “I’m not going to get fired, too.”

When she insisted, Shotwell told her, “Fine. I will run scrap under direct order, but get my committee-
man [steward], because I have to get it documented that you ordered me to run a machine that is 
producing scrap.”

Sure enough, the machine produced scrap. “I made sure of that.”

YOU WANT QUALITY?

Next, Shotwell and his co-workers found a way to use the company’s quality-control program.“We had 
something called Document 40, in which an employee can document a quality problem. This cre-
ates a paper trail, and management is afraid of documentation. Since the quality problem couldn’t be 
resolved without the involvement of production workers, job setters, and the skilled trades, we had 
control.”

The quality problem was contagious; soon other workers were experiencing problems with their ma-
chines. Job setters who were usually quite skilled at making adjustments and small repairs appeared 
stumped, so they called out skilled trades.

“We explained to tradespeople what was happening. Nothing got fixed,” says Shotwell. “Production 
slowed to a trickle.”

ON VACATION

Rosie’s co-workers weren’t satisfied, though. “The next thing we did,” says Shotwell, “was take up a 
collection for Rosie. We wanted management to know that she’s not fired, she’s on vacation. She’s 
going to be paid one way or another.”

CASE STUDY #2: AN INJURY TO ONE 
IS AN INJURY TO ALL
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They demanded a meeting with the general foreman, who said he would meet with one or two 
members. Instead, all the workers packed the conference room, outnumbering the four managers. 
Production in the department stopped.

Workers took turns relating incidents of harassment they had witnessed, and chronic quality 
problems they’d seen management ignore: “Firing Rosie doesn’t change a thing.” “It doesn’t solve the 
poor quality problems.” “She’s a scapegoat, not a solution.”

“We let them know we would pursue the Doc 40 all the way to the top of the corporation,” says 
Shotwell.

CIVIL RIGHTS INVESTIGATION

Next, people from the department went to the union meeting. The union reps were reluctant to 
defend Rosie, but her co-workers demanded a civil rights investigation for  harassment. 

So one by one, the civil rights chairman took every worker, engineer, and supervisor in the 
department off the floor into a private room to interview them. 

“We workers talked, and talked, and talked. We ate up time like popcorn,” Shotwell says. Production 
suffered, the shop floor buzzed with excitement, and management grew more and more anxious.

Adding to the slowdown, union members refused overtime. The Christmas shutdown was 
approaching, the company needed the parts, and workers were saying, “No, if you can afford to fire 
somebody, then you must not need the parts very bad.” Many people who usually liked overtime 
before Christmas made a sacrifice.

The workers took up a collection to buy red and black T-shirts. The front said, “Stop Harassment,” 
and the back said, “An injury to one is an injury to all.”

“One of the reasons this solidarity action was so successful was that a woman who is well liked and 
respected, Kathy Tellier, got involved,” Shotwell says. “She had credibility. Women, I often find, are 
brave in these situations. They really understand harassment. Kathy helped to rally the troops, both 
men and women.”

VICTORY

Under all this pressure, management relented. The company settled the grievance and 
brought Rosie back to work. “The supervisor had to go to ‘charm school,’” Shotwell said, which 
acknowledged the problem and embarrassed the Terminator.

“The day Rosie returned to work, she was the only one, on all three shifts, who wasn’t wearing a 
‘Stop Harassment’ T-shirt. Management saw solid proof that we would not tolerate harassment and 
discrimination.

“I felt really proud to be part of this action. Many people who are not usually outspoken or active 
or confrontational stepped forward. As an instigator my part was easy. I only had to appeal to the 
goodness in people’s hearts.

“Given time and a patient instructor, Rosie did learn the job she was originally disqualified from. And 
management learned a valuable lesson: workers rule when they work to rule.”
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How did Coopersville auto parts workers use the secrets of successful organizers?

Lesson 1: Attitude Adjustment
Remember the fundamental issue: power. What power did management have? 

What power did the auto workers have?

Lesson 2: One-on-One Conversations
When and why were one-on-one conversations especially necessary in this campaign? 

Lesson 3: Map Your Workplace and Its Leaders
How did it help to get the natural leaders and the different categories of workers on board?

Lesson 4: Choosing an Issue
What was the widely and deeply felt issue that inspired workers to join this campaign?

What underlying values were at stake?

What made the workers think their demand was winnable?

CASE STUDY #2 DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS
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Lesson 5: An Escalating Campaign
What tactics did the workers use? Where would you place them on the thermometer? 

Which weak spots in the system did the workers find? How did they use them?

How did the workers put pressure on their union officers?

Lesson 6: Expect the Unexpected
What potential roadblocks did the workers come up against? How did they overcome them?

What were the signs that showed the action was getting through to management?

Lesson 7: Always Be Organizing
What steps did the workers take that left them better organized for the next time?

What do you think of the principle of defending an unpopular co-worker?
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TALK ONE ON ONE
Listen to what your co-workers are saying. Share your own ideas. Don’t just gossip or gripe—help 
create a focus about problems that can be solved.

ENCOURAGE CONFIDENCE
You and your co-workers may feel scared or hopeless. A calm and confident attitude helps. Remind 
people what will happen if  they do nothing. Help them draw on their righteous indignation instead 
of  their fear.

CHALLENGE AUTHORITY
Organizers don’t need to demonize the boss. We do need to encourage people to question authority 
and stand up for each other. Figure out how to confront the people in power.

RECRUIT GOOD LEADERS
Take note of  who is naturally respected and encourage them to take on leadership. Look for each 
person’s talents and find ways to use them. Don’t let the whiners set the tone.

IDENTIFY COMMON PROBLEMS AND SHARED HOPES
We organize to bring people together. Talk and listen until you’ve found a problem that matters to 
lots of  your co-workers. Share what you’ve heard.

ORGANIZE DEMOCRATICALLY
Include everyone who is, or might be, affected. Reach out beyond your friends and the people most 
like yourself. Solicit opinions and involve as many people as possible in decisions. Find a role for 
everyone.

SET CONCRETE GOALS
Goals should be specific. State clearly what a victory would be. Make sure the majority of  people 
share this goal.

GET PEOPLE MOVING
Even simple collective activity is better than just talking. Action breeds commitment. Circulate a 
petition. Wear buttons. Develop plans that involve small steps. Each step should slowly increase 
the visibility and strength of  the group.

ORGANIZING ESSENTIALS
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STICK TOGETHER
As long as an action is collective, you won’t leave individuals vulnerable. Design activity that 
brings people together. Send a group to talk to the boss. Write a letter that everyone signs.

NO SHORTCUTS
Resist the temptation to do it all yourself, or to shoot out an email and consider your co-workers 
informed. Even if  it seems inefficient at first, getting more people involved is the only way to keep 
things going over the long run.

TURN UP THE HEAT
Start with small actions that will probably succeed. With new confidence, people will be inspired 
to take bigger and riskier steps.

EVALUATE AS YOU GO
Keep talking one on one and in groups. Assess whether your goals are still correct and clear. 
Evaluate whether new plans are needed.

ORGANIZATION IS EVERYTHING
Your organization doesn’t need to be too formal, but it does need to get the job done. If  you have 
a phone tree, you’re well on your way. Organize social get-togethers, too.

EYES ON THE PRIZE
Step back, look at the big picture, and don’t let setbacks discourage you for long. Remember you’re 
part of  a much bigger movement. Pass the torch along to the next generation.
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