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WHAT WE KNOW 

It’s no secret that organizing is hard work. At the same time, talking with people, 
knowing them, creating relationships, and building leaders is what has, and will, 
advance our progressive movement. Plus, it’s what sustains us, protects our most 
vulnerable, and for many of us, it’s what brings us joy. 

We know that building authentic relationships with and between people is the best way 
to help people shift their view of themselves relative to their work and community. Real 
relationships also allow organizers to best identify leaders---which helps win, propel 
and sustain progressive policies and ideals. This is the virtuous cycle we are aiming for 
with the creation of Action Builder, and what we and our development partners hope to 
share with the movement.

We know that much of the work of organizing is about building robust networks based 
on trust and knowing that we have each other’s back. It’s about seeing, knowing and 
honoring our humanity and the rights that come with it.

We are at a pivotal moment in time where we know the importance of high-attention 
short-term events like elections, voter registration pushes, and Census outreach. This 
is, and has been, our bread and butter for base building. Our challenge, and the next 
step, is molding these moments into long-term power building opportunities for our 
communities. 

We also recognize that we’re not embarking on any new territory here. We haven’t 
discovered any new models, methods or tactics. We’ve learned from, and continue to 
learn from people who work tirelessly, day in and day out, to help folks recognize and 
step into their individual and collective power. 

We know that our challenge is learning how to integrate voting and organizing, 
moments and movements, winning and wielding power, local resources and national 
resources, high tech and high touch, mobilizing folks and building leaders, C3 and C4, 
and practicing passion and patience. These are not easy accomplishments, but now is 
our time to figure out how to unite these actions for impact. Together, we can and will 
create the future we’ve envisioned all along.
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*The Covid-19 Pandemic
Our organizing guide was created prior to the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
emergence of a novel, and highly contagious, coronavirus in 2020 has 
completely changed the way we all go about everyday life — including how 
we organize. As a response to this crisis, Action Builder announced that 
communities could access a free version of the toolset for mutual aid. Click 
here to learn more and sign up.

We recognize that organizing programs have had to quickly shift from in 
person one-on-one meetings and knocking on doors to online video con-
ferences and increased phone banking, among other innovative ways to 
connect. This adjustment hasn’t been easy. It’s made the hard work of orga-
nizing that much more challenging. And yet we still persist.

In this moment we wonder and ask; how has the Covid-19 pandemic 
changed how you organize? What are some safe organizing methods you 
or your team members have tried in light of these uncertain times?
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ORGANIZING MODEL 

Some people call this organizing model ‘leaderful’, others call it ‘distributed organizing’ 
or ‘relational organizing,’ while some folks refer to it as the ‘snowflake model’. Regard-
less of what you call it, the model we built Action Builder to support aligns best with 
causes or campaigns led by committed volunteers identified, trained and sustained by 
a core group of organizers. The paths taken to leadership, and the specific one-on-one 
conversations themselves may vary. 

The core of this model:

Assessments of leadership growth. What is the next conversation you should have 
with a volunteer or member of the community? The assessment gives you a quick 
glimpse of where someone stands in relation to their leadership growth and their 
engagement with your organization or issue.

One on One conversations. Unlike a survey, organizing conversations tend to be 
focused on drawing out perspectives of a person, especially topics that they care 
passionately about. The actual content of the conversation matters less than getting 
someone to recognize their current situation is not permanent, and empowering them 
to take action to change it (often called agitation).

Assigning tasks. In labor, this practice is frequently called ‘structure tests’. Leaders and 
potential leaders should be active, public supporters of the campaign. Designing what 
it means to be a leader before you launch a campaign is crucial to leadership being real 
and earned. A core task for an experienced leader: growing more leaders!

Working together to define wins. What is success? Engaging leaders, activists and 
members in defining what the win will be, and how to measure progress toward the 
goal is a core part of this model. And defining smaller wins along the way!
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Here are some questions to consider as you work to implement these elements of 
organizing into your program:

Do we train our activists and set them up for growth as full-fledged leaders?

Do our volunteers engage with our staff in an ongoing way?

Do we plan campaigns that create avenues for growth and leadership of members?

Do our campaigns include clear and tangible demands?

Do our campaigns create potential for building broader coalitions?

Advancing our progressive movement will require keeping people engaged and 
invested for the long haul. That’s why this organizing model prioritizes facilitated self-
determination and leadership development within the communities we are seeking to 
organize. And that’s what this guide is all about.
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What is an assessment?
Sometimes called the assessment scale, assessment ladder, or ladder of engagement, 
assessments are a method of charting the growth of leaders in a given campaign. 
By tracking activists on a standard assessment scale, you can see at a glance which 
conversations you should have next and chart how you are doing in your efforts to 
grow leadership and gain committed engagement for your campaign.

For example, you might talk with someone who is a 3 about upcoming easy ways to get 
involved, while you might talk to someone who is a 2 about leadership opportunities to 
assess their interest in moving to a 1. 

An example of an assessment scale:

Assessments are essential components to building the collective power of volunteers 
and activists as workplace and community experts who recognize their power and lead 
their own work in their own communities. Organizers support this work by sharing the 
methods and tools required for developing volunteers from those communities into 
leadership positions. This is sustained once these new leaders begin bringing in even 
more people to build the movement as members and future leaders. 

is an active, engaged leader. They are working to build and grow other
leaders in their community

is a committed supporter and activist, engaging 
actively in the work

is a person on the fence about getting more involved or
supporting the issue or cause

could be someone who is a potential volunteer - or, in a labor campaign, 
someone who is opposing the campaign.

1

2

3

4
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What is a “one-on-one”? 
A one-on-one is an organizing conversation where you meet with people individually. 
These meetings help community-members to build collective power around issues that 
are important to them and their families. In the same way, workers on the job seeking to 
make their voices heard incorporate one-on-ones in order to organize their workplace. 
Organizing conversations are powerful because they allow us to cultivate an authentic 
bond of trust in knowing that we have shared interests. By taking the time to ask, listen 
and know the problems and plausible solutions our co-workers and neighbors tell us, 
we uncover our commonalities. We also realize that together we can stomp out any 
issue that is harming us, and that we can have each other’s backs along the fight.

You can think of organizing conversations like friendly interviews. In these 
conversations organizers are mostly listening with the intention to understand what 
motivates someone. During this discovery process, a listener is identifying what causes 
someone sleepless nights, what enrages them, and what they fear most. These are 
big talking points, and the structure involves often meeting in a person’s home, sitting 
together for about 30 to 45 minutes, and teasing out an authentic connection. By the 
end of the conversation both parties should know what the other finds important, such 
as for example paid time off, affordable healthcare, access to clean water and nutritious 
foods, public transportation, rent control, or ending nepotism on the job. 

In order to incorporate one-on-one meetings, program staff and leaders must nurture 
and practice active listening skills, assessment skills, and relational and understanding 
skills. If program staff or executive leadership are the people who determine the issues 
and solutions for the community, they are often working to mobilize people around 
a few particular agenda items, whereas people-led movements are organized for 
sustainable, collective, and long-term power. Organizing recognizes that people have 
individual needs, but it maintains that people’s needs are met most effectively when 
they connect with others who share their experiences.
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SCHEDULING A ONE-ON-ONE MEETING 

Use your existing list (or build one!) and call your potential leaders on the phone. 
The entire goal of the phone call is to just arrange a day and time for the face to face 
meeting. The point is NOT to try to establish a relationship over the phone. 

Here are 10 tips for hosting an effective one-on-one meeting:1

Introduce yourself and be clear as to why you are at their door. Remind them that you 
spoke with them on the phone and of where you met.  

Ask open-ended questions that require more than a yes or no answer and listen for 
potential lead-in opportunities for them to expound on their stories. You can explore 
different areas to understand what resonates with your person. Here are several 
questions and topics to get started with:

Work to build rapport. What is the common ground between the two of you? Remember 
that this conversation is not the place to offer any judgements or advice. Your primary 
job is to listen.

Discover what your person is passionate about and ask follow up questions around that 
topic. 

Does your person have progressive views? Notice how they respond to your questions 
to learn if they are a person who is interested in restricting the rights of others or in 
expanding progressive ideals.

 1 Source: New York City Organizing Support Center, 2000

Can you tell me about what you’d like to see for the children in this community?

Can you tell me about other community organizations you participate in?

Have you been involved in this issue? If so, how?

Are there things related to this issue that you wish you knew more about?

What in your mind is an ideal outcome on this issue?

In what ways do you think you could best contribute to the effort?

Can you recommend anyone else I should talk to?
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Is your person already a leader in their own right? Learn what type of groups they 
belong to, including any hobbies, sports, or professional affiliations. This is an effort to 
know their networks and the work they do in these organizations.

Ask about other potential leaders they know. A lead in question: Can you tell me about 
other people who may want to talk with me about the same kinds of things we’re talking 
about?

Invite them to participate in an action. Be direct and ask them if they will join you at X 
event and if they could invite other people with similar interests to attend. Assure that 
you will follow up with a phone call to provide more detail.

Thank your person for allowing you to spend time getting to know them.

Resist the urge to take notes during your one-on-one. The one exception is in verifying 
the spelling of names and email addresses. When your face to face meeting is over, 
take a few moments to jot down what stood out in your conversation. Make note of 
what they agreed to do and when and if they are someone who has the potential for 
long term involvement with your organization.

If you are just starting out doing one-on-ones, the best way to learn is alongside a more 
experienced organizer. If this isn’t an option with your staff and you are all learning 
together, training and practice are key. 

One-on-one organizing conversations have a long history in both the civil rights 
movement and labor organizing. Deeply interpersonal interactions, like one-on-
ones, give people time and space to uncover and process that the challenges they 
experience in their own lives are often shared with others. This is no doubt a resource- 
and time-heavy activity, but the impact of an in-person meeting is undeniable. By 
implementing this practice into your program, you will begin cultivating the culture of 
relationship-building that research shows works best to move people toward action. 
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Assigning Tasks & Building Leadership
Your team of internal staff and volunteers are key to helping leaders identify their 
strength. Organizers must be able to distribute their work and allow both internal 
and external growth of leaders. Your next lead organizer might be a new volunteer 
today. By providing teams with tasks you are allowing for learning through practice. 
More experienced organizers should work alongside new organizers so they can gain 
experience both in the field and at the office. The path to leadership is not necessarily a 
linear one. A volunteer might take on several different roles within your program before 
they identify their strength. This is why this guide recommends you work within your 
organization to determine how you define leadership. For example, if leadership within 
your organization means bringing in more activists and developing them into leaders, 
then you can derive tasks based on those characteristics, like asking people to table at 
an event and engage new potential activists. In short, there should be an identifiable 
path to leadership within your program, and that starts by defining what that looks like 
for your program.

Ownership & Leadership
The ability to have autonomy over a task, see the action through completion, and 
recognize how that task contributes to the organization’s collective success is critical 
in empowering your potential and current leaders. The ownership factor goes hand in 
hand with assigning tasks and cultivating new leaders. Once a person has a sense of 
ownership they are much more likely to stay engaged, recruit their network to join the 
fight, and see their tasks through completion. Ownership gives people a stake in their 
own and collective success and helps to create sustainable programs where work is 
distributed and everyone feels that they can contribute in some way.
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ABOUT US

Action Network (ActionNetwork.org) is a nonprofit organization creating 
technology that helps progressives build networked power. Our 
collaborative, user-driven development model means that we’re constantly 
developing new tech features our partners need. Action Builder is a new 
organizing tool set built with organizers for organizers through a deeply 
cooperative process with the AFL-CIO, a national federation of 55 of the 
nation’s largest unions.

Right now, there is renewed attention on the effectiveness of old school 
methods of organizing. It’s clear that the time-tested action of building 
relationships between folks and leveraging them into collective power 
works. This is why established programs and new programs alike are 
incorporating “old school” analog organizing practices that hinge on 
building relationships alongside digital tactics, which facilitate messaging, 
mobilizing, analyzing, and strategizing at scale. 

You may be familiar with the Action Network digital organizing toolset, 
which is focused on mobilization with emails, petitions, events, and 
fundraising. With Action Builder, we’re focused on one-on-one organizing 
with tools that help organizers develop leaders, track campaign support, 
and empower activists to make a difference in their community.
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WHAT IS ACTION BUILDER?

Action Builder draws on the time-tested tools that organizers have used 
for decades, from wall charts and flip charts to notebooks and three 
ring binders. We believe that the best tools focus on doing one thing 
really well, rather than doing a bunch of things haphazardly. Action 
Builder is an organizing tool set that facilitates leadership development, 
tracking engagement with leaders over time, and building chapter-based 
membership organizations run by the leaders you’ve identified. 

With guidance from dozens of experienced organizers, we’ve worked 
to make those tools available digitally. Our tool was built to support an 
integrated approach to organizing, and we are excited to share that 
methodology with you. Our aim is to give organizers, like you, the ability 
to spend your time developing volunteers into leaders and helping people 
grow their strengths and expand their reach to their friends, neighbors, and 
coworkers. More leaders means more impact and more people realizing 
their power.



THE ACTION BUILDER 
TOOLSET

for Your Program

This section provides background about the origins of Action Builder and 
provides a space to think about how you can incorporate the toolset into 
your work. 

Use this guide to think through each of Action Builder’s eight core features 
or talk through them with your team.



THE ACTION BUILDER TOOLSET

MOBILE FIRST

Your work is where the people are. From the “field” to the jobsite and from “the door” 
to the PTA meeting, organizers are on the go. 

Everything an organizer or activist can do in the tool can be done from their phone -- —  
and 90% of administrative features are mobile-first too. Action Builder isn’t a mobile 
app, so you don’t have to download anything from an app store to get started. Action 
Builder is a website that works on any device, including any modern web browser on 
your smartphone (e.g. Chrome, Firefox, Safari). 

Where are the top three field locations your team works to organize people and what 
logistical challenges do these locations bring about?

14
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ASSESSMENTS

As outlined earlier in this guide, assessments are essential components to building 
the collective power of volunteers and activists as workplace and community experts 
who recognize their power to lead their own work in their own communities. Whether 
your organization is currently using assessments or you are just getting started, Action 
Builder will allow you to have a central, transparent place to track leadership growth.

Action Builder puts leadership tracking front and center. Each organization sets its own 
color coded assessment scale, with customizable labels to fit your organizing workflow. 
This lets organizations do apples-to-apples comparisons of leadership growth across 
campaigns. These assessments flow across all views of all people, so you can quickly 
see what sort of next conversation you should be having. On each person’s profile you 
can also see an assessment history, letting you know when their assessments have 
changed and who changed them.

Assessments are essential components to building the collective power of volunteers 
and activists as workplace and community experts who recognize their power and lead 
their own work in their own communities. For example, you might talk with someone 
who is a 3 about upcoming easy ways to get involved, while you might talk to someone 
who is a 2 about leadership opportunities to assess their interest in moving to a 1. 

Has your organization utilized assessments in the past? Do you currently use 
assessment scales for certain work, but not others? What would it take to set an 
assessment that your organization could use for all campaigns on an ongoing basis?

15
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Write down some thoughts about assessments here:

16
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WALLCHART

As an organizer, you know you can’t change what you can’t see. You may often work 
with information that is disparate or in files that don’t provide a visual representation of 
your organizing efforts. The ability to view names and information about the people you 
are organizing is extremely valuable. The ability to do this in one place and at a glance 
is a gamechanger. 

At the core of Action Builder is the WallChart. Our WallChart view is inspired by the old 
school (and still thriving!) technique of putting the names of people you’re organizing 
literally up on walls in order to visualize a campaign. When you stand close to a wall 
chart, you can see individual names; this is exactly how the Action Builder List View 
works. In List View you can also view a person’s topline information, like their phone 
number, email address, and even map directions to plan a home visit. Just as key 
information differs by campaign, organizations can decide what’s most important to see 
on the WallChart.

The next view you can toggle to from the default List View is the Chart View. This was 
designed to look like a physical wall chart viewed from a distance, which allows you 
to see patterns. For example, a glance at a wall chart from the back of the room might 
reveal clear patterns, such as “folks on this shift love us” or “people living in this ward 
look like they’re breaking away.” In the same way, our Chart View gives organizers the 
ability to quickly recognize emerging patterns among the people they are organizing.

The final view is the Map View. As organizers, we know that maps help us see clearly 
where we’re strong and where we’re weak. Home addresses are color-coded based on 
a person’s assessment, and if you’re organizing workers you can map their worksites 
too. Literally know where people are and where they stand at a glance in the Map View.

17



THE ACTION BUILDER TOOLSET

How would an “at-a-glance” wall chart in your pocket impact your ability to build 
strategies for your campaign? Have you utilized a similar method in past work? If 
yes, what kind of visual tracking did you use (e.g. paper charts, whiteboard, 
Microsoft Word)?

18
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QUICK FILTER

Many progressive organizations don’t have staff dedicated to creating queries for 
their database. Oftentimes we see organizers take on tasks related to technology 
and quantifying data, which take time and energy away from their main job of building 
relationships with people. While data skills are essential to movement technology, the 
truth is that acquiring these skills or hiring additional staff is outside the budget for 
many organizations.

Action Builder’s Quick Filter feature allows organizers to easily answer questions such 
as, “Who still needs follow up?” “Who is missing a valid home address?” “Who cares 
about this issue and lives in this zip code?” Imagine being able to quickly get the 
answers to your questions about a person or a group of people with a few taps on your 
phone, without needing to ask a techie. We’ve designed our Quick Filter feature to be 
as intuitive as possible so that it’s an accessible and usable tool for anyone, with next to 
no training and without having to reach out to a senior person on staff.

Imagine you are kicking off a campaign (issue area of your choice!) that’s targeting 
all the adults in your town. What are three ways you would narrow down your list to 
get started talking with the right people? 
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CONTACT TRACKING

Do you use surveys or a script to learn more about the people in your campaign? One 
of the most dynamic features of Action Builder is the ability to do contact tracking with 
the specific types of questions you need to ask people. This could be your existing 
survey type questions, specific demographic information, and any other information 
that is pertinent to your campaign.

In Action Builder contact tracking works just like asking a question in order to get an 
answer. This is how we’ve structured Sections, Fields, and Responses in Action Builder. 
You can group your Fields (Questions) under Section Headers so organizers know 
exactly what you’re asking them to gather (Demographics? Volunteer Activity? Staff 
Activity?), and you can control which fields and responses are visible at any time. Fields 
come in multiple different types: Date, Numeric, Address, Notes, and Standard. By 
default they are multiple choice, but you can set them to be single select. Any of this 
information can be populated via an upload or through our Application Programming 
Interface (API), which makes the process of sharing information between two systems 
happen automatically and securely.

What are some key survey-type questions that are important to your 
organizing program?
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UPLOADS AND EXPORTS

Does your organization use spreadsheets to structure and store your lists? Perhaps you 
use another program, or maybe you just use pen and paper. A key feature that allows 
your organization to quickly onboard onto Action Builder is the ability to import existing 
information via uploads and securely export any needed information as well. 

The upload feature allows users with administrative access to import new people and 
any information associated with them or their jobs with a comma separated value 
(.CSV) file. Admins and campaign leads can quickly and securely export all (or some, 
filtered) data to analyze or send outside the system.

Who on your staff currently handles imports and exports of lists? How would the 
ability to quickly and securely export data simplify your organizing workflow?
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RELATIONSHIPS & NOTES

How do you currently keep track of the relationships between people in your 
campaign? How do you keep your notes on individuals organized, and is there a 
repository where all the notes are stored? How easily can you share notes with others 
in your campaign? Knowing which leaders are connected to other potential leaders is 
extremely helpful in building momentum for your campaign. 

In Action Builder, each person’s profile includes a Relationships section and a Notes 
section. Relationships lets you map who a person knows and add a note about how 
they know them. Notes lets anyone add free form, searchable notes about their 
conversations. Access to these notes is restricted, with organizer, lead, and admin 
users able to see any notes added in the system while activist users can only see notes 
they add themselves.

Think about how you currently take notes and map relationships. How are you 
currently using notes and relationships to inform how you empower leaders? What 
works well, and what could be better?
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TASKS

How do you distribute the work of organizing among your staff and volunteers? Once 
you have come up with an outreach plan, how do folks know who is working where, 
what the best script is, and what turf and what routes are the best for getting to the 
blocks that you’re targeting for organizing? The ability to empower your team and 
volunteers with concrete actions and timelines creates an optimal environment for 
executing your outreach plan. 

From the dozens of conversations we’ve had with organizers, we’ve learned that once 
you’ve accomplished the hard work of gathering information on a company, community, 
or market, listened to people’s stories, built a solid list, and created a strategy to win, it’s 
time for action. Action Builder’s Tasks feature allows you to efficiently delegate work to 
activists and organizers. With Tasks, you can create targets for each “to do” by cutting 
turf or using a filter and assigning that work to particular people.

What are your current processes for distributing tasks among your team
and volunteers?
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The Action Builder Collaborative 
Development Process

As progressives, we believe that our movement’s tools should be 
cooperatively owned by the people who rely on them the most — 
organizers and campaigners in the progressive movement. Some 
progressive organizations and campaigns opt to build technology in-
house, to the specific needs of their organization or campaign. While this 
option allows an organization to customize features, design, functionality, 
etc. to their own exact specifications, the downside is that this route is 
expensive and resource heavy. Organizations often lack the necessary 
resources to maintain their tools or platforms, so these platforms are at risk 
of dying. On the other hand, organizations that buy into the Silicon Valley 
for-profit approach face other challenges. Whether it’s an identity crisis 
over what it actually means to be progressive, sustainability challenges, or 
mismanagement driven by investor demands, the path to creating a viable, 
sustainable business that does good in the world can be tough.

At Action Builder, we believe the in-house and growth-first, capital-
backed approaches are both wrong for the movement. That’s why we 
are dedicated to cooperative design with our partners to accomplish 
our shared goal: to create progressive movement technology that is 
sustainable, responsive to movement needs, and reliably progressive.

Since Action Builder is created for and with organizers, and we pride 
ourselves on building tools for the progressive movement with the 
progressive movement. From the very beginning, we were intent 
on adapting the collaborative design to creating Action Builder. The 
collaborative design process means our partners steer the future of how 
the tool functions moving forward. With expert insight and input from 
people working in the field, and the organizations that back them, we are 
collectively building a robust toolset that helps us win. 



This collaborative design approach is not new. It’s a practice also seen at big tech 
companies, who call this ‘participatory design’ or ‘co-design’. But the process actually 
originated in 1970s Norway as a joint project between a computer scientist and a local 
union! We’ve been using this process as we’ve worked cooperatively with the AFL-CIO 
-- deciding what features to build, helping us hone every detail, and testing the tool 
starting this past summer with several unions. Organizers gave us incredibly helpful 
insight into how we could make Action Builder a “5-star” user experience.

Our roadmap (what we build) is set by our Partner Table. Our Partners cover a 
substantial portion of our development cost and make sure that what we create is what 
organizers actually need. The Partner Table is our collaborative secret sauce, and it’s 
what makes our tools relevant and responsive to the progressive movement. Our core 
partner from the beginning has been the AFL-CIO (People’s Action was also a founding 
partner), and we are excited for the table to grow in the coming year. Partners raise 
and review ideas our users have generated, approve their addition to the development 
calendar, review designs, and test features before they launch. We believe our work 
shouldn’t just be informed by users but grounded in mutual respect and shared 
ownership.

Partner organizations’ membership contributions go straight into funding the 
development and maintenance of Action Builder. Member organizations get the 
security of knowing that their organizing needs will be reflected in the toolset and that 
their program and the technology will grow together now and into the future. 

Please contact info@actionbuilder.org to learn more about the Partner 
Development Table.
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How to Get Started with 
Action Builder 

The Action Builder guide to building a strong, resilient, leader-led 
organizing program is meant to help get you and your team thinking about 
how to start or revamp your current organizing program so that it’s laser 
focused on people-led progressive power building. Along this journey you 
may realize that your organization isn’t quite ready to go all in on this type 
of organizing, and that’s okay.

Timing and preparation are critical to the onboarding success for any 
new process, and this includes getting started with Action Builder! This 
is why we have resources that can help you prepare and will help you to 
communicate your plan with your organization.

Lastly, the best way to gain a greater understanding of how Action Builder 
supports organizing efforts is to participate in a demo. We have found 
that organizing teams find it beneficial to join in a group setting so they 
get a chance to learn together. In this format, folks are able to share their 
thoughts collectively, and your team can start thinking about Action Builder 
in the context of your program.

Action Builder demos are held weekly, every Tuesday, starting at 2:00 
pm Eastern Time and typically run 30-45 minutes. The demo will provide 
you with an interactive overview of the toolset. It’s a virtual meeting held 
on the Zoom video conferencing platform. Someone representing your 
organization will need to register in order to hold your spot. If your team is 
distributed (remote), each person will need to register in order to attend.
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About The Labor 
Organizing Model 

The labor organizing model, like most, has several steps and variations all 
designed to mobilize members and leaders to take action for themselves 
to change wages, benefits, and workplace conditions. There are some 
common steps that appear in each variation, including:

Step 1: Targeting 
Develop an organizing plan by first surveying all the places in town in a 
particular industry. We go to every homecare agency, for example, and 
gather information by talking with workers about conditions at each shop 
until we have enough information to assess whether a company can be 
organized or not. Once we have all this information on file, then we target 
the most likely ones for an organizing drive and start the list building there. 

Step 2: List Building 
Build up our list of contacts at any establishment by again talking with 
workers and slowly building up a list of peoples’ names, addresses, and 
phone numbers.

Step 3: House Visits 
Meant to identify volunteer leadership in order to build an Organizing 
Committee. We don’t ask people to sign authorization cards on these 
house visits, but we do ask them to join and to start paying dues. We want 
to start dues collection early in the organizing drive so that people know 
they are expected to have a financial and moral commitment to the union 
and that paying dues is part of being in a union. As we are doing our 
leadership house visits, we try to build up the responsibility of individual 
workers to the organization, making them aware that the organizer is not 
the union, but that everyone who works in that shop is “the union.”
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Step 4: Leadership Development 
As we are doing house visits, we look for people who will be potential leaders. 
Later on, these potential leaders will be asked to chair meetings, pass cards, sign 
up members, and may even be elected to temporary offices by other members. 

Step 5: Organizing Committee Meeting 
Leaders who have emerged through house visits chair the meeting and take 
responsibility for different parts of the agenda. The central theme of the first 
meeting is participation by everyone present on “Why We Need Our Union” and 
“How to Win Our Union.” Votes are taken to start passing authorization cards, and 
everyone present is asked to sign a card and start paying their dues. Subsequent 
OC meetings are usually once a week until there are enough cards, then once 
every two weeks. Once enough cards are collected, the OC plans an action 
against the employer, demanding recognition as well as more specific short term 
changes.

Step 6: The Recognition Action 
The Recognition Action allows the OC members and other members to publicly 
demonstrate their support and solidarity in front of the boss. Actions like wearing 
buttons put management on notice that the workers are well organized and 
prepared to take swift and appropriate action against retaliation. It is at this time 
that a Recognition Agreement is prepared and authorization cards are brought 
along just in case a recognition agreement is possible.

Step 7: Election Campaign and Afterwards 
At the point the demand for recognition has occurred and it’s time to file for an 
election, the organization should already be in place. Members should have 
elected temporary stewards, started dues collection, and established a system of 
people who are willing to do house visits with an organizer or by themselves as 
well as a system of phone callers, leafletters, and other communications people.

These steps represent the principle labor organizing model used in external 
organizing and then sustaining an internal organization through elections, 
negotiations, and strikes. This step-by-step organizing model is flexible and 
certainly adjusts to specific circumstances.
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Labor Organizing One-on-One 
Conversation Method2

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.

2. Agitate

React to what your co-worker tells you, and ask follow-up questions. By 
reacting, you can help the other person feel that they have permission to 
be angry:

How’s your day going?

How did you get this job?

What was it like when you first started here?

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?

 2Source: LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer labornotes.org/secrets
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3. Lay The Blame

Help them express who is responsible for the problems. 

4. Make a Plan to Win

Now that your co-worker is fired up, you can extend some thoughts on how to act, and 
you can paint a picture of what a winning strategy looks like. For example, “The boss 
hasn’t listened, but what if 25 of us sign this petition, and we all march into his office 
together to deliver it?”

It will be scary for most folks to decide to take action, and your job isn’t to convince 
then that they’re wrong about feeling fearful, but that they need to act anyway. Make it 
known that you have their back and the group, collectively, has each other’s backs. This 
is empowering and comforting as well. 

5. Get a Commitment

Ask your person to join you and other like-minded people that will have their back 
when you all stand together. Get their clear and verbal “yes” to take a specific action, 
like wearing a union button to work the next day.

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?
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6. Inoculate and Re-Commit

Inoculation is an important component to your one-on-one. Once your co-worker is 
committed they must be prepared to combat what management will do in retaliation. 
Start by asking follow up questions such as, “What do you think the boss will say when 
we go to her office? What if he gets angry and threatens to write everyone up?” 

The act of inoculating is just like getting a flu shot. You are helping your co-worker 
develop an immunity to management’s attacks by giving them a small dose before they 
are exposed to the real thing. 

7. Set a Follow-Up Plan

Follow up is critical. Make sure you have a day and time when you will check back 
in with your co-worker. Organizing isn’t just mobilizing for one action. While this is 
important, you need to draw people gradually closer to the center and build an ongoing 
network of communication.


