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INTRODUCTION


More than thirty years ago, as a twenty year old, I volunteered at a neighborhood meeting to help start a community health center. I was young and naive but was elected the leader of the group. It took five years to get city and state officials to allow the health center to start, which was extremely mystifying and frustrating, but somehow we learned how to overcome each obstacle and get the job done. The twenty-five years since have also been an amazing education in learning how to work with communities, how to get confusing and impenetrable bureaucracies to respond, how to get political people to work for your cause, and how to keep going in the face of adversarial situations. But I have not found most of these lessons in any text. The lessons I learned during this period are learnable and therefore teachable.

Some of these pages relate to basic community organizing, and some are just tricks of the trade of what you could or should do when confronting a difficult situation. My initial reflection on how you get things done was the result of questions asked me by David Pyle of the University of Illinois. It’s a work-in-progress, since I learn new lessons all the time.  The lessons may not work for your situation - all situations are different. What I hope is that what worked for me or my community might stimulate you to think of different ways to approach issues and problems. If you come up with new lessons, please forward them to me, so I can continue adding to this paper.
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FACTORS WHICH MAKE FOR SUCCESSFUL ORGANIZING


Starting an organizing effort requires that you can connect to the community, and that the community understands that an issue is important enough to spend time on.  Sometimes the community is not aware of the importance of an issue and needs encouragement. Some factors for successful organizing are:

1) The Issue Has Credibility

Enough people in the community who are active and/or considered leaders need to consider the issue to be important and worth the time and energy to do something about it; that is, you need a base with some credibility for organizing.


To determine who leaders are in a community, you can go to various streets or meetings and ask people randomly who the community leaders are. The names that come up more often are the people to visit and get their opinions.


You can find out if the issue has credibility in the broader community by asking a number of people in a community what they think about it. One way to do this and get names of prospective members for a group is to do a simple survey asking people what they think of an issue or situation in the community. Leave room for people to comment on the issue. If you have a raffle as a part of the survey (you can announce that you will pull three surveys out of the box and the first will be $100, the second $50, and the third $25), people  will put their names, addresses and phone numbers on the sheet. The people who fill out the survey should go into a data base. Those who choose to comment may be good people to contact to get involved.


In addition, it’s helpful if the issue is supported by information gathered through some kind of needs assessment - it can be as simple as a survey or more extensive focus groups or randomized survey.


When you are organizing a community, the truest and hardest work is with the people of the community, so keep the needs assessment process simple and easy to do, so you have time to make personal contact with as many people as possible.

2) The Issue is Specific and Understandable

You should be able to point to it - a specific place, a drug house, a disease, a problem that affects the community. Issues like poverty are too broad to tackle. Keep your issues and solutions simple and understandable.

3) There is a Common Vision of What Could Be

An alternative to the current situation can be envisioned, understood and accepted by those involved in the effort.

RECRUITING PEOPLE

People are essential to any organizing effort, but you don’t need a lot of them. However, you need committed people. Sometimes, a community will not want to be organized around an issue and you’ll have to determine another way to assist the community in seeing the importance of an issue. Some factors in recruiting people for your group are:

1) It’s Easier to Recruit People for a Limited Period.

Try to gain an understanding of what it will take to make progress on an issue. Give people an out at the end of a period.  If people think joining you effort is a potential quicksand experience, they won’t want to participate.

2) Community Participants Need to Know What is Being Asked by their Participation.

If it’s leadership, they need to know what that means; if it’s distribution of leaflets, they need to know what streets. Be direct. People want clarity.

3) If a Diverse Group is Being Recruited, Focus on the Factors which Bring Them Together, Not the Things Which Separate Them.

It’s difficult to hold together coalitions which are made up of people who cannot agree on what the problem is and means. Managing such coalitions requires a lot more relationship building exercises. Make sure the members are on a first name basis and have enjoyable meetings before attempting to tackle hard issues. 

4) You Need a Leader Who Knows How to Ask Someone to Do Something and Have Person Be Happy to Volunteer to Do It.

People need and want to be asked to do things, but very few people volunteer of their own accord. Many people will be happy to do things if they’re being asked, provided that the asker asks nicely, and is very clear on what is being asked.

5) Don’t be Disillusioned if You Have a Small Group of Committed People.


This how things get done. One committed person can keep something going, two can move it along, and three can make a big difference. Committed people are more important than numbers in terms of getting things done. Each committed person’s involvement has a ripple effect.

6) What if the Group Isn’t Very Interested in the Topic?

You always need to approach people from what they’re interested in. Over a decade ago, we attempted an initiative to organize people around lowering the horrific infant mortality rate, only to find out that residents by and large were not very concerned about the infant mortality rate despite the press’ focus on the issue. The reality was that the infant mortality rate, while high, was also a very small number of actual deaths in the neighborhood, and very few people actually knew anyone who had a baby who died. You can’t organize people around a topic by which they’re not personally affected. We decided to engage them on topics about which they had expressed great concern - violence, drugs, kids. Once you have people engaged on a personal level, you can introduce other issues, or try to make connections between their concerns and the topic you wish to focus on.

ORGANIZING THE GROUP TO WORK ON THE PROBLEM
1) Be Yourself. People can Tell Phonies a Mile Away.
2) It is Critical that the Organizer is Clear and Doesn’t Waste the Time of the Group

Long, meandering meetings are deadly and will convince members of the group that it is a waste of time, making it less likely they will continue coming. There is a saying “If you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.” A group needs to feel that every meeting leads one more step in a direction of success.

3) The Organization or Group Created Needs to Make Sense. Try to Use Existing Groups.


Activists are used to having committees, a chairperson, structure, time limits, etc. Organizing through established organizations, like resident or civic groups, makes it easier - they are accepted by a broader section of the community, and it also give the project a sense of permanence - that it won’t go away. Call the leader of the local group (if one exists) and ask to talk with him/her about what you’re doing. Most often, if it fits with a community agenda, you’ll be well received. Ask to be put on an agenda of the community group’s meeting and give a short, succinct synopsis of what you’re trying to do, then ask for advice. Those giving positive advice are more likely to be allies, and might be able to be recruited to help.

4) You need to assess People’s Perceptions of Their Own Needs Regarding an Issue Rather than Try to Impress Upon Them an Outsider’s Vision of the Problem.

Survey and continuously check with people to see if you’re on track with their view of how things need to go. You need a couple of people with whom you can test reality. You have to know when you are getting off base, and be willing to drop notions that have the potential to be too divisive for the group. Flexibility and adaptability are very important. Be willing to accept partial successes, celebrate them, and move on.

5) Ownership of the Idea by the Community is Essential. 


Give opportunities to vote on direction, or people may vote with their feet. Some successful techniques are surveys and the dot game (people brainstorm an issue then vote with sticker dots on what they believe to be the most important). Break into small groups to let everyone talk. Have facilitators to ensure that no one dominates the discussion.

6) Shut Down (Nicely) Long Winded and Boring People

In every community there are people who love to hear their own voices and can bore people at a meeting so much that they question whether they want to go back. These mostly well-meaning people can be very destructive to groups. To stop a person who is talking too long, wait for your best moment (when s/he is taking a breath or at the end of a thought), then interrupt by saying, “That’s a very interesting thought. We have a lot of things to cover tonight, but I’d love to talk more about your thoughts. Can we talk after the meeting?” For people who are always being long-winded, you may need to arrange with another person in an audience to raise a hand just as you are interrupting the person, so that you can call on the person after your interjecting as a way of interrupting the long-winded person’s discourse.

7) Keep the Group Fluid

Make sure there’s always opportunities for new members to join. Create an “accepting” atmosphere.

8) If the Overall Goal is Complex and Won’t Happen for a Long Time, If At All, Be Honest.

The realities need to be stated up front. If the goal needs substantial resources to be accomplished, you better begin planning how to get resources at the beginning of the effort.

9) Get Local Elected and Other Officials and People Who are Recognized as Leaders to Make Short Presentations Before the Group, and Get Them to Agree to Do Things for the Group.
This will reinforce the feeling of the group that they are doing something important.  Political people will usually drop by an event or meeting if you give them enough notice. If you take a photo of the person  with the group and send it to the local newspaper, you’re more likely to get him or her to come back.

10) Learning Opportunities are Helpful for Keeping the Group Engaged.


Plug into local institutions, know what learning opportunities or conferences can be utilized and get your leaders into them. Academic and hospital organizations will usually allow community participation in such events and will usually waive the fee for community groups. Local banks and businesses may agree to underwrite an educational experience for a community group. Just ask.

11)  Community Organizing is Time Consuming

If you’re not prepared to go to evening and weekend meetings, don’t start an organizing effort.

12)  If Tasks Need to be Done, Ask

People want to be asked to do things, and many people want to be led. There are lots of good and wonderful people in the community who don’t have a clue as to how to get things done. Ask them if they’ll do a task, then check with them later to make sure they feel they can do it, and ask if they need help. People will be astounded at what can be accomplished with some effort.

13)  Resilience is Important - Be There Even When Things Aren’t Going Well.

People appreciate stick-to-it-I’ve-ness and willingness to work hard. 

14)  Always Give Credit to the Group
Even if you’ve done almost all of the work to get to a certain place or for a certain event, make sure you are humble and give credit to the group. You actually gain power and support by giving away credit and power. 

15) Accentuate the Positive. Be Upbeat!

Problem focused work can be demoralizing. You need to also have a focus on 

what is positive about the community and group. Be a cheerleader. Tell people how wonderful they are to participate.

16)  Get Media Attention for the Group
Carry around a camera and send photos with captions to the local newspapers.  Make it easy for the editor/publisher of the paper. They’ll usually print it, as they are usually in great need of things to put in the newspaper. Even if they say they don’t, everybody loves to see themselves in the newspaper, and everybody loves when people come up to them and say - “Saw you in the _____!”

17) Organizing Against Something is Easier than Organizing For Something.

For one thing, communities learn early that they have a “power of NO” but not necessarily a “power of YES.” They can stop things, but they can’t necessarily make things happen. You can organize to cut back the hours of a bar or stop and arcade easier than you can organize to get a pharmacy or health facility into a neighborhood. Sometimes it’s better to start with smaller achievable things and then move up to the more difficult things.

18)  The Need for the Group to Feel Momentum in Getting Toward a Goal Cannot be Overstated.
Celebrate the completion of each and every small step toward achieving a goal. Declare success early and often.  Remember, success is getting people away from their televisions to work on something to help the community. Take a picture of the meeting and send it to the local paper. Bring a small cake with “congratulations” written on it when a milestone is achieved. 

19)  Everything is Personal.  
 
People respond personally to others. If you are engaging, likable and hard working, it is more likely people will want to do things to help.  If you ask, it is more likely that a person will volunteer. There is no substitute for personal relationships in getting things done and getting what you need to be successful. Don’t waste time looking for the perfect model for your program. Build personal relationships with the people you need to get the work done. 

COMMUNICATION
1) Communication is Essential. 

Send newsletters, notices of meetings, minutes and notices to everyone involved, or even remotely involved, and local officials you are cultivating support from. Put notices and articles on successes in the local newspapers.

2) The Phone Tree

A simple method for notifying the group is the old fashioned phone tree–

one person calls two who each call two, etc. You can reach hundreds of people that way, but make sure your most reliable people are at the beginning of the phone tree.

3) Keep the Broader Community Informed

Focus on the things which have improved through the creation of the group.

Declare victories in the organizing process and get the stories into the local papers. Photos add immeasurable to an article. If you make it easy and do the article, photo and caption, it’s more likely to be put in the paper. If there is a local radio station that will broadcast it, have meeting notices announced. College stations may be easier to get interviews or stories about your group broadcast. 

4) Be Aware of the Power of the Media

The media can make and break people and issues. Talking to a reporter of the local press can be as easy as calling his/her phone number. You can get to reporters of larger newspapers just by calling them, but your story has to pass the judgement of the editor as a story worthy of the space and time. You can request a meeting wit the editorial board of newspapers to make your case for an editorial. Remember that everything, absolutely everything, is personal, and that a reporters and others will help you if they know you and like you.


Be careful when you talk with reporters. You can talk off the record, but make sure the reporter knows it’s off the record. Be very careful about how you refer to people, especially powerful people. Political people in particular are extremely paranoid about the press. A wrong statement can destroy your effort.  You can request that a reporter read you your quote before it goes in, but many will resist this. 


When dealing with radio and television, prepare beforehand what you want to say. Even if they ask you a different questions, you can respond with your prepared statement. Be pithy. Clever words said concisely are more likely to make it on the tape.

5) If You Decide to Have a Press Conference, Have it on a Saturday Morning.

The media have to have news on weekends, and have staff to cover it, but there is seldom a lot of news on weekends. Holding your press conference on a Saturday at 11 a.m.  greatly enhances your chances of getting coverage. Get to the media assignment editors of each newspaper and television/radio station and harass them until they agree to come. Be aware that the weekend assignment editor is very often different from the weekday editor. Fax them and call them. Always call the morning of an event to remind them.   Make sure the message of your press conference is simple to understand and has a “hook.” A hook is a special aspect to the story that makes it different from other stories. It could be that the message is delivered by someone who would not normally be expected to deliver it, or it’s at a special location, or you can have a special activity which increases the entertainment value.  Be clever. Media folks tend to be suspicious and cynical.

6) Never Try to Take Down the Leader in the Media Unless You are at the End of Your Rope

The leader (Mayor, CEO, etc.) is the person who has to save you from his/her bureaucracy.  It is always easier for a leader to blame someone in his/her administration than admit that s/he did not do something or did something wrong. Attack below the head and allow an out for the administration to fix the problem.


If you have tried everything else unsuccessfully, you can go after the leader, but realize that there are many ways for him/her to get even after the klieg lights are dim.

7) Be Aware of the Power of e-mail.

Always get e-mail of any participants in your efforts and programs. Also try to get the e-mail addresses of as many community residents as possible. There is no quicker way to get information out to people. You can develop systems for informing residents about events, crises, political action needed, etc.

8) How to Work on a Calling Campaign to Political Officials.

Phone calls to an elected official can be very effective, provided that you have done everything to ensure that action can be taken by the official (i.e. bill is offered, time is right, etc.) In reality, most legislators do not hear from voters on most issues. Therefore, a few phone calls to a legislator can make an impact on a vote. In the event that you have a call-in effort to an elected official, make sure that your callers know the specific legislative item you are trying to influence.

Try to have callers flood an office during a short period of time (a day a week). Get information out to your supporters by e-mail and by phone. Make sure you provide a script to every caller to ensure that the callers say the right thing. There are internet sites that will allow you to find out which legislative district the caller is in. You can set up a computer to look up the legislative district of a caller, to ensure that the caller is calling the right elected official.  When calling elected officials, the simpler the message the better - for example - “Please support house bill 25. It will increase funding for something that is very important to me - after school programs for my children. My name is xxx and I live in your district. Thank you. “ The easier the directions, the more likely your supporter will actually make the phone call(s).

MEETING MANAGEMENT


1) Be Sure to Send Out Notices Before Each Meeting.

Make sure the notice arrives 3-4 days before the meeting. Have someone else look at the notice before sending it out to make sure it’s complete. Notices without some information (lacking a date, time, place, etc.) go out more often than you think.

2) The Organization’s Meetings Need to be Action-Oriented.

Community people have very limited time to devote to volunteer efforts, and don’t want to waste time going to meetings where nothing is done, where no action is taken. Don’t allow meetings to get boring, and don’t allow blowhards to dominate a meeting.

3) Make Sure There are Action Steps at Each Meeting

The group needs to know what is going to be done before the next meeting, and who is going to do it.  At the end of the meeting, recap what has been decided and who will do what before the next meeting.

4) Recognize Vested Interests, Phonies, and Bores.

Techniques can be learned to shut people up at meetings without hurting their feelings - “That’s an interesting idea. Can I have your number? I’d like to talk with you at length about it later.” Set time limits on talking about a specific topic, and tell speakers as they are getting up to speak (not after) that they have x minutes (make the number you say shorter than what they have, as speakers always take more time than they are allotted), and that you’ll inform them when they’re running out of time. Take votes and get on with things. Not everything has to be decided by consensus. Votes are fine.


You cannot prevent vested interests from being part of a group, but you can limit the time spent on them through good agenda management. Put items you need to get through on an agenda with a time period (10 minutes, 20 minutes, whatever is right), and use the time limits to stop a meeting from being dominated by folks you are not in sync with or destructive to the aims of the meeting.

5) Be a Good Facilitator, Not a Director of the Process

Lead by suggesting possible ideas, then back off ownership if adopted. People need to feel that they are not being controlled, and that the process is not rigged.

6) Make sure You Have Something to Drink and Nibble on at the Meeting.

7) When Having a Larger Meeting, Always Set Up Fewer Chairs Than You Expect People to Occupy.

Having to set up additional chairs at the start of a meeting for people arriving gives the impression that it’s an important meeting with a lot of people there. Setting up more chairs than attendees the impression that the meeting is poorly attended.

8) Be Entertaining

Remember that your meetings are competing against TV. Organizations have failed because of boring meetings. Be a bit unpredictable; have special aspects to meetings (singing happy birthday to a member, bringing in something you’ve made, taking a photo, etc.). Have people in the audience you can count on to make comments at various times to keep the discussion going.  Keep the meeting moving.

9) Have a Deadline

Don’t keep people at endless meetings. Have a deadline for the end of the meeting and keep to it. Only allow the meeting to go over time if the group overwhelmingly says it’s okay to do so.

10) Dealing with Hotheads

Confronting a difficult person during a meeting is almost always problematic. The best way to deal with them is to cool them off and suggest another time to work on his/her issue. Sometimes it may be necessary to offer a “strategic apology,” that is, you can say you’re sorry that something didn’t happen or work out, but that you’d like to meet after the meeting to go over the issue and find solutions.

NEGOTIATION AND TAKING ACTION


1) Always Put Yourself Inside the Head of the Person You are Negotiating With.


Try to figure out what motivates the person you are negotiating with - how they make decisions, who their boss is, and what s/he cares about, what the pressure points are, who s/he is trying to impress, what would make his/her victory your victory.


Everybody has reasons for what they do and do not do. Get inside their heads and figure out what they care about.  For example, an asthma group was having difficulty getting a change to the formulary of drugs allowed to be purchased by the government. The route to get the change was through legislators, but it wasn’t important enough for the legislators. But figuring out what motivates decisions of legislators could make a difference. If the legislator is concerned about public image (as most are), then approaching media persons to make allies would make sense. In this case, the asthma group found several news anchors at the local television station who had children with asthma, and brought them into the group. A focus by the media on the issue can result in both the person they need to influence getting what s/he needs and the group getting what it needs - a win-win.

2) Always Get Your Issues Up Front When Dealing with a Powerful Group that Wants You to Do Something.

On occasion, a powerful interest will decide to flatter you and your group by bringing you into another issue of importance to them. Never agree to participate until your terms are agreed to. Never assume that your issues will be dealt with after theirs. Always make sure your issues are dealt with before theirs. 

3) You Can Always Insist that Your Adversary Produce Data.

If your adversary is using information which is suspect in trying to prove that your point of view is wrong, ask for more data: More powerful interests are capable of producing data to justify their position, so your best defense is often to confuse the issue by requesting more and more data.

4) Stick to What You Know Best: Your Neighborhood

Powerful adversarial interests will produce data to justify their position, but they do not know your community as well as you and your neighborhood do. Keep the discussion away from data and on what you know better than they - the neighborhood and conditions within it. Try to keep the debate on your terms, not theirs.

5) Do Not Allow a Split Community to Occur When Negotiating With An Adversary

Try to deal with issues that split the community before negotiating with an adversary. Any confusion in what the community wants, or any splitting of the community in negotiating will result in the community losing. Confusion is their best ally - any uncertainty, lack of unity or clarity will be used against a community. Public disunity will usually destroy any chance of winning.

6) Positioning People

Leave the discussion as fluid as possible. Forcing a person to take a stand on an issue will result in them having to defend the position forever, even if it’s wrong. Don’t lead off discussions forcing your adversary to make definitive statements. Talk about your perspective and ask for help in getting what you need. If an adversary is positioned against your, it probably would be better to find someone else to negotiate with.

7) Find the Highest Person in the Bureaucracy You Can Deal With.

Bureaucracies are designed to say no. Upper level managers know this. The higher up in the bureaucracy, the more likely you will find people who would not get punished by overruling the rules or the bureaucracy. You know more people than you think.  Find someone who can make the connection with the highest level person you can get to. One neighborhood was suffering from noise that was produced by a nightclub across the water from the neighborhood. The water carried the noise loudly but complaints to the police were ignored because the complainers were in a different municipality than the nightclub. In fact, the town in which the nightclub was located ordered the nightclub to turn its speakers toward the other municipality so it wouldn’t have to hear complaints from its own citizens. The neighborhood hit a stone wall until they connected with the Mayor of the town where the nightclub was located. The mayor didn’t represent the aggrieved neighborhood, but he had political ambition, and political people always want to stay on good terms because districts do change and people do move.

8) Playing Good Cop - Bad Cop

A successful approach to negotiating with adversaries employs a technique called “good cop - bad cop.” The basic approach is to have two negotiators from your side, one nice, one hostile. It is helpful if there is a third entity (usually the community group or board you’re representing) not present with the power to override the objections of the hostile negotiator. The hostile negotiator “bad cop” approaches the negotiation by being disdainful of the adversaries, even threatening to leave at different points. The “good cop” remains on good terms with the adversaries and at times counsels the “bad cop” to remain calm, or stay in the room. At some point, the “good cop” usually while the “bad cop” is no longer present, appeals to the adversary to be reasonable and to make some concessions so that the community group will not listen to the hostile negotiator. A typical line is “I know sh/he’s being unreasonable, but the community feels burned by ________.

If you just gave us something to show your interest in meeting the community part way. What can you tell me that I can present to the group?  OR, How about if you just did______? I think I can sell the group that.”

9) The Stampede.

Another risky technique used in certain appropriate negotiations with institutions is to call a friendly public meeting with the decision-maker in an institution (it cannot be a functionary from the institution) and to use a widely held assumption of a community group to craft a logical argument that leads to a decision to support a community group’s issue. The technique involves a series of steps in which the official is publicly applauded for his/her help to the community, and is given questions which are easily answered “yes”, leading to a question of support for a new issue. The goal is to make saying no very difficult or embarrassing for the official. This is very tricky and involves a lot of work beforehand and assistance from community group members. Do not try this unless you have worked out all possible outcomes and are reasonably assured that you will succeed.

10) Taking Hostile Action

It may be necessary on occasion to take action when the group is frustrated, using the old adage, “Better to seek forgiveness than permission.” Whatever the action, use the following test to decide whether to do it:


Would you be embarrassed if what you do appears on the front page of the metropolitan newspaper?  Would your mother be embarrassed? If yes, don’t do it. Also remember that once burned, bridges are difficult to repair. People who feel embarrassed by you will remember that for along time.

11) Making the Point - Real Ideas from Real Situations.

Sometimes it’s not necessary to actually carry out some of the ideas you generate to make your point. Often times, the threat alone can make situations change.


Case Example: The Codman Square Health Center incorporated in 1975. Despite the good work of the organizing committee, the City government refused to cooperate with the group to allow the Health Center to open, despite the need and the availability of a vacant city building that could’ve been used for the center.  After a frustrating 3 years of negotiating with the City government, the group had gotten nowhere. In 1978, the group decided to “go for broke” by calling a press conference to express its frustration.  The group held the conference on a weekend, which generated good coverage, thought through a photo opportunity for the papers (young children holding a sign on the steps of the building), and had a good issue for coverage (community volunteer group in needy area with vacant building that could be used for good purpose condemning the Mayor). As a result of the press conference, the Mayor changed his mind and decided to support the group and even provided funds to renovate the space for the Health Center. The success was related to the following factors: good press coverage; the event occurred in the year leading up to the mayoral election, which was expected to be close; the cause was embarrassing to the Mayor and could result in additional scrutiny by the press; the solution could be completed in time to change the issue from an embarrassment to a success for the Mayor (note: most projects get completed in an election year, but it takes a year to plan and implement, so projects need to be suggested in the calendar year before an election year).

