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INTRODUCTION 

For Anyone Who Wants to Make a 
Difference 
This book is for people who want to change the world and 
know that thev cannot do it alone. 

It is a practical, step-by-step guide to starting or strength­
eninga community organization. It is for those who care 
about the world around them and know that improving it 
requires the active involvement of the people closest to the 
problem. It is for people who know that they need the 
power, perspective, and sense of community that come 
from being part of a group. 

You might be thinking of starting a new organization. 
Maybe you've never joined a group, but you see a problem 
brewing in the world around you that just won't go away. It 
could be in your neighborhood, at the local school, in your 
congregation, at your workplace. 

You might be a volunteer or a staff person in a group that 
wants to be more effective. Perhaps your group has been 
around for years. No new members are joining and the old 
members are getting tired. You need new blood but are not 
sure where or how to get it. 

You might be a government official, serious about public 
service. You could be involved in community development, 
public health or safety, transportation ... or any area that 
makes a difference in people's lives. 

Whoever you are, you are someone who sees that the world 
around you is not as you think it'should be and you want to 
do something about it. Whatever the idea, whatever the prob­
lem, you have decided to start a new group or fIx an old one. 

xxiii 
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Finding the Problem is Not Usually 
the Problem 

Sometimes you choose a problem. 

Maybe it is the slow decline in the schools in your town. 
The classes seem to be getting bigger each year. The good 
teachers are leaving. 

Maybe the drugs in your community are getting out of hand 
and you just can't close your eyes to it anymore. 

Sometimes an existing organization identifies a new threat. 
It seems like all the cards are stacked against you, but 
you have to act. 

Maybe you are fed up with your elected officials. It's been 
the same people for years and none seem able to listen or 
to get anything done. You think it's time that someone new, 
maybe you, ran for public office. You know you can't do 
that by yourself. 

Sometimes a Problem Chooses You 

And sometimes, the problem comes right to your door. 

Story: Keeping Their Homes 

The residents of Ca,mfield Garden,s, a ho'using develop­\!l 
ment in the Lower Rm;bury-South End of Boston owned " 
by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop­
ment (HUD), woke up one morning in 1992 tofind a note 
tacked to the front doors their buildings: HUD wa..<; seU­
ing their development. 

The residents were worried: Would they lose their homes? 
They were mad: Their development was close to the rap­
idly gentrifying South End section ofBoston. This looked 
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~.~ like another chapter in Bostons long history ofdisplacing 
~ minority residents. 

They had no organization. One resident, a mother offive 
who worked as a school secretary, knew someone at the 
local HUD office who had once helped her get reimbursed 
when a broken hot water heater ruined her 'rItg. She called 
the HUD employee. He told her about the HOPE Program, 
a new resident-ownership initiative. She got together 
with a neighbot· and they organized the Camfield Tenants 
Association. 

Over the next ten years, through enon.nous effort and per­
severance and hundreds of meetings with tenants and 
government officials, they built an organization with the 
power to negotiate for what they wanted with federal, 
state, and city officials. They stuck together. They man­
aged to demolish Camfield Gardens and then reb'uild it 
from the ground up. It took years of organizing, but the 
residents now own the development. 

So What's Next? 

How do you start? What do you do first? What do you do 
after that? And what do you do after that? How do you keep 
it going? How do you avoid doing it all yourself and burn­
ing out? 

If any of these thoughts have ever crossed your mind-if 
you are serious about actually building a group and seeing 
it succeed-then this book is for you. 

This book shows how to bring people together for effective 
action. You will find here stories and lessons that describe 
models and methods that organizers and individuals from 
across the U.S. have used successfully to build powerful 
organizations. 
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Building effective organizations requires knowledge of 
practical steps and procedures. This book will layout that 
knowledge for you. Building effective organizations also 
requires that we know ourselves and know why we are 
doing what we are doing. The work is public and political; it 
also is intensely personal. You need to understand the eco­
nomic, social, and political forces that are constantly chang­
ing the world around you, and you also need to understand 
your own experience and your own community. 

Ifyou looked at the Table of Contents or peeked ahead, you 
saw outlines of the steps for building an organization. But 
don't be fooled. No two groups-or situations-are alike. 
Organizations are not widgets. There is nothing mechanical 
about building a community organization. Eflective organi­
zations are built with passion, persistence, and personal 
understanding of why you are doing this work. 

This book will guide you through the process of forging 
your own way. It can be your own personal paperback men­
tor-a reference point and a sounding board. The step-by­
step instructions are designed to ground and guide you. 
The stories illustrate the complexity of the work; they are 
intended to inspire, motivate, and instruct you. 

Be warned: This is a workbook, not an instruction manual. 
Expect to work your way through this book. The exercises 
will help you to figure out how to respond creatively and 
effectively to the challenges before you. They offer you a 
place to think through your personal path to building or 
improving a community organization. 

SECTION 

THE INSIDE STORY 

.... 	 Towards a Definition of a Community 
Organization 

Community is one of those things that is hard to define, but 
you know it when you are in it. It is a feeling that you are 
not alone, that you are part of something greater than your­
self-but yet, even when you are in it, you are still yourself. 
It does not swallow you up; rather, it builds you up. It is not 
all for you and you are not all for it. In a community there 
are people around you whom you like, although you prob­
ably do not like all of them equally. The people of the com­
munity are there for you when you need them and you will 
be there for them when they need you. 

Community organizations come in all shapes, sizes, and 
varieties. Every community organization holds all the com­
plexities and all the hopes, dreams, and visions of the 
people who join it. Community organizations may look 
different but they all have at least two things in common: 

1. Community organizations strive to develop a sense of 
community among their members. 

2. Community organizations organize people to do what 
they camlOt do by themselves. 

In the world of real problems and real power (or lack of 
power), a community organization is a method for getting 
results and solving problems that affect you. Corrununity 
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groups organize people to change the conditions that affect 
their lives. Alone, most people are powerless to wrest 
change from big institutions. Community organizations re­
align the balance of power, creating "power for the people" 
by bringing people together in large blocs around shared 
concerns. They help you to accomplish what you cannot do 
by yourself, to make your life and the lives of those around 
you better. 

A Passion for Justice 
The theories and skills that I layout in this book can be 
(and have been) used effectively by groups across the 
political spectrum. My emphasis is on harnessing these 
techniques and strategies to increase equal opportunity and 
justice in our society. A passion for democracy, for caring 
for one another, and for making our society more equi­
table-these are the core values that drive my work and the 
path to creating powerful community organizations that I 
layout in the chapters ahead. 

The exact alchemy that transforms a group of individuals 
into a community organization is elusive, but it is clear that 
the process requires intuition, a good sense of timing, a gift 
for strategy and for relationships, and healthy doses of 
boldness, leadership, persistence, perseverance, passion, 
commitment, and courage. One person usually does not 
have all those qualities; that is why it takes a group. Add to 
the list: mistakes. You will make mistakes along the way, 
and that is to be expected. You can learn from them. 

In addition, there are concrete steps and strategies you can 
employ that will help you to create a powerful community 
organization. Read the next few chapters to immerse your­
self in the process of creating strong and effective commu­
nity organizations. These chapters will guide you to become 
not only a community organizer, but a community builder. 

CHAPTER 

What Is Community 
Organizing, Anyway? 

(If you already know what community organizing is, 
you could skip this chapter. But if you read it anyway, 
you still might learn something.) 

... 	Community Organizing: 
Power, Self-Interest, and Relationships 

l~ 
":::"";:', -­f.il 


Community organizing, building the power of a group to 
change the world, is both an art and a science. It requires 
understanding your self-interest in the deepest sense, 
building relationships with others, and a desire to change 
the world. 

Story: Me and My Dod 

"When I was a little boy, I went with my father, a com­
mercial artist, to collect the pay for some work he had 
done. We went to the home of the man who had hired him. 

[ remember the big house. My dadand I stood there on the 
porch, dwarfed by the tall white pillars, waiting. Finally, 
the door opened. The owner came out and stood in the 
doorway. He told my dad he COUldn't pay him. I looked at 
the grand house and thought about how rich this man 
must be. He had such a big house! I remember riding back 
home, in silence, feeling powerless, unable to make that 
rich man pay. By himself, there didn't seem to be any­

3 
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thing my dad could do. I wa:nted to do something about 
that. My dad had already done the w(Yrk for that man. I 
wanted the power to make the man pay my father. 

~ 
$ 

Like developing successful intimate relationships or rais­
ing children (and you can find hundreds of book'"> on these 
subjects!), bringing groups of people into effective com­
munity organizations takes skill and attention to many 
details and dynamics at the same time. It takes knowledge 
of yourself and your community. It takes understanding 
how groups work, why people join them, how to structure 
them, how to lead them, how to pay for them, how to set 
dues, goals, and rules, how to develop values, and how to 
move people to action. Successful groups need solid inter­
nal management, good group process, secure funding, 
effective communication, and a sense of trust and commu­
nity among their members. 

Like intimate personal or family relationships, groups can 
be disturbed, and even destroyed, by internal dynamics. 
With more people than the usual family, the opportunities 
for imbalance, disunity,and self-destruction are magnified. 

There are plenty of horror stories about poorly run non­
profit community organizations-just as there are such sto­
ries about government and business. There are sloppy 
finances, poor communication, and backbiting among staff 
and members. There are authoritarian directors, inade­
quate resources, overworked staff, and under-appreciated 
volunteers. Some organizations pressure everyone to work 
80 hours a week. Meetings run on too long. There are cor­
rupt and incompetent leaders, financial mismanagement, 
and worse-all the ills to which humans and groups of 
humans are susceptible. 

Yet, we need organizations-for justice, for democracy, for 
a sense of community, and for effective problem-solving. 
Humans have always lived in groups. Groups have accom-
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plished almost all important contributions to human wel­

fare. Leaders play key roles, but so do groups. We learn that 

Washington crossed the Delaware to defeat the British, but 

we know he didn't do it by himself. Lincoln may have freed 

the slaves, but he had a lot of help. 


Groups have won improvements in civil rights, women's 

rights, working conditions, the environment, and health 

care, to name just a few examples. Organizations have 

improved the treatment of groups of people, including vet­

erans, children, and people with disabilities. People have 

come together in alliances that have improved schools, 

neighborhoods, playgrounds, arts education, business 

ethics, and many other areas of public (and private) life. 


Part of the genius of America has always been our ability to 
form grassroots groups to solve problems. As Alexis de 
Tocqueville noted in his travels here in the early 1800s, 
Americans, unlike Europeans, build community organiza­
tions to deal with our problems. De Tocqueville must have 
been on to something. His book, Democracy in America, is 
still in print almost 200 years after it was written. 

Horatio Alger at the Barn Raising 

Americans have long held on to two dissonant beliefs about 
individualism and community. On the one hand, we glorify 
the "self-made man." On the other hand, we idealize the 
sense of community in small towns and neighborhoods. We 
long for a place where neighbors help each other out: the 
quilting bee, the barn raising, the old neighborhood bar or 
diner. These two themes have run throughout American 
history and continue to influence our thinking, culture, and 
politics today. 

Although groups have won improvements in many areas, 
the number and magnitUde of the challenges don't seem to 
diminish. Toxic chemicals and global warming threaten our 
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environment. Many of our schools are not succeeding. 
care is more costly and unavailable for many. Basic 

services for our more vulnerable citizens are disappearing. 
Our roads are with cars. Jobs are evaporating, or if 
they're still available, they're too stressful. Higher educa­
tion is too costly for most people. Sexism, racism, violence, 
anti-Semitism, homophobia, and many other ills continue 
to plague us. 

Government and business cannot solve all these problems. 
Businesses must compete on a daily basis for customers. 
They must cut costs and improve efficiency to make a 
profit and stay in business. Corporations are not going to 
provide national or neighborhood security, environmental 
protection, public education, roads, water supply, safe food 
and drugs, or other things we need. Nor can government 
solve all our problems. Government officials often are too 
distant from the details to be effective. Sometimes those in 
authority do not care about or understand the problems 
people face. 

.... 	 The Theory Behind Community 
Organizing 

Group Dynamics and Group Theory: 
Why We Need the Involvement of 
People at the Grassroots 

problems and improving their lives 
requires the active articioation of those most affected by 
the problems. 

Solving 

Kurt Lewin, the first theoretician of group dynamics, fig­
ured this out in the 1930s. Lewin discovered that those clos­
est to any change must be involved in the change in order 
for the change to be effective. Lewin's discovery about 
human behavior points to one reason why we need to build 
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community organizations to drive change: If we did not 
need the active involvement of those closest to the prob­
lem, then good policies or the dissemination of good ideas 
alone would achieve tile improvements we seek. They do 
not. The right information alone is not sufficient when 
it comes to making social improvements or changes in 
people's behavior. 

Lewin developed this theory over 60 years ago. Working 
with anthropologist Margaret Mead in Iowa during World 
War II, Lewin designed an experinlent to discover how best 
to reduce the consumption of rationed meats. Lewin first 
located the "gatekeepers" (Lewin's term) who controlled 
the selection of meats. It was the housewives, who were 
responsible for acquiring food and preparing meals for 
their families. Their reluctance to buy and prepare non­
rationed meats had to be reduced. Lewin designed an 
experiment with two groups of homemakers. He had a 
nutritionist lecture one group, explaining the benefits of 
eating the non-rationed meats. In another group, he facili­
tated a group discussion among the women about how they 
could prepare the non-rationed meats so that they would 
be good to eat. The members of the facilitated discussion 
group changed their consumption behaviors much more 
than those in the group that received the nutrition lecture. 
The conclusion was clear. Changing 
requires the active involvement of those whose behavior 
you are trying to change. 

This theory has been corroborated over many years by 
experience in the workplace. Marvin Weisbord, an organi­
zational consultant, has observed: 

From 100 years ofexperience repeating the same patterns 
over and over again, toe can predict social conseq'uences 

immr(!1)mnf?nt project: the less involvement of those 
be the implementable solution. 

-Marvin Weisbord, Productive Workplaces 
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If we need the active involvement of those most affected 
for an improvement project to succeed, then what does it 
take to involve those affected? 

It takes a powerful group. 

And what does it take to get a powerful group? Developing 
a group powerful enough to represent people's opinions 
and interests takes skill. Even in Lewin and Mead's simple 
experiment, the housewives needed a skilled group facili­
tator to get them to come to agreement. It took skill to 
recruit the participants and to explain the goals of the 
group. It took skill to facilitate the meeting so that the 
women felt that their voices were heard as they devised 
strategies for changing their behavior. 

Lewin first recognized that groups behave differently than 
individuals. Groups are more than the sum of their individ­
ual members. He was the first person to use the term group 
dynamics-in an article he wrote in 1939. He saw that 
groups had lives of their own, so he explored how they 
worked. This theory is central to the methods, theories, 
and art of building community organizations. Those who 
build organizations must understand and work with groups 
as special entities, with distinct developmental processes 
and their own rules for growth, maintenance, and health. 

Alfred Marrow, Kurt Lewin's biographer, summed up 
Lewin's early theory of group dynamics: 

The gist of his theory might be stated as follows: A man 
who joins a group is significantly changed thereby. His 
relations with his fellow members alter both him and 
them. A highly attractive group can bring great pressure 
to bear upon its members; a weak group will not have as 
much molding power. ... [Lewin's} formulation was sim­
ple: "The whole is different from the sum of its parts; it 
has definite properties of its own." 

-Alfred J. Marrow, The Practical Theorist 

\!l 

@ 

® 

* 
" 
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One of my first lessons in group dynamics came when I was 
in high school. I learned something about how "a highly 
attractive group can bring great pressure to bear upon its 
members": 

Story: How Quickly a Group Can Achieve 
(and Lose) Power 

Riding the bus, I saw a boy who was beaten black and 
blue after pledging with a high schoolfraternity. I wanted 
to be in afraternity, but I didn't want to get beaten up. So 
I got together with a few friends and we formed our own 
fraternity. We called it ''Sigma Tau. " We got some ''Sigma 
Tau" sweatshirts printed at a sports store and soon had 
underclassmen pledging for us. I learned about the power 
of a group when the captain of the junior varsity football 
team, only a year younger than me, did pushups in the 
dirt on my command. 

We soon gave up giving orders. We wanted friends more 
than we wanted power over younger kids. But it struck 
me how powerfUl a group can be and how quickly it can 
exercise authority. 

I also learned how fragile a group can be. Soon after we 
graduated, the fraternity faded-even before our sweat­
shirts wore out. 

'> 

Active Participation Requires Organization 
Given the power differentials in our society, most· people 
cannot be heard without the amplified voice a group pro­
vides. Those without money cannot buy ads to get their 
message out. Most people without fame, wealth, or power 
do not appear on TV talk shows. They have a tougher time 
getting elected to public office. For many, it's a stretch to go 
to an evening meeting. Given the pressing demands of 
everyday life, they rarely have the time even to write a let­
ter to the editor, let alone to negotiate with government 



II 10 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

decision-makers about the conditions that affect their lives. 
Sometimes, with long hours at work and long commutes, 
they can't even find the time to vote on Election Day, even 

is one of the most streamlined methods our 
democracy offers for taking action about conditions that 
affect our lives. 

The voices of those who are the real experts, those closest 
to and most affected by the various social problems, are 
rarely heard-because no organization represents them. 
People who want to help themselves often have nowhere to 
go to make a difference. It often takes the creation of a new 
community organization-or, sometimes, attention to 
strengthening an old one-to combine individual voices 
into an organized group that can force those with power or 
authority (such as government officials or owners of large 
businesses) to do the right thing. 

It Takes an Ongoing Organization to 
Solve Problems 

munity groups can provide the intelligence we need to 
solve the problems we face. No one individual, no matter 
how smart or experienced, can solve difficult social prob­
lems by herself or himself. No one person can see all per­
spectives and imagine all possible consequences of any 
action. It takes an ongoing organization-one that focuses 
the energies and intelligence of many people who are close 
to the problem, one with the power and resources to exist 
for the long haul-to solve problems. 

Story: The Person Closest to the Problem 
Sees the Solution\Jl 

At the time when the Camfield Gardens housing £#0<"01.,..",_ 

ment was being demolished and rebuilt, it was owned by 
Department of Housing and 

Development. HUD and the tenants were in part-
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nership with the State Housing Finance Agency in the re­\!l development. All but three families had relocated to allow 
for reconstruction of the entire development. The three 
remaining families had leases with the CUy Housing 

@ 

Authority. Thefederal and state agencies could notfigure 
out how to break the leases with the three families so that 
they could relocate them. The Camfield Tenant..<; Associa­
tion called a meeting with all the pm'ties to resolve this. 
Representatives from the entire congressional delegation 
came, as did representatives from HUD, the State 
ing Finance Agency, the City, the Mayor's office, and the 
Housing Authoritu. as well as the tenants and their advi­
sors, incluriina me. 

None of the government officials could figure it out. At one 
point, the HUD official (l am not making this up) said we 
would need an Act of Congress to move the three families. 

The Tenants Association President was annoyed. She had 
already been moved off-site and every day the three fam­
ilies stayed in the development was another day her fam­
ily had to wait to move back. She knew a lot about the 
leases because she had lived there f01' a long time. So she 
came up with a simple solution: Have another agency 
take over the leases. No Act of Congress needed. 

., Someone close to the problem came up with a solution 
while others, not so close to the problem, could not. 

I call this the $10,000 meeting, based on an estimate of 
the cost of all the staff at the meeting, including me. The 
irony, of course, is that the one person not being paid to 
attend the had the answer. 

The problem was solved because the Tenants Association 
had the power to bring all the government officials 
together into one room, so none of them could pass the 
buck. Getting that power took years of work. Without that 
organization, who knows how long it might have taken to 
relocate the three families. 

" .. 
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~ 	The Group Provides a Sense of 

Community 


Aside from the social, economic, health, educational, and 
other improvements that groups have brought us, these 
same groups have given many of us a sense of community 
and meaning in our lives. Congregations, veterans' groups, 
Granges, PTAs, civic associations, and many other commu­
nity organizations have provided many of us with a sense of 
belonging, friendship, and community in an often isolating 
and difficult world. 

Many of us are looking for a greater sense of meaning and 
community in our lives. Government, corporations, and 
other authorities do not provide this sense of belonging, 
caring, and purpose. It is in community groups that we fmd 
people to pray with us and people to stand with us as we 
mark the passages of our lives-birthdays, 
confirmations, weddings, housewarmings, and deaths in 
our families. Community groups can provide a place 
where, like the Cheers bar, "Everybody knows your 
name"-where we find people to drive us to the doctor or 
deliver meals when we are sick, watch our children while 
we go to the market or out to dinner, and do all the other 
little things in life that we can't do by ourselves and that 
make the world a friendlier, more human, more enriching 
and nurturing place. 

Whether the organization is a congregation, a neighbor­
hood civic association, a community group working to 
improve schools, or a statewide or national association to 
change national policy, many of the group dynamics and 
skills needed to build the organization are the same. 
Groups both small and large require attention to group 
development. 
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Community as Organizational 

Life Insurance 

Community is important not only because it feels good. It 
also is the organization's best safeguard for the future. An 
overarching sense of community that supersedes any indi­
vidual decision or relationship protects the organization 
when arguments over tactics or issues arise. 

Disagreements can lead to lost membership and a smaller, 
and less effective organization. And there are cer­

tain to be arguments. You can count on it. Most of us are 
taught to value our own opinions. People who feel pas­
sionately about an issue or problem tend to have strong 
feelings and opinions about how to go about addressing the 
problem. This is one reason that organizers spend so much 
time building relationships at the beginning and fostering 
bonds and community throughout the development of the 
organization. I have seen more organizations fall apart 
from internal disagreement than from damage inflicted by 
those who oppose their goals. 

When people are connected only by a shared interest or 
concern about the problems they face, the organization can 
easily fall apart once the particular issue is resolved. It 
won't be around to help its members address the next issue 
that comes up. A group that is also a community offers 
members something larger and more enduring than any 
particular issue. Community can function as the glue that 
holds the members together in an ongoing organization. 

~ 	Who Does It? 
Specific people organize community groups. We may call 
them leaders, coordinators, directors, or facili­
tators, but it's their work that counts. Community groups 
succeed on the skills and understanding of those who build 
and lead them. 



15 14 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

Organizers: NOT as Seen on TV! 
The role of the organizer is not widely understood or rec­
ognized. There are no TV shows about organizers, a.<> there 
are about lawyers, doctors, and cops. But lawyers, doctors, 
and cops can't solve all our problems. They may be able to 
solve crimes, save us when we are bleeding, and put away 
the bad guys, but they can't develop community or solve all 
our civic or workplace problems. 

The work of organizing groups is often overlooked. Some 
people assume it to be so easy that they think it happens 
by itself. Others see it as so complex that it defies descrip­
tion. It does not defy description-but it does not happen 
by itself. 

Every Organizer Has Two Jobs 
Organizers build organizations and develop other leaders. 

Organizers get people to come together and do the work of 
the group. They think about the group as an entity in and of 
itself-and they think of all the things the group needs in 
order to function well: money, staff, structure, rules, office 
space, bylaws, strategy, action, plans, training, and more. 
For some of this work, they may need to draw upon tech­
nical skills (their own or somebody else's), such as 
accounting, computer networking, writing grant proposals 
or press releases, or designing flyers. But organizing does 
not focus orimarilv on such skills. 

Organizers also develop the skills and the leadership of 
other people in order to strengthen the organization. 
Leaders are people who influence others. Leaders are 
people to whom other people tum. Other people listen to 
them and follow their lead. Leaders also do the work of 
the organization. They take responsibility for the organi­
zation. Leaders can bring people to meetings and get 
others to complete tasks. 
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Building an organization takes a group of leaders with 
varied skills and perspectives who can work a.<> a team. The 
organizer's job sounds simple. The goals are dear: 

1. To develop leaders 

and 

2. To build the organization. 

Sticking to the goals is not so simple. Doing the job well is 
even tougher. It takes a wide range of skills. No one person 
has them all. 

.... 	 The Organizing Alchemy: A Look At 
How It All Works 

An organizer is always looking for ways to build commu­
nity, ways for people to get to know each other better, ways 
for people to come together in face-to-face contact. It may 
be a celebration, a block party out in the street, or a meet­
ing in someone's living room or in a church basement. The 
organizer knows that when people get together, they have 
a chance to solve their own problems. I can almost guaran­
tee that when you put a group of people who share a com­
mon concern into a room together, even if it is just four 
or five people, they can come up with an action plan to 
improve their situation. 
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CASE STUDY 

Starting an Organization that 
Makes a Difference 

Start With What People Care About 

There are many ways to start an organization. Some start 
with the specific problems that concern people in the 
community. The problems can affect a particular group, 
neighborhood, or workplace. It could be the speeding 
traffic on a street, a school closing in a neighborhood, the 
threat of a toxic waste dump coming in up the street, the 
pollution from a local fact9ry, the threatened sale of a 
local business. Those most affected by the issue are most 
likely to be involved. Those looking for the immediate 
relief are most likely to take the lead and do the work. 
This is often a quick way to attract interest from potential 
members. The response will show you which people have 
the passion that will help drive the organization. 

Start By Getting To Know Each Other 

Don't forget: Some really good people also want to get to 
know their neighbors better. Sometimes the job of the 
organizer is just to get people who have something in 
common into the same room with each other. People 
who have been in a community organization often say 
that they liked getting to know their neighbors or other 
members, in addition to addressing the actual issue 
or problem. 

It is possible to start building an organization by provid­
ing the means for people to get to know each other. This 
is likely to draw people who are most interested in get­
ting to know and relate to others, people interested in 
"affiliation," in being part of something bigger than them­
selves or their immediate family. 
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Story: Traffic and the Block Party 

A Common Neighborhood Problem 

Years ago, I was an organizer for a statewide commu­
nity organization that was trying to build smaU 
"neighborhood groups" into a statewide coalition. When 
I went knocking on doors on one street, many mothers 
and fathe'rs with smaU children spoke of their concerns 
about the trajJic that sped by on their street. This street 
was commonly used as a bypass off the main highway 
to get from one side of town to the other. 

The First Action: A Block Party 

Many new people had moved onto the street and most 
people did not know their neighbors. I thought that the 
jirst thing we needed to do was introduce the neighbors 
to each other. So I suggested that we ask the Board of 
Aldermen (the city government) to close off the streetfor 
one afternoon for a neighborhood block party. This would 
include a potluck dinner, a chance to play games in the 
street, some time to get to know one another, and time to 
talk informally about how to deal with the traffic prob­
lems. Several neighb01's were enthusiastic about the idea. 

Our initial focus was simple: To provide some means 
for people to get to know each other better. I recognized 
that once they got to know each other, they would be 

to sta'rt talking about common problems. If they 
got to know each other in a social group setting, 
would have mo're to talk about than the speeding trafJic 
alone. They would get to know each other in mo're ways. 
These bonds would be important "glue" for keeping the 
organization together. 

Public Action 

I went with one couple from the street to a regularly 
scheduled City Council meeting. We waited for our 
turn. When it came, we respectfully asked to have the 
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street closed off for one afternoon. I expected that we 
would get a quick approval. Instead, the Council said, 
"No way." The police chiefsaid he'd never close off such 
a bnsy street. Never! This was a bnsy street! Closing it 
offwonld GTeate pTOblems allover town. 

We were back to sqnare one. What to do now? We went 
back horne to think abont onr t/R--xt step. Closing off the 
street, which we had thonght wonld be a rninor rnatter, 
had tnrned into a big deal. 

So we went again to City HaU, this tirne with rnore 
people. Other neighbors talked to the police chiefin per­
son. Weeks dragged in to rnonths. It was early surnrner 
and we thought the snow wonld faU before this wonld 
be resolved. 

It Took a Big Th.rnout to Get the Council's 
Attention and Agreement 

A conple ofneighbors rnet with the City Councilor who 
represented the street. T'here was lots of talking back 
and forth. The neighbors explained to the Conncilor 
why they wanted to have the st'reet closed off. The Conn­
cilor explained how things worked at the fnll City 
Conncil rneetings. Finally, the neighbors went back to 
City Hall, to the next Conncil meeting, with a mnch 
larger contingent in tow. This tirne the neighbors 
b'ronght many farnilies, all with their children. The 
Conncil chambers had never been so fnll. 1"he Conn­
cilors had never seen anything like it. They were nsed 
to one or two people corning to the meetings, at rnost. 
Generally they were aU alone, talking to thernselves. It 
took farnilies getting ont and showing np at the Conn­
cil rneeting to show the Conncilors how rnany people 
cared deeply about this matter. 1"'he Conncil agreed to 
close ofl the street. 

Block Party! 

When the police car showed np and the officer pnlled the 
blne sawhorses ont of the GrU,iser's trunk and set thern 
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np to close off the street, I conldn't qnite believe it. What 
I had thought wonld be an easy thing to do had taken 
rnonths of meetings. Bnt when the people started 
spiUing out of their homes with covered dishes, tables, 
drinks, and games, it all seerned rnore than wonh it. 
1"'here was rnnsic. A volleyball net was strung up across 
the street. 

1"he street that the city had said was too busy to close off 
was closed ojJ Nothing terrible happened. No major 
traffic jarns were reported, bnt a lot of neighbors got to 
know each other. 

A Vision of a More Perfect World 

How do you overcome that "You can't fight City Hall" 
feeling? Overcoming that feeling is a big part of the orga­
nizer's job. 

The block party did this-and more. With the block party, 
we accomplished three valuable objectives: 

People got to know their neighbors. 

People began to develop a sense of their own power. 
Before we organized, they felt powerless to stop or slow 
the traffic. 

We also stopped the traffic, at least temporarily. The 
block party showed us all what life on the street might be 
like without all the traffic. 

Holding the block party was one simple event that pro­
vided some opportunities for neighbors to begin to 
community on their street. We probably could have got­
ten new traffic signs with fewer neighbors participating 
and certainly without the block party. But the block party 
provided the opportunity for people to meet each other­
in many cases, for the first time; to participate in the 
process of making improvements in their community; to 
share their food, their games, and their ideas. 
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It Took a Group 

"Organizing"-people doing with others what they could 
not have done by themselves-closed off the street. 
When just one or two people showed up at the City Coun­
cil meeting to ask to close off the street, nothing much 
happened. But because we kept at it, week after week, 
because we came out in numbers, the Council listened 
and agreed to close off the street. Later, several more 
speeding signs were put up and the police started paying 
more attention to on the street. 

It Took an Organizer 

I will never forget my feelings as I watched the police 
officer pull those sawhorses out of the trunk of the 
cruiser, after we had heard so many times how it could 
not be done. And although I lmew it took many people 
working together to make that happen, I also knew that 
it took an organizer to prod them along, to that 
they could do it, to encourage them to keep at it. And 
when I sawall the people coming out of their homes with 
their potluck dishes, many of whom I did not even know, 
I got a glimpse of what organizing could achieve. Bring­
ing people together to talk and meet each other, to see 
each others' children, to hear each others' stories, to find 
out who their neighbors are, was a powerful start. 

To achieve this, somebody had to be the organizer. In this 
case, I was on staff of a statewide community organiza­

but it also could have been a volunteer. Many good 
organizers are volunteers. It can be anyone who thinks 
that what "they" say "can't be done" really can be done. It 
can be anyone who is willing to keep at it to make sure it 
happens. It doesn't have to be a big deal. This street clos­
ing and potluck dinner and block party certainly were not 
world-changing events. But they were a start: the start 
building a powerful ongoing organization. 

The method is not mysterious or difficult to learn. Per­
sistence L.. probably the main ingredient, along with skill 
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at overcoming peoples' defeated feeling that "nothing can 
be done." 

Where Are You Going With the Group? 

If the organization had rested with the block party, it 
would not be much of an organization. An organizer's 
job is to think ahead. How can we build this block party 
into an ongoing organization? What structure, specific 
membership, rules, money, leadership, decision-making 
processes, mission, and plans will it take to build an 
ongoing organization? Who are these people? What can 
these people do next week and next year? What other 
problems do they face that they could solve by working 
together? How can they stay in touch to make sure that 

thinking of how they could solve those prob­
lems as well? 

Who will do the work of keeping in touch with all the 
newly found acquaintances? (Remember Rule Number 
One of block parties, meetings, etc.: The organizer gets 
the sign-in list. Always have a sign-in list, with enough 
space for names, addresses, organizational affiliatiOl 
work and home phone numbers, and e-mail addresses.) 

How will subsequent communication happen? Will there 
be a phone tree? Will there be other regular meetings? An 
annual block party? What other issues should they think 
of addressing as an organization? 

The Organizer (or Organizers) Think About 
the Group as a Whole 

The organizer is thinking about all these things while the 
party is going on. She or he is watching to see who knows 
whom. To whom do people listen? Who seems to be 
respected by the other neighbors? Who works hard? Who 
stays behind to pick up the trash? Who makes sure that 
things get done? Those people are likely to be the leaders. 
They might not be the people most likely to be thought of 
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The people who take responsibility are the ones the 
organizer( s) watch and will re-visit later to ask to do 
more, gradually to take some responsibility for the organ­
ization. That might mean asking them to bring the cook­
ies next time, or host the meeting in their home, or chair 
the meeting, or come along to City Hall to look up some 
records, or call up a few of the others to ask them to 
come to the next meeting. The organizer will think of spe­
cific tasks for people to do. 

CHAPTER 

Step by Step-Building a 

Community Organization 


Step by step, the longest march 
Can be won, can be won 

_ stones will form an arch 
Singly none, singly none 
And by union what we will 
Can be accomplished still 
Drops of water turn a mill 
Singly none, singly none. 

-An old union song 

~ The Basic Steps of Building a 
Community Organization 

Building an organization is like building a house. Home­
builders know that if you start with a square and level foun­
dation you will have fewer problems when you put the roof 
on. If the walls are plumb and square you have an easier 
time sheetrocking. You can fix mi..,takes later on, but it 
saves you time, money, and aggravation to do it right the 
first time. Building a successful organization is a little 
like that. 

This chapter lays out one way to think about building a 
community organization. It is not the only way, but it 
works. The chapter includes steps, tips, ideas, stories, case 
studies, and exercises. Together with what you know about 

23 
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yourself and your community, they should help you to build 
an effective organization. This chapter covers many of the 
elements you need to build a community organization. The 
steps are presented in a certain order. You may find that a 
different order makes more sense for your organization. 
The steps are a general guide, not a rigid hierarchy. Use 
them flexibly, with knowledge of your own community and 
issues. Most important, as someone once said, "It takes a 
lot longer if you don't get started." 

The Basic Steps: An Overview 

These basic steps can be used to start a new organization 
or to strengthen one that already exists. 

1. The idea arrives: You think something needs fixing. 
Sometimes a problem or new situation in your world con­
fronts you and you have to do something about it. You have 
an idea of what needs doing and know you cannot do 
it alone. 

2. Develop a vision: This means painting a picture of 
where you eventually want to go, how you would like the 
world to be. 

3. Find your motivation-Tell your story: Understand 
why you are doing this. What about your history, family 
background, or experience moves you to take this on? 

4. Listen to others: Sometimes known as "the long march 
through the kitchens or coffee shops.» To whom do you 
need to listen in order to develop your idea? This is about 
taking the time to hear what others think of your idea or 
issue. Do others share the problem or your ideas? Can you 
get their help? 

5. Put your idea in writing: What is the problem? What 
is your solution? A written vision can be broadcast widely 
and clearly. It ruso adds legitimacy to your idea. 
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6. Develop a sponsoring committee: Get the written 
support and commitment of others. 

7. Bring together a core group: You will need ten to fif­
teen people who share your vision and will do the work to 
get the organization off the ground. 

8. Draft a mission, identify goals and objectives: 
you need to clarify what you want to accomplish. 

9. Develop a structure: It is critical that you build your 
organization with the right foundation and framework, so 
that it stands over time. 

10. Build power: What will it take to accomplish what 
you want? Power comes from organized money, organized 
people who have strong relationships with one another, 
good information about the details of what your group 
wants to accomplish, and, most important, the ability to 
move people to action and to ask for what you want. Power 
requires that you mobilize resources: Recruit people, 
develop leaders, gather information, and raise the money 
you need to accomplish what you want. 

11. Understand strategy: Strategy is your overall path. It 
helps to understand the general plan you are following and 
the assmnptions behind it. 

12. Move to action, evaluate, and reflect: Good things 
come to those who act, negotiate, evaluate, reflect, learn 
from their actions, and keep acting. 
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... Getting Started 

Step One: The Idea Arrives 
lVhen I die and I come to stand before my Maker, God wiU 
not ask me, "lVhy were you not Moses?" Rather, I shaU be 
asked, "Why were you not Zusya?" 

-Rabbi Zusya of Anipol (18th century) 

The first step is the idea. It may come to you on its own. 
You may have an idea of how to make the world better. 
Maybe something has changed in the world around you 
that you cannot ignore. Sometimes an idea takes hold of 
you. Now what? 

Maybe your child is not doing well in school. The books are 
old and the paint on the classroom walls is peeling. 

Maybe you are just tired of not knowing your neighbors. 
People lock themselves in their houses. You are tired of 
driving by and wondering, "Who are these people?" Maybe 
one of them could be a babysitter for your five-year-old or 
a new friend for you. It wasn't like this when you grew up. 
People knew their neighbors. 

Maybe you think your congregation could be more of a 
caring community for you and for others. You 
people might want this. too. 

You may face budget cuts in your town or city that are 
slowly destroying the schools and public safety. There 
could be illness spreading among those you love. 

Maybe you have adopted a child and you think the adoption 
system needs fixing. There might be pollution from a fac­
tory or the buses near you, layoffs at a workplace, a hospi­
tal closing, or toxic waste about to be buried near you. 
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Maybe you are tired of sitting in traffic day after day and 

think that there should be a better way of moving people 

from point A to point B. 


You may be talking to a co-worker or neighbor, or with a 
small group, and you discover that you all have the same 
problem. You may decide to work with each other to do 
something about it. 

Maybe you have a small group of volunteers and realize 

that with staff or more members you could do so much more. 


Or maybe there is just this feeling inside you that life could 
be better, brighter, different-that there is more to life than 
getting up in the morning, going to work, driving home, 
watching TV, doing the shopping on the weekend, and then 
starting it all over again on Monday. 

The idea has come into your head. You cannot get rid of it. 
It may be hard to say it out loud. Many of us have been told 
to keep these thoughts to ourselves. Don't advertise your 
idea. Don't try to make it come true. Yet if we don't con­
tribute that gift, we give up a piece of ourselves, and our 
community also suffers the loss. 

The idea has walked in your door. What do you do now? 

Step Two: Develop the Vision 
If you don't know where you are going, how will you 
know when you get there? 

-Old saying 

.What Is Your Vision? 

Once you have the idea, you need a vision describing where 
you want to go. A vision inspires and motivates. To build or 
rebuild a powerful organization you need volunteers to 
take on responsibility so all of the work does not fall on 
your shoulders. A compelling vi<;ion can inspire and moti­
vate others. 
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To achieve a shared vision, you also need to be clear about 
where you are going and why. People hold out hope for a 
better future. To provide that hope you need to paint a pic­
ture of what that better future looks like. It is a funny thing 
about people. Even with all the bad things that happen, 
many people do not lose hope for a better life. Sometimes 
it is something better for their children, stenuning from the 
love parents feel for their children and the hope that chil­
dren represent. Sometimes that hope comes from family 
stories or personal experience. The vision taps into that 
hope. The vision inspires people to work for the organiza­
tion when they might otherwise get tired or discouraged. 

Put the vision into words. You also may want to draw or 
paint it. If you envision a better school, a picture of a new 
playground in the parking lot might do a better job than 
words. Ifyour vision is a neighborhood where people know 
their neighbors, a picture of a street fair might express it 
better than words. 
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EXERCISE• 
Putting Your Vision Into Words 
What is your vision? A vision is a picture of where you want to 
go. Try one of the following as a guide. Just fill in the blanks: 

"I see a congregation that ... ___~___________ 

" 
"I see a school (or school system) in which ... ______ 

"I see a neighborhood where ... ____________ 

" 
"I see a group of [describe who or what you see] _______ 

where ... [describe what is happening that concerns 

" 
"I see a street where ... ________________ 

"I see a [fill in the blank with what­

ever it is you are trying to change] where ... ________ 

Don't Hide the Long-Term Vision 

If you have a long-term vision, if you intend to build a big­
ger organization (and there is nothing wrong with that), let 
those in the core founding group know this from the 
start-even if you start small, which you probably will. Be 
honest about the long-term vision, but recognize that this 
can also scare some people away. Along with the hope 
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people have (and you are peddlmg hope) often comes its 
twin: resignation that things can't change. It is a tricky bal­
ancing where you have to be both honest and realistic. 
There is no simple formula that always works. Manipula­
tion does not work. 

Story: Peo.ple Won't Come Along If You 
Don't Tell Them the Whole Story 

Tn the late 1970s, when I was working as one of the stolf 
organizers for the Vermont Alliance, a statewide grass­
roots community organization, the stolfhad a long-term 
vision of where the organization should go. We thought 
it could be a statewide group of low-income residents 
who would work for lower utility rates, fairer taxes, and 
other statewide issues that concerned many low-income 
Vermonters. 

Our method was to visit people in their homes and ask 
them abmtt their immediate concerns, which often 
included trolfic safety and other neighborhood problems. 
We would then work with them to win improvements 
around those concerns, such as helping people to negoti­
ate with the town for crosswalks and "Watch Outfor Chil­
dren" signs. The people we visited thought they w(,>re part 
of a neighborhood group. That was what they saw. We 
thought we could get them interested in addressing the 
traffic issue (or whatever their immediate concern was) 
and then move on to bigger and tougher issues without 
missing a beat. 

We were wrong. When we started talking about a statewide 
group and working on utility or tax reform, they were 
sometimes confused but mostly uninterested. We could not 
entice them to come to the statewide meetings. They 
explained that int('>rest was the traffic on their street. 
They had thought that was what we were about, too. 

.. 
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We, the staff, had not been honest about our long-term 
vision for the group. They thought the group was about 
solving traffic problems. And no wonder. That was all we 
talked about when we met them. 

Wirming those small improvements-the crosswalks and 
the traffic signs-helps in building the group, by showing 
that the group can be effective in making change. At the 
same time, you cannot hide where you hope to go over the 
long hauL You have to be honest and willing to let people 
deal with the problems they see as their problems and also 
be willing to push them to do more. The trick is to keep one 
eye on the ultimate vision while slowly building hope by 
winning the smaller day-to-day improvements that can 
make life better. This is where the process you went 
through of articulating your vision can help. Although the 
long-term vision alone won't motivate most people, your 
group needs to know the big picture. 

Harvard 

their goals 

Story: Dignity, Democracy, and a Dental Plan 

The Harvard Union of Clerical and Technical Workers 
once demanded, "Dignity, Democracy, and a dental plan. " 

University, a wealthy institution, gave the 
employees a dental plan. If the union had only wanted the 
dental plan, their problem or "issue" would have been 
solved. They would have had no more purpose. But, since 

also included "dignity and democracy"­
things that Harvard University would not or coula not 

as easily-the union still had a purpose and stayed 
in business, working for "dignity and democracy." 

I learned how long-term vision worked when I observed the 
pattern of neighborhood crime watch groups. Groups that 
started out as neighborhood crime watches wanted to 
remain crime watches. The crime watch vision of a safe 
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neighborhood involved keeping a look-out for criminal 
activity on one block-what people could see out their win­
dows. When I worked with neighborhood crime watch 
groups, that is all those who joined wanted and 
when they joined. Attempts to bring in other concerns did 
not work. Those who established the organizations, in one 
case the organizer from the police department, wanted to 
keep the groups the way they started. When the crime prob­
lem that had sparked a group dissipated, so did the group. 

This may be fine if your entire vision is to rid the neighbor­
hood of the immediate crime problem. But if you are look­
ing for more, if you are looking beyond the immediate 
issues, if you think you want to tackle other problems that 
might arise or already exist, you are going to have to think 
about how to build a longer-lasting organization. How can 
you get the resources you need to accomplish that goal? 
You will have to do some thinking about what it will take to 
get what you want. You will have to think about power­
the ability to do something bigger. 

Step Three: Start with Yourself­
What Makes You Tick? 

Telling Your Story 

TVho somebody is o'r VJaS we can only know by knowing 
the story of which he is himself the hero. 

-Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition 

The next step in building an organization is about you. Why 
are you doing this? 

You need to understand your motivation. You will meet 
frustration and opposition. If you, at a deep level, are not 
clear and connected to the reason for this organization, you 
are going to have trouble keeping at it. Whether you have 
started a new organization or are strengthening an old one, 
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you need to know, inside yourself, the connection between 
you and the mission of this organization. 

Those whom you want to lead will also want to know who 
you are and why you are involved in this cause or this 
organization. They need a personal connection they can 
believe in. Others need to invest themselves in the group. 
They want to know your story, the personal experiences 
and memories that motivated you to start this organization. 

Your story can be a model for others. For others to invest 
in the group, they need to know each other's stories. We 
remember stories that tell us who people are. Stories show 
what people do. Stories connect us to actions, not abstrac­
tions. Stories connect people directly with one another 
with a power that generalities miss. They strengthen our 
relationships, human to human, heart to heart, eyeball to 
eyeball. Sharing and weaving together the members' sto­
ries-these personal experiences, memories, and motiva­
tions-solidifies the group. 

Start with yourself. What is your story? How does it con­
nect to the organization? 

The following is part of my story-how I understand what 
I do and why I do it. It includes stories I heard about my 
family as I grew up, combined with my own experiences 
and how I interpret them. Often family stories connect to a 
theme or central idea. It may not always be quick or easy to 
see the themes, but it is valuable to think about your stories 
and take the time to make the connections. 

My Story: Let Me Start with Minnie 

J could start in many places, but let me start with lVHnme, 
my g'randmother. TVhen J was ten, her husband died,and 
she moved into our house. We lived in a house in subur­
ban New York in the 1950s and '60s. Minnie came from 
another world. She told rne lots of stories. She was very 
funny and dramatic. J learned a lot abo'ut her life. 
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Minnie wa.<; born in 1893 on the Lower Ea.<;t Side ofNew 
York. Her mother died when she was eight. Her father wa.<; 
so poor that he could not support her and her younger 
brother. Her brother went into the Hebrew Orphan Asy­
lum. The Orphan Asylum said a single father should be 
able to support one child. But her father was often with­
out work, living as a boarder in someone else's home. He 
couldn't support his daughter. So Minnie went to live with 
the janitor in an apartment building while her father 
went to Pittsburgh to work in a coal mine, the only job he 
could find. She worked cleaning out the chamber pots in 
the building s bathrooms. 

Life was like that for many people in those days. Minnie 
later worked as an errand girl in the Garment District, in 
stores, and then as a sewing machine operator in va:rious 
clothing factories-which she always described to me by 
what they made and where they made such as, "In pet­
ticoats on Spring Street. " 

When she was a young woman, Minnie wa.<; 1Ji1Jaciou,s, 
pretty, and popular. She would regale me with slories of 
all her dales, of all the men who wanted to marry her. 

She told me about the tragedies that were part ofher daily 
life: aferty sinking with hundreds on board, the Triangle 
Shirtwaistfi:re of 1911, where hundreds of young factory 
workers like her died. How the coffins the dead girls 
were lined up on the street. And the little indignities: her 
schoolteacher making fun ofherfor wanting to be a book­
keeper (instead of a factory worker), of not having the 
money to buy the cloth to make an apron in school, of not 
having a nickel to ride the subway, and how "a penny 
meant everything. " 

She wanted to be a schoolteacher. But she never got far in 
school, so that was not possible. Still, she had these 
dreams. Here was someone I loved. Poverty and circum­
stances pre1Jented her from using her gift..<;. 
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Part of my story is Minnie's story. I knew her first as a little 
boy who loved his grandmother. She was fun and kept me 
laughing. Later, I wanted to protect her-and by extension, 
all little children like her-from all the bad things that hap­
pened to her as a little girl. I could not go back to 1900 and 
do that, but I could do something today and that made me 
feel better. 

Anger and Practicality 

Mixed in with what I do is my anger at the world that did 
not do better by that little girl. Anger that her father could 
not fmd a job that paid enough to support his children. 
Anger at the people who had money but would not share it 
with Minnie or her brother or father. Anger at the factory 
owners who tinled my grandmother when she went to the 
bathroom, anger at the teacher who made fun of her for 

to be anything but a factory worker, for crushing 
out any hope of being a teacher or even a bookkeeper. 

Mixed in with that anger is admiration for my grandmother 
for coming through all that with her sense of humor intact 
and with a continued ability to tell stories, to memorize 
Shakespeare, and to fmd love. 

Communities . .. have a history-in fLn important sense 
they are constituted by their past-andfor this reason we 
can speak ofa real community as a "community ofmem­
ory, " one that does not forget its past. 

-Robert Bellah, et al., Habits of the Heart 

The Strong Pull of Community 

grandmother told me a lot about her husband, my 
grandfather. He worked as a garment worke'r and went to 
school nights at Cooper Union, studying engineering. She 
told me he wanted to be a doctor but it was very hard for 
a Jew to get into medical school. So he tried engineering. 
When he graduated in 1920, the only jot) in engineering 
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he could get was on a railroad in Oklahoma. My grand­
mother did not want to move there. 

Microeconomics Meets My Grandmother 

When I went to school, I took microeconomics. Microeco­
nomics assumes that all people maximize their economic 
self-interest. I~ a person can make more money in Okla­
homa than in New York, he or she moves to Oklahoma. 
People are all rational actors in a free market. Everyone 
pursues his or her own economic self-interest. The free 
market creates the best goods and services at the lowest 
possible prices. That is the theory. 

There is another story. My grandmother valued the life and 
community she had always known more than a better job 
for my grandfather in Oklahoma. She didn't want to leave 
New York. For her, going to New Jersey was a big trip. 

Maximizing Self-Interest 

Microeconomic theory ignores the benefits of community, 
even when an individual considers community to be a per­
sonal benefit. Part of the story of building community 
organizations involves people's search for meaning in com­
munity, for personal benefit from community. For many 
people, like my grandmother, a part of individual self-inter­
est is connection to community. In this case, self-interest 
moves beyond the self. Our motivations are broader than 
making more money in Oklahoma than in New York. 

Ifwe examine self-interest, we uncover complexities about 
self-interest and motivation. This is why people's stories 
are important. Telling our stories helps unravel what moti­
vates us. Underneath the story lie the complexity and real­
ity of our lives. 

Childhood Lessons 

Whenever I've asked myself why I was doing whatever I was 
doing, I remembered what I had learned as a child, what I 
had been told and taught by my parents and grandparents. 
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Story: My Father-The Artist's Gift 

My father had the artist's gift. At three, he made beautiful 
drawings. As a teenager he illustrated a book. He spent 
most ofhis life doing commercial art, working to support 
his wife and four children. 

When I was growing up, I saw him working long hours, 
often seven days a week, to make enough money to support 
us. Watching him work, I wished he co'uld be the creative 
fine artist he really wa...'>, instead ofjust doing commercial 
work in order to pay the bills. Like my grandparents and 
so mawy others, my father never seemed to be able to use 
his gifts. (Although, in his case, he ret'ired early and then 
was able to do the kind ofart he had the gift to do. Now he 
makes beautiful pottery, paintings, and drawings that 
adorn the homes ofhis family a:nd friends.) 

Part of my story wa'>: Here are all these members of my 
family who have not been able to use their gifts. It made me 
angry. This was my own family. I am sure it was more com­
plicated than how I saw it as a child, or even than how I see 
it as an adult, but the loss stuck in my mind. I saw this hap­
pening and did not want it to happen to me-or to others. 

Story: Discrimination 

Another piece of my story was the recurring theme that 
my family was discriminated against-or worse­
because we were Jews. I was born in 1947, just after 
World War II. When I was growing up, my mother would 
show me the family photo album ofmy relatives, includ­
ing little cousins, who had lived in Poland or the Ukraine. 
"Hitler killed him, " my mother said, pointing to the little 
boy in the photo album who looked so much like me. 
"Hitler killed her, " she told me, pointing to another child. 
It seemed to me that I had barely escaped the same fate. 
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Even though my mother was bmn in New York, her father 
~ 	 had been born in Poland. He had left relatives behind 

whom Hi.tler had killed. So it was clear to me: Some people 
11Jere out to get us and we had to defend ourselves. 

My father was born in Hungary and came to America as 
a baby. Many relatives stayed behind in Hungwry. One 
jumped off the truck taking her to Auschwitz. Her friend 
jumped to one side, and she to the other. lIer friend was 
shot. My cousin survived, eventually finding us. Other 
relatives survived by leaving Budapest to fight with Tito 
in Yugoslavia. Still others survived, hidden by Catholics 
in Budapest. Some did not survive. My mother's aunt sur­
vived the Warsaw ghetto, but when she and her son 
returned to their village alter the war, they were killed by 
people who lived there. 

If I was going to survive I had to defend myself and other 
Jews. I also should do what I could to mal<e the world the 
kind of place that would not tolerate Nazis, hatred, or 
discrimination. It seemed to me that any kind of racism or 
discrimination was directed at me, or could be. 

The combination of the desire to see people use their gifts, 
whatever they are, and the need to stop any kind of racism 
or discrimination burns like a slow flame inside me. It has 
forged a compass that has guided much of what I do. If I am 
going to understand why I do what I do and stay focused, I 
need to know this story. 

The discrimination against my family made me angry. It 
made me want to defend my family and people. That anger 
has simmered and spread, so I get angry when I see others 
discriminated against. 1 take it personally. It is a slow 
pissed-off-ness that stays lit, like the red-hot coals from an 
evening campfire that you find still burning in the morning. 
Just add tinder, blow a little, and the fire is going again. It 
does not take much to get me going. 
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There are many other parts of this story, including my own 
experiences and the satisfaction I feel from being part of a 
group that is doing something worthwhile to make things 
a little better. This gives me a sense of meaning in my life 
and a sense of community. I like that sense of not being 
alone-of being with others who share some of what I feel 
and think. 

Life Lessons Stick 

My mother always said, "There is a right and a wrong. In 
some things there are no areas of gray." This message 
underlies the values I embrace. This message made it eas­
ier to keep on course. Unless life experience strongly con­
tradicts what our parents tell us, those messages stick. 

These stories and messages form the foundation that has 
guided my work as an organizer. When I think about what 
helped my family over the years, I come up with the fol­
lowing list: unions, public housing, unemployment insur­
ance, Medicaid, Medicare, free quality public education, 
health and safety regulations at work, Social Security, 
affordable housing, good public transportation, public 
parks, and permanent changes in laws, policies, and norms. 
Reflecting on what helped my family, I realize that these 
social changes were the result of groups organizing and 
working hard to demand these changes. They were not the 
result of charity. 

I have drawn some important lessons from thinking long 
and hard about my family's story, about what helped us, 
and why. These lessons have become the backbone of my 
own work: 

• 	 Poor people don't need or want sympathy or handouts. 
• 	 We all suffer when there are too few opportunities for as 

many people as possible to use their gifts. 
• 	 We all need all the help we can get. 
• 	 People are smart enough to figure out what they need. 

They just need the time and space to get together to fig­
ure it out. 
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• 	 Don't do for people what they can do for themselves. 
• 	 Ask those in authority for what you want. If you don't 

ask, you don't get. 
• 	 People need organizations to get our voices heard and 

our needs met. 

Your Story 

Each of us has a story. There is not a right or wrong story. 
There is only an honest story, your story. You can start off 
rich or poor or anywhere in between. Some move far from 
their families of origin. For some, life experience and 
reflection play the strongest role. For others, memory plays 
a powerful role. Whatever your story, if you are going to 
build a strong organization, enlist the help of others, moti­
vate them, and maintain focus and direction, you need to 
know and be able to articulate your story. Unraveling your 
story may take remembering and reflecting over many 
years. You can start now. 

, EXERCISE 

• FindInI! the stories that GUide TOU 

I "Stories tell us of what we already knew and forgot, 

E and remind us of what we haven't yet imagined." 


-Anne L. Watson 

This exercise is one way to start to learn and tell your story. 

I. 	What is something you feel passionately about? What bothers 
you so much that you think someone should do something 
about it? Change that to: "I should do something about that!" 

I 

I 

E 2. Why does this subject matter to you? ________ 
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3. 	Write down a story from your life that relates to your 
answers to Questions I and 2. Don't worry if it does not 
seem clear to you why you chose this particular story. It does 
not have to be the most important thing in your life. Just start 
with something you care about. (Use a separate piece of paper.) 

4. 	What does this story mean to you? Think about why you 
chose this story. 

Your Own Leadership Plan 

If you intend to start or strengthen an organization, it helps 

to examine how your own attitudes and motivations will 

affect the organization. When you decide to be responsible 

for the success of the organization you are going to 

encounter obstacles. Sometimes the strongest opposition 

comes from your own mind. Many of us harbor beliefs 

about ourselves that stop us from fulfilling our dreams or 

pursuing what we really want. This exercise is designed to 

help you examine your attitudes about yourself. 
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EXERCISE.-~ 
Looking Into Yourself Is the First Step of a 
Good Leader 
We all come into organizations (and relationships of all kinds) 
with baggage. What do we keep? What do we get rid of? 

I. What is an attitude about yourself that you have to let go of? 

2. What is the benefit for you in keeping this attitude? 

3. What is the cost to you--and to your organization­
of keeping this attitude? 

4. What specific behavior(s) can you practice to change this 
attitude? 

The commitment to practice some other behavior is based on the 
idea that you must consciously and intentionally change specific 
behaviors to develop new habits. 

For example, I may have the attitude that I know best how to 
do everything. Therefore, I feel that I have to speak up and show 
others how to do it right-whatever the task. The benefit to me 
might be ego gratification and the satisfaction of hearing my own 
voice. But it might cost the organization others' ideas and energy. 
This leads to big losses. I may need to let go of that attitude. 

One specific behavior I might practice is to hold my tongue when 
I think I have a great solution and listen more intently. I may want 
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to do this at a specific meeting or on a specific day. I do not 
assume that I can change a long-standing habit overnight, but 
changing my behavior in one meeting and then maintaining this 
behavior can change my attitude and behavior over the long run. 

S. 	When, specifically, will I commit myself to practicing this 
behavior or these behaviors? 

Make a commitment to practice this. It is helpful to find someone 
to hold you accountable. 

6. 	 Get someone to hold you accountable. Who will this be? 
Write that person's name here: ___________ 

It also helps to monitor your behavior on a daily basis. This may 
only take five minutes at S:OO p.m. each day. Ask yourself: How 
did I do today with changing that behavior? Don't kick yourself 
too much if you did not do it perfectly.The goal is not to be per­
fect, but to be aware of your behavior, to practice the behavior 
you want, and to monitor how you did in various situations dur­
ing the day. The goal is eventually to make the new behavior 

your norm. 

7. 	 Make a commitment to reviewing your behavior daily: 

Each day at [write in the time1 
I will spend a few minutes reviewing how I am doing at changing 
this behavior. 

Know Thyself 

Just as it is important to examine personal beliefs about 
yourself that might hold you back or affect your leader­
ship, it is also important to examine beliefs about the 
world that might hold your group back. Many of us have 
core beliefs and values that will have a critical effect on 
how our group operates. 

I 
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There is nothing wrong with having core beliefs and values. 
In fact, they are essential. But we need to reflect upon 
those core beliefs or personal theories in order to know 
when they might get in the way of being effective or suc­
cessful in our work. Some examples are listed below. They 
are put in stark language not because you are likely to have 
such black-and-white thinking, but to demonstrate how 
beliefs can affect your group's work. 

For example, one might think: "Corporations are out only 
to make money and therefore we will not 'work with them 
to improve product safety." This stops us from working 
effectively with a company that might actually be inter­
ested in improving product safety. 

An individual might believe: "All people in public housing 
are lazy, sponging off the government." We might miss an 
opportunity to work with public housing residents to 
improve conditions in our city or town. 

We might believe: "Our church is in the business of help-
people live in the Spirit. We are not in the real estate 

business. " We miss an opportunity when land in the neigh­
borhood goes up for sale and we don't buy it, even though 
we could have used it to build needed affordable housing 
for our members. 

Or you might believe that "all prO-life people are fanatics. " 
We miss an opportunity to work with them to cut down on 
the number of unwanted pregnancies. 

We might believe that ''picketing a company whose poli­
cies we want to change is the best way to achieve our 
goal..<;"-even though we have picketed ten times already 
and have failed every time to achieve our goals. 

One might believe that "the teachers' union is only out to 
protect the teachers' jobs" and therefore would fail to 
work with the teachers' union to improve our children's 
education. 
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Other beliefs that might affect your group include: 

"Thefree market is the best way to solve our community's 
problems." 

"Government is the best way to solve those problerns. " 

"Our church should solve our commun'ity's problems." 

All of us have beliefs about how the world works and 
about other people, including other groups. Many of these 
are based on experience and hold some truth. But some 
may be outdated or untested. In forming any organization, 
it helps to list those beliefs and to re-examine them. Are 
they still accurate? Do they still work? Are we missing 
something? Are they helping us to reach our goals-or are 

.. they hurting us? 

EXERCISE 

Flnalng TOUr ~ore tsellets 

I. 	What are some of the core beliefs I hold that apply to this 
group? 

2. Where did I learn these beliefs? 

3. Have I tested or reflected on the accuracy of these beliefs? 

o Yes o No 

4. 	 Can I test these beliefs now? o Yes o No 

5. 	How can I test them? ____________-,-___ 
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6. Am I willing to do that? (Or do I want to hold on to these 

beliefs no matter what?) 0 Yes 0 No 

Comments: ___________________ 

7. How will these beliefs affect the group? ________ 

8. Do other members of the group also share these beliefs? 

DYes o No 

After you've done this exercise alone, it might be interesting to 
do it again, with your group, to see what values the group shares 
and also to find out if there are any deeply held "group-think" 
attitudes that might be getting in the way of your group's work. 

Step Four: Listen to Others 
if you want higher wages, here's what you got to do, 

you got to talk to the workers in the shop with you ... 

-Woody Guthrie, "Talking Union" 

After you have written your story and taken a hard look at 
yourself, the next step is to listen to other people. The point 
is to really listen to them. Listen to what they think about 
your idea and vision. They might have good or better ideas 
of their own. Are they interested? Listen to at least ten 
people. If you hope to have broader impact, listen to at 
lea.'3t fifty people. 

You need to listen in order to hear if they are going to help 
or take responsibility. If the people you approach say, 
"Great idea, you go do it," they are not likely to help and 
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your idea is in trouble. You want to listen for specific offers 
of help and support, especially for offers of time and/or 
money. You want to listen for passion. You also want to lis­
ten for who these people are. What motivates them? How 
does the problem or concern that is the group's focus affect 
them? You listen for a personal connection between them 
and what your group intends to do or already does. 

The listening has to be real. You have to be willing and able 
to meet people on their terms, on their turf. John Lewis, the 
former Chairman of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee, describes the listening he and others did dur­
ing the Civil Rights Movement: 

"[W]e were meeting people on their terms, not ours. If 
they were out in the field picking cotton, we would go out 
in that field and pick with them. If they were planting 
squash, we planted too. Whatever the people were doing, 
we were with them, there. We lived with them in 
their homes, held hands and prayed with them, shared 
their food, shared their beds, shared their w01"1ies and 
their hopes. We listened to thern. Before we ever got 
around to sharing what we had to say, we listened. And 
in the process, we built up both their trust and their con­
fidence in themselves. Essentially we were out to spread 
faith and courage, and naturally we had to find those 
things in o'urselves first. " 

-John Lewis, Walking With the Wind 

Take Your Time 

All this listening takes a lot of time. Making appointments; 

having some of them cancel at the last minute; travel time 

to meet people-all these elements can make this step 

seem endless. Some want fast results. We think we know 

what has to be done and only need a little help along the 

way. The work of listening to others is not just a matter of 

getting your ticket punched at the gate, not just another 

step on a road you have already decided upon. This kind of 
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listening takes a commitment and willingness to be open to 
changes in your plans and an ability to go way beyond sim­
ply delegating jobs to others. It requires the openness to 
shape the enterprise into something that others care about 
as deeply as you. 

There are a number of ways to listen. Your methods will 
depend on your style, the size of the group you want to 
build, your culture, the culture of those you want to engage, 
and what you think works best in your own situation. 

To Whom Do You Need To Listen? 

depends on what your idea is and what you want to 
accomplish. But you always start with those closest to the 
problem or situation you want to address. If you want to 
reform the adoption system, start with those it affects: 
adoptive parents, adopted children, birth parents, adoption 
agencies. If it is a problem affecting your school or neigh­
borhood, you need to listen to all those in the school or 
neighborhood. 

One cornmon mistake you can make at this stage is to talk 
to only a few people and then swing into action. Don't 
corne up with an idea, write a grant to fund it (not that get­
ting a grant is so easy!), or corne up with the money your­
self to make it happen. Test your idea among many people. 
Building an organization that can be sustained over time is 
going to take broad support. Without that support, or if 
there is broad opposition, or if some other group is already 
doing what you have proposed to do, your organization is 
not likely to succeed..If your organization is not sustained 
over time, its effect will be severely limited. 

Keep In Touch With People You Talk To­
Especially Those With Influence 

You might have a good idea to improve your neighborhood 
or want to stop some new hazard from moving in. Not 
everyone you talk to will agree with your approach. They 
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may have a different point of view. Listen to them, espe­
cially if they are gatekeepers to others or have positions of 
authority. Try to understand their point of view. (This can 
be tough, especially when you feel passionately about 
something, but try, even if it means biting your tongue.) 
You want to know where they stand even if they are in 
opposition to this particular idea. Later, even years later, 
they might be in agreement on another issue. And even 
if that does not happen, at least try to maintain a respect­
ful relationship. 

"No Permanent Friends, No Permanent 
Enemies" 

Working with people to build a grassroots organization is 
different from making friends. You are in the public arena. 
(Although you can make wonderful friends in this work. I 
certainly have, and there is nothing wrong with that.) But 
when you are listening to someone who might have some 
influence on the success of your idea or issue, remember 
this guideline: You are in a public relationship now, not a 
private or personal relationship. If the person disagrees 
with you and you disagree with him or her on this issue, 
tlds disagreement 'is not with the person, but on the isS'ue. 

Distinguish Public and Private Relationships 

This distinction between the public and private arenas is 
often hard to understand because there is little under­
standing in our media or educational system about public 
life. People in public life, including most elected officials, 
often act as if they want to be your friend. They kiss your 
babies, eat your food, and describe all the ways they are 
just like you, whoever you are. They want you to like them 
as people. That is because many people vote for the person 
they like, not necessarily for the person whose public poli­
cies meet their own needs. 
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Don't confuse or combine the person and the issue. Some­
one who disagrees with you on an issue is not an enemy. 
The disagreement is not personal Don't hold grudges. 
Someone who disagrees with you on one issue may be 
helpful on another. Don't assume that people's economic 
self-interest will automatically put them on one side of an 
issue. Follow what they do-not who you guess they are. 

Start with .All the People You Eventually 
Want in Your Organization 

Listen now to people from all the constituencies that you 
eventually want to be part of your organization. One mis­
take people sometimes make in starting a group is to listen 
only to those with whom they already feel comfortable and 
assume that others will join later on. The others will not, at 
least not without tremendous extra effort on your part. 

If you are building a community group and want people 
from all the neighborhoods in the city to be part of it, listen 
to people from all neighborhoods at the beginning. If you 
want people of all religions to be part of your group eventu­
ally, listen to a representative sample now, to hear what 
they think. Trying to "diversify" later is much harder. People 
like to be part of organizations where they are involved in 
the planning and decision-making from the beginning. 

Listening to Others, Method One: 
Informal Chats, With Nothing in Writing 

Tell the person ahead of time that you want to discuss an 
idea you have and that you are looking for his or her ideas 
and opinions. A"k for a specific amOlmt of time, say 30 min­
utes. After 30 minutes, say: "I know I said 30 minutes. I 
would be happy to go now." If they say, "Yes, I have to go," 
then thank them and leave. If they indicate that they have 
more time, take the time-but only if you need it. 
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Present your idea orally. Ask, "What do you think of this?" It 
is important to ask an open-ended question, rather than, "Do 
you think this is a good idea?" You are looking for feedback, 
not a yes or no vote. This is not an opinion surveyor an elec­
tion. The person will have questions. These help focus your 
idea and vision. You are seeking their advice and help. 

Other Questions: 

Is anyone else doing anything like this? 
(Is anyone trying to do something about the budget 
cuts in the schools?) 
(Is anyone trying to set up a different way to adopt 
children?) 
(Is anyone else trying to get better bus service?) 

If so, who? 
What do you think of them? 
Are there any meetings about this? 
Who do you think really knows about the budget cuts? 
Is that organization really doing anything worthwhile about 
the cuts? 

Who else should I talk to? 

Can I use your name when I contact them? 

Can I use yo'ur name? 

(I make it a policy to ask people twice if I can use their 

name in saying that so-and-so referred me to them. This 

avoids potential misunderstandings and embarrassment.) 

Would you like to help? 

What would you like to do? 

Do you have any advice? 


After the meeting, keep notes of what people say. I use a 
notebook, or you might use a computer. When I started 
doing this I used 3 x 5 index cards. Your memory may be 
great, but taking notes reminds you what each person said 
and what help they offered. I take notes immediately 
a,tter, but not d:uring, the meeting. I want to focus my 
attention on the person I am talking to. This is a conversa­
tion, not a survey. 
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Then write a thank-you note. I prefer handwritten notes. 
Most people do. 

Listening to Others, Method Two: Put 
Your Idea in Writing and .Then Listen 
On one or two pages, include: 

L The problem you see and want to solve. 
2. Your solution. 
3. Why this new group is needed now. If you hear that 

another group is doing what you propose, make it clear 
that other groups exist, but are not really doing the job 
the way it needs to be done. 

4. Your contact information: name, address, phone num­
bers, e-mail. 

5. The date. You might write several drafts. The dates iden­
tifythem. 

Send this concept paper to the people whose advice you 
want, with a note saying that you will contact them to hear 
what thev think of your idea. 

Then conduct the interview as you would with the more 
informal method. Bring several copies of your concept 
paper with you in case the person lost it or wants to show 
it to others. 

Got Help? 

Are they interested and also willing to offer real help? If 
some people do not offer you something tangible and use­
ful to help make your idea happen, reconsider your idea. 
Without the time, money, and assistance of others, you are 
unlikely to succeed at getting a group together to fulfill 
your vision. If people offer real help, then you know that 
you are on to something. If only one or two out of fIfty 
people offer their time, money, or anything else beyond 
kind words, your idea is in trouble. 
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Listening to Others, Method Three: 
Focus Groups 
In addition to the individual meetings, you might also hold 
focus groups-small groups of interested people who brain­
storm about specific aspects of your idea. Invite a group of 
five to fifteen people to come to a session for an hour or an 
hour-and-a-half. Provide food or other incentives. Use a 
sign-in list to collect the names, addresses, phone numbers, 
and e-mail addresses of all who come. Look over the sign-in 
list before people leave to make sure you can read their 
writing, especially for phone numbers and e-mails. One mis­
read letter or number makes for problems. 

Focus groups are useful, but don't let these be your only 
means of gathering information. There is no alternative 
to the one-on-one meetings to build relationships and get 
people's real in-depth opinions and offers of help. 
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Step Five: Put Your Organization 
In Writing 

Assuming that your organization still seems viable after lis­
tening to at least 50 people, it is time to write down your 
idea for others to read. If you already have put your idea 
into writing, have listened to all those people, and have got­
ten their feedback, now is the time to make any necessary 
changes to your written document. 

Putting your idea into writing commits you more power-
to the idea. Now there is a document with your name 

and contact information on it. Writing forces you to be 
more specific and allows for broader feedback. Many 
Americans learn the story of the Declaration of Indepen­
dence. Before it was written there was a lot of talk in the 
colonies about independence from England. The written 
document solidified resolve, codified rea.')ons for the solu­
tion, and allowed signers to commit their "sacred honor" to 
abide by the document. Your written statement need not 
have the eloquence and historical impact of the Declaration 
of Independence, but the written statement is an important 
step to advance your idea. 

Writing Gives the Idea Staying Power and 
Wider Reach 

Many ideas need time to take root and gain the necessary 
support. Putting the idea on paper allows people to see it 
when you are not present and reflect upon it at their own 
pace. The written statement gives your potential organiza­
tion added staying power. 
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Story: A Written Description Helps to 
Spread the Idea 

A couple of years alter I got the ideafor the Jewish Orga­
nizing Initiative, alter speaking to many people, I put the 
idea into writing. I gave the paper to afriend. Later that 
year, he interrupted the normal order of a Passover Seder 
at his home, handed out copies of the paper, and sug­
gested that the guests read it. One ma,n who knew he 
would be a guest at the Seder the following year figured he 
ought to read it. He did, liked the idea, and later became 
one of the organiza,tion's leaders. Having the idea in writ­
ing made a big difference. It gave the idea, staying power 
from one year to the next. It also allowed someone else to 
share the idea with people he knew, giving it broader 
reach and greater potential support. 

Words Matter ... What's In a Name? 

This is a good time to name the organization. Putting your 
idea into writing means you have to call it something. What 
you call it matters--a lot. The name affects membership 
and the scope of your work. If your school improvement 
association is called a "parents' organization," supporters 
who are not parents will not feel welcome. The "Spalding­
Anson Street Crime Watch" will attract only residents on 
those streets, and only those concerned about crime. "The 
Spalding-Anson Street Improvement Association" would 
attract residents on those streets concerned about a wider 
range of issues. 

An organization dedicated to increasing income equality 
began as "Share the Wealth." It later changed its name to 
"United for a Fair Economy." "Share the Wealth" is an 
imperative statement suggesting a program that takes 
wealth from those with more, to share it with those with 
less. This might have seemed threatening or too direct. 
"United for a Fair Economy" connotes a group of people 
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who share a common goal of a fair economy. How it 
reaches that goal is not specifically mentioned. 

An organization that calls itself "ecumenical" is indicating 
that it includes various Christian denominations. An "inter­
faith" organization indicates that Jews, Muslims, Hindus, 
and other non-Christian religions are also welcome. These 
distinctions matter. 

In fact, you might want to wait to name your group until all 
those you want in the group are present, to make sure that 
all agree about the name. 

When the Vermont Public Interest Research Group wanted 
to pass state legislation for funding for chil.dren's dental 
services, Vermont PIRG called it "The Tooth Fairy Bill." 
Who can vote against the tooth fairy? The first attempt at a 
racially integrated bus ride was called a "Journey of Rec­
onciliation," sponsored by the Fellowship of Reconcilia­
tion. James Farmer changed the name to "l<reedom Rides." 
"Freedom," a well-known, respected two-syllable word rep­
resenting an American value, beats a nine-syllable phrase 
that most people can't understand. When housing organiz­
ers found out that some low-income horne owners were 
being charged high rates for loans secured by their prop­
erty, the organizers called this "predatory lending." Nobody 
likes a "predator." Several foundations that spent millions 
of dollars trying to defeat the federal estate tax renamed it 
the "death tax," even though it did not tax death. (It taxed 
the heirs of estates that were worth more than several mil­
lion dollars.) A rose by any other name may smell as sweet, 
but in a canlpaign, words matter. They help you win or lose. 
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Step Six: Develop a Sponsoring 
Committee 

Now that you have listened to at least 50 people and have 
decided that your organization is needed and have crafted 
a written document outlining your vision and have selected 
a name (or at least a temporary one), you are ready for the 
next step: Developing a public list of people who support 
your idea and organization. For this list, you want people 
with credibility in the community where you are working. 
This list provides your fledgling organization with credibil­
ity among those whose help, support, and money you need. 

The sponsoring committee is a fairly standard tool in the 
community organizing business. As the name implies, this 
is a list of people who agree to have their names publicly 
listed in support of your idea. Depending on the size and 
scope of the organization you intend to build, the sponsor­
ing committee may have five or five hundred names, or any­
thing in between. 

How Do You Use the Sponsoring 
Committee List? 

Generally, the sponsoring committee list is attached to your 
written statement and used with publicity, to get the word 
out. People who are checking out your organization are 
likely to read a few lines and then scan the names on the 
sponsoring committee list to see who they know. They are 
asking themselves, since they have never heard of the 
organization, "Is this a club I would want to be part of? Who 
else is on board?" If they see people they know, they will 
think, "This group is okay." If they see people they do not 
like, it has the opposite effect. 

Using People's Organizational Affiliation 

The standard way affiliations are handled is to print the 
person's name, followed by his or her organizational affili­
ation and an asterisk (*). A note under the list states, "* For 
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identification purposes only." This tells the reader that 
only the individuals, not their organizations or employers, 
have endorsed your idea or organization. Don't forget to 
do this. There may be many Susan Smiths. Yours is the one 
from the PTA at the Fessenden School, not the Susan 
Smith who is the President of the Retail Grocers Associa­
tion. Identifying the affiliation makes that clear. But you 
want to clearly state that it is Susan Smith (the individual), 
not the PTA (the organization), who has joined the spon­
sOring committee. 

Story: Get It In Writing 

When I was asking people to be on the sponsoring com­
" mittee for an organiza,tion, I had lunch with a potential 

supporter: Over lunch, I asked him to join our sponsoring 
committee. He said, "Yes." Or so I tho'ught. 

Months later; ajter I had circulated the list of the sponsor­
ing committee, I got an e-mail from him, telling me that 
he had not agreed to be on the sponsoring committee. He 
sent copies ofthis e-mail to the person who had originally 
given me his name and to all the people on the list. Obvi­
ously we had different recollections of the meeting. 

$ 

It taught me a lesson: Don't rely on verbal okays when it 
comes to willingness to be on a sponsoring committee. Get 
the agreement in writing. This mistake did not destroy the 
fledgling organization, but it certainly was no help. 
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You can also find members of the sponsoring committee at 
the same time that you do your one-on-one interviews to 
get opinions and ideas about the organization. The steps 
often overlap as you build interest in your idea and com­
mitment to your organization. 

Carry copies of the blank sponsoring committee letter when 
you go to one-on-one meetings so that the people you meet 
can sign the letter right onthe spot, if that seems appropri­
ate. But do not pressure anyone who expresses reservations 
to sign on. You don't want people saying that they were 
pressured into sponsorship. You also want to make sure 
that all your sponsors know that their names will be pub­
licly circulated, as the agreement letter indicates. 

Step Seven: Bring Together a Core Group 
Up until this point you have been the organization. Now 
that you have your sponsoring committee, bring together a 
core group to launch your organization and start doing its 
work. This is a tricky step. Your task is to shift some of the 
responsibility to others and to get the intelligence of a 
group to guide and build the organization. 

Who Chooses the Members of the Core Group? 

You do! 

When inviting someone into the core group, make the 
expectations clear-and stick to whatever you promise. If 
you say the meetings are on the third Tuesday night of the 
month for an hour-and-a-half, don't make them more fre­
quent or longer. If someone wants to be in thi"! core group 
but you do not think that she or he should be, do not allow 
the person in just to be nice. People who do not agree on the 
basic principles do not belong in the core group, even jf 
they beg or bully or even if someone else suggests that you 
invite them. At this point, you need control. Boundaries are 
essential. The boundaries include the criteria for core group 
membership and for general organizational membership. 
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Who Are You Looking For? 


What kind of people should be in the core group? 


1. 	People who agree with the basic principles 
of your group. 

If there is an essential element that underlies the group, 
this is the time to be clear about it. Include only people who 
agree with the essential issues or perspective. Do not 
expect or hope that people who do not share your core 
concerns will come around later by virtue of your 
charisma, logic, or group pressure. They will not. They will 
only cause you grief. 

What might those essential deal-breaking issues be? That is 
up to you. Let me illustrate. 

Story: Know Where Your Group Draws 
the Line 

When Kim Fellner and several colleagues started the 
National Organizers Alliance (NOA) as a national pro­
fessional association of community and labor organ­
izers, one of the important iss'ues they wanted the 
organization to address was how paid stafforganizers'" 
are treated within their own organizations. For some 
of the founders, treatment of staff organizers was the one 
critical issue that they wanted NOA to address. No other 
organization was addressing this iss'ue. So they estab­
lished openness on that particular issue as a central cri'­
terion for recruiting the core gro'up members. 

Had they not been clear about this principle from the o'ut­
set, NOA might have been derailed from this aspect of its 
mission as it grew from a circle of colleagues into an 
organization with hundreds ofmembers across the coun­
try. Because the founders establi...<;hed this boundary at the 
very beginning of their internal leadership recruitment, 
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they succeeded in embedding the issue into NOA's core 
business. The issue was controversial among some com­
munity and labor organizers, and NOA also lost some 
potential members because of this choice. This 'under­
scores the importance to a group of starting with a core 
circle of leaders who agree about where to draw the line. 
In the face of opposition, it is particularly important to 
have a clearly established vision and shared sense ofpur­
pose that can guide the core group. 

Story: Stop Division at the Start 

Effective groups require clear boundaries, including a com­\lB 
mon perspective on core issues. Openness to other per­
spectives may seem nice, but in actuality, this approach can 
destroy the group before it is launched. 

The founders of a group working on state b'udget iss'ues 
felt that involvement in federal or international issues 
would be divisive and would dilute the organization's 
effectiveness. They agreed to restrict their work to state 
issues and they made it clear to all who expressed inter­
est in getting involved that this was the boundary. 

Vigilance and clear boundaries were necessary at the 
beginning, to keep the seedling organization from getting 
washed away in a flood of extraneous issues. 

If you think that your organization will be torn apart by 
h,>sues that are not related to the core business, then make 
it clear from the start that the organization won't address 
other issues. Other organizations focus on those issues. If 
someone wants to work on those other issues, they should 
join one of the other organizations. 

L __________________________________________ __ ____ ____~ ~~ ~ ~ 
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2. 	People with other talents, inclinations, 
and backgrounds. 

In developing your core group, you want people who can 
bring talents, insights, skills, and backgrounds that a:re 
different than your own. I may be high on enthusiasm. 
Therefore I look for people who are good at planning and 
analysis. I often fail to recognize the details needed to carry 
out a program. In developing a core group, I intentionally 
search for people who are good at the details, scheduling, 
and putting things in writing-all weaknesses of mine: 
I look for a mix of backgrounds. 

I ask myself: 

What are all the constituencies the group needs? I search 
for people who represent them. 

What are the backgrounds I eventually want in the group? 
I look for people representative of those backgrounds. 

Does the organization need legal help? I look for a lawyer. 

Does it need accounting help? Yes. All organizations need 
to keep good track of their money. 

How Many People for the Core Group? 

You want a core group often to fifteen people. Once a plan­
ning group moves beyond fifteen (some social scientists 
say twelve), it is much harder to manage, make decisions, 
or work together. 
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Story: Small Is Beautiful 

I've heard that former Mayor Koch ofNew York knew this. 
Whenever a group came to him asking the city to do some­
thing that was not his priority, he would appoint a "task 
force" of fi;fty people. Fifty people with little history of 
working together cannot make a decision or get anything 
done. These "task forces" never accontplished much, but 
they created the appearance that the mayor was doing 
something a,bout the issue. 

The First Order of Business for the 

Core Group 


The core group will work, or not work, largely based on its 
spirit and sense of purpose. Groups that work well tend to 
have people who like each other. For people to like each 
other, they need to get to know each other. Spend time in 
the beginning learning about each other's histories, fanli­
lies, motivations, interests, and personal needs. Aside from 
supporting the business ofthe group, help the group to sup­
port the individuals in the group. 

I generally start meetings with, "What's new with every­
one?" and then give each person a chance to answer, even 
if each of us just speaks for a minute. Putting this first guar­
antees that it happens. This way, people have the opportu­

to report some good or bad news, rather than sitting on 
the information and being distracted by it throughout the 
meeting. By starting this way, there is an ongoing vehicle 
for members to get to hear what the others care about, are 
thinking about, and are concerned about. 
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EXERCISE• BunGing IQUI" ,",uno: ",,["uut' 

This exercise is designed to clarify your essential principles and 
identify the kind of people you need in your core group. 

As you look for members of the core group, consider: 

Section I. What are your talents? 

I. 	lamgoodat _________________________________ 

2. My default mode of operation is ______________ 

3. 	 I am detail-oriented. o Yes 0 No 

4. 	 I tend to see the big picture and miss the details. 

o Yes r.J No 

5. 	 I am good at planning. o Yes o No 

6. 	 I tend to think first and plan carefully. r.J Yes o No 

7. 	 I tend to want to act first and plan later. U Yes D No 

8. 	 I tend to weigh decisions carefully and act slowly. 

o Yes 0 No 

9. 	 I tend to be intuitive. 0 Yes D No 

10. When I volunteer. I like to ________________ 
(My day job may be grant~writing, but I may not want to do any 
grant-writing when I volunteer. I may be a carpenter, but the last 
thing I want to do as a volunteer is install the church's cabinets. 

That's okay.) 
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Section II. What else do you need? 

Understanding how you behave helps to show what skills and 
styles of working and learning are missing. 

I. 	 Knowing your personality. what other kinds of personalities 
would be most useful in the core group? _______ 

2. What special knowledge do you have? _________ 

3. What special knowledge or skills do you lack that the core 
groupneeds? ____________________ 

4. Who has this knowledge or these skills? __________ 

5. What other skills or areas of knowledge are needed in the 
core group? _____________________ 

6. Who has these? ________________ I 
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Section III. What does the organization need? 

Answering these questions can help you clarify what the core 
group membership criteria should be. 

I. What are the organization's essential principlesr (What are 
the deal-breaker agreements you require for any member of 
the core groupr) _________________ 

2. What skills does the organization needr 

o 	Accounting 

o Legal help 

o 	Fundraising 

o Community support 

o Special knowledge of __________ 

o 	People who can recruit 

o Other _______ 

o And more "Other" ------ ­

3. 	What are the groups or communities (old people, young 
people, tenants, home owners, Blacks, Italians, Catholics, 
Latinos, business owners, labor unions, etc.) you eventually 
want in your organizationr _____________ 

4. Who is representative of these groups? __________ 

5. Do you have someone from all of these groups in your core 
group? 0 Yes '0 No 
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6.Whoarethey? ______________________________ 

7. Who is missing? _________________ 

8. Who might represent this missing group? 

9. If you don't know, how can you find someone who might? 

Remember: If you don't start out with all the groups whom you 
eventually want represented, it will be much harder to "diversify" 
later on. 

Congratulations! 

If you've accomplished these tirst seven steps, one thing is 
sure: You're no longer building the organization alone. You 
have company. Now you are a group. The remaining chap­
ters walk you through the rest of the process of growing a 
community organization-whether you've just started one 
or you're strengthening an exi.<>ting one-in order to solve 
problem.., and change the world. 
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Developing a Mission, 
Goals, and Objectives 

Mission, goals, and objectives perform different functions 
in building an organization. The mission should inspire 
people and unify them around a shared purpose. The goals 
should clarify your direction and your destination. The 
objectives should be specific enough to allow you to meas­
ure whether you got where you wanted to go. 

.. Mission Statements 
The mission is a short written statement of the organiza­
tion's overall purpose. The mission statement provides a 
guide and compass for the organization. All the organiza­
tion's work and efforts should fit under the umbrella of its 
mission statement. 

Why Write a Mission Statement? 
Once you have a core group, it is time to write your mission 
statement. If your organization has been around for ten, 
twenty, fifty, or one hundred years, it may be time to revisit 
the organization's mission. 

Does what you intend to do make sense? Does what you 
have been doing for years still make sense? Why do you 
have this organization anyway? What business is it in? 
What is its reason for being? If you are going to take the 
time to build an organization or strengthen one that 
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already exists, be clear about why the organization is 
necessary and what it is supposed to do. To clarify your 

pmvose and make sure your members agree with that pur­
pose, and to inspire people to work toward this purpose, 
you need a concise statement that describes what the 
organization does--and does not-do. Groups with clear 
missions function better. If you want a group to be a team 
and to work together, everyone on the team needs to agree 
where the group is going and why. This is the reason for a 
mission statement. 

Clarify Your Purpose 
Writing the mission statement provides an opportunity for 
your group to reflect upon and possibly revise its basic pur­
pose. Even with the best intentions there can be disagree­
ment or misunderstanding about the mission. 

Putting your purpose into words, especially into a concise 
statement, forces debate to clarify your reason for being. 
You may think everyone agrees upon the mission, but until 
you craft the actual words you do not really know what the 
group thinks. Without this exercise, differences of opinion 
and emphasis can grow. 

Keep It Simple 
You want to keep the statement short enough for everyone 
to be able to remember it. 

How Do You Develop a Mission Statement? 
Carefully. You need to think clearly: What is the real long­
range purpose of your group? What are you really trying to 
accomplish? 

70 
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Stories 

The following stories illustrate how a few organizations 
crafted their mission statements. 

Looking Beyond the WOlf at the Door 

A college students' association owned a building to house 
low-income students. It was a cooperative. Everyone 
pitched in to maintain the building. The association was 

$ 

" 
$ 	

50 years old and had a long list of dedicated alumni. One 
year, the college decided that it wanted to take over the 

'" 
building for its own purposes. No more home for low­
income college students. When the group members (stu­
dents nnd alumni) asked themselves what their" 
organization s mission was, they said, "Th stop Old Uni­
versity from taking over our building." 

That was their immediate task. They would not exist if 
Old U. bought their home. But that was not their miss'ion. 
When they rE!fiected, they that their group s 
mission was to provide low-cost cooperative housing 
to low-income students who otherwise could not 
attend Old U. That was n mission they could rnlly 
behind. The mission lasts beyond immed'iate threats or 
tasks. It is the basic reason for being. 

What Are You Really About? 

The residents of Camfield Gardens, as represented by the 
Camfield Tenants Association, 1nere extremely dissatis­
fied with the managements poor maintenance record and 
the overnll shoddy upkeep of the development. The tenants 
wanted to buy the apartment complex; as resident own­
ers, they believed, they would do a better job of taking care 
of the property and mainta:ining a quality living env'i­
ronrnent. 

.. 
They first wrote their mission as "to provide safe, afford­.." 
able housing." Upon reflection they realized that they 

~ 


'" 
" 
~ 

* 
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wanted to create a caring community. talked about 
what kind offuture they l.vnnted for their families. They 
1J.Janted the young to help the elderly. They wanted a 
ground. They wanted a space to gather and to house activ­
ities on-site. They wanted to help young people with their 
homework. They wanted people to help each other carry 
their groceries up the stairs. They wanted a place where 
people would know each other, check up on each other, and 
care about each other. they decided they wanted a 
computer center where residents and their children could 
link with the Internet and improve computer skills. 

Clearly, they wanted more than "safe, affordable housing. " 
They probably could have gotten that with a different land­
lord or management company. 80 they changed their 
mission statement. After much discussion, it read: "To 
create a community of residents who will maintain 
Camfield Gardens as sqfe, decent, ajjordable hous­
ing, a place to live, work, learn, and help each other. " 

Their new mission statement mnde a difference in what 
they accomplished. Their goal became not only to achieve 
resident ownership, but also to demolish the substandard 
housing and rebuild the apartment complex from the 
ground up. Over the nine years it took, the mission state­
ment helped them to remember that they wanted a com­
munity center. This was a major additional e.xpense in 
the re-development, but they stuck with their desire. At 
times the center was a source of con:jl'ict with the federal 
and state agencies with whom they had to negotiate for 
the re-development. If their mission had only been "safe, 
affordable housing," they might have given up on the 
community center. 

Now, the community center has been built nnd 'is in use. 
Children do their homework there and adults surf the 
Internet there to look for jobs and other 
Those hours spent to develop the mission statement, years 
before they knew that they would rebuild the entire 
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opment, guided the re-development to include construc­tiJ tion of a community center. It was time well spent. 

Say Where You Are Going and 
How You Will Get There 

A group concerned about drug and alcohol problems wrote 
this mission statement: 

"The Neighborhood Initiatives Task Force is an organiz­
ing committee representing all Worcester neighborhoods 
that advocates for effective alcohol, tobacco, and other 
drug abuse prevention policies. It will develop self-sus­
taining representative neighborhood action teams that 
address the needs of their respective neighborhoods and 
send representatives to the task force. The task force will 
work with other commu,nity groups and create a perma­
nent citywide organization." 

Then they started to realize that they wanted to do more 
than be an "organizing committee . .. that advocates. "They 
realized that key descriptive words in that statement­
"develop self-sustaining . . . action teams that address . . . 
needs"-did not really spell out their purpose. They started 
to realize that their mission was "to build a democratic 
organization ofpeople from all the neighborhoods of 
Worcester to end alcohol and drug abuse." They real­
ized that they had been using the language ofdrug preven­
tion professionals, not their words. They came to realize 
that they did not want to "advocate" for anything. They 
wanted to end the abuse. That was their mission. They did 
not want to be an "organizing committee representing . ... " 
They wanted to "build a democratic organization." The 
'words are different, had a different meaning, and repre­
sented a different mission. 

" 
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VVords, VVords, VVordS ... 
Verbs are key in mission statements. They say what you are 
going to do. That was a strength of the Neighborhood Ini­
tiatives Task Force's first statement: It used active verbs to 
state what its activities would be ("advocates for") and how 
they would be structured ("develop ... action teams ... and 
send representatives to the task force"). 

But the verbs were not enough. That first statement did not 
say why they were doing these activities. Where was the 
mission? The purpose has to be clear. 

Guiding principles are also important. In this case, it was 
important that the organization be "democratic" and 
include "all the neighborhoods." It also was important that 
the group would "build a[n] ... organization" to reach mem­
bers' goals. Building the organization was itself an impor­
tant part of the group's mission. 

ing for 

Story: The Power of a Word 

I was once part of a group ofpeople who provided train­
community organizations. When we came 

together to develop a mission statem£>nt, one woman did 
not want to use the word "training." Her mother had been 
forced to go to a "training school" in the South, which was 
common for' Black women at the time. The word "train­
ing" had negative connotations for her. To include her, 
our mission statement had to use another word. 



I 
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EXERCISE 

Group Exercise: 


Crafting a Mission Statement 


I. 	 Come up with a sentence that describes the overall purpose 
of the organization. 

2. Get your core group together. 

3. 	Write down that sentence in large block letters on a 
piece of flip chart paper. Read it aloud to the group. 
Ask for feedback. 

4. 	Take some quiet time for everyone to think about that 
sentence. Then have each person write his or her own 
statement about the organization's mission. Write these on 
other pieces of flip chart paper and post them around the 
walls of the room. 

5. 	 In silence, have all the core group members walk around the 
room and look at the new statements. 

6. 	Then sit down and discuss as a group the various state­
ments-what you liked about this or that word, what each 
word communicates. You might want to break down a group 
of fifteen into three groups of five, to make sure that every­
one gets a chance to speak. 

7. Then see what the three groups came up with. 

8. 	 Slowly see if you can craft a sentence that gets the 
agreement of everyone in the room. 
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.... Goals and Objectives 
Have a plan, even a bad but have a plan. 

-Old saying 

Mter crafting your mission statement, the next step is to 
establish your goals and objectives. The goals and objec­
tives layout your strategy-your plan for pursuing your 
mission. The goals and objectives break down the mission 
statement into progressively more specific levels. 

Goals identify what you want to accomplish. While you 
may want to do many things, goals focus on your priorities. 

Object'ives break down your goals more specifically, often 
numerically. You can evaluate progress on your objectives 
to see how you are doing. When you write your objectives, 
identify specific measures you will use to track your 
progress toward meeting each objective. 

Goals and Objectives: Write Them Down! 
Like the mission statement, the goals and objectives should 
be put in writing, because you will have to share your goals 
and objectives widely in order to build your organization. 
Your goals and objectives specify where you intend to go. 
Other people will want to know that. 

Don't be afraid of commitment! If something changes, you 
can always change the goals and objectives. They are writ­
ten on a word processor, not in stone. So write them down. 

Objectives: Be Specific 
In building a powerful community organization, objectives 
are the place where you get to state exactly what it is that 
you want to achieve. Just as important, objectives are also 
where you lay the groundwork for building an on{Joing 
organization. Remember--one of the goals of any ongoing 
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community organization is to build up the organization 
continually. Your objectives give you this opportunity. 

Objectives must be specific because they say what you are 
going to do. This way, the group can achieve exactly what it 
wants to achieve-and not something else. Work through 
any differences between members about the details of your 
objectives when you are writing them. Agreeing on the 
specifics as you write the objectives can keep your group 
from divisive and damaging disagreements later on. Remem­
ber: Your goal is not only to win a particular improvement, 
but also to keep the members together to build the organi­
zation. Earlier, I explained that you can't compromise on 
core principles when selecting your core group. However, 
objectives are the place where you can compromise. Other­
wise, differences may come back to haunt you. 

Measures 

To maintain your organization, you need to know how the 
organization is doing. Is it accomplishing what it set out to 
do? Is it meeting its objectives? 

Measures will tell you that. You want to achieve your 
objectives-so you tum to the information you get from 
your measures to tell you where you stand. Knowing how 
you are doing also is important because it will help you 
to keep building the organization. Organizations that can 
demonstrate that they accomplish their objectives 
attract members. 

In other words, measures are where the rubber meets the 
road. Measures state what results you are willing to hold 
yourself accountable for. Measures name what it will take 
to meet your objectives, and thereby, to achieve your goal. 
For example, to elect a candidate to the school committee, 
you may know that you need fifty volunteers, not ten. Mea­
sures tabulate and track what happens in the real world. 
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The number of votes in an electoral campaign, the amount 
of money raised toward a budget, the number of people 
recruited, the number of people who made changes in their 
lives, the number of people who attended a rally, the 
amount of media coverage of an issue-all of these are 
examples of useful mea'mres. 

Some measures are easily quantifiable, as in, "number of 
new people recruited." Others require a qualitative 
approach, such as, "foster a sense of community, caring, 
and support." That can be measured too, although it 
requires in-depth interviewing of the participants. 

CASE STUDY 

Crafting Your Goals, 
Objectives, and Measures 
Your mission, goals, and objectives should flow from 
the general to the specific. You can then select measures 
that allow you to monitor achievement of objectives. 
This example is drawnfrom an organization I slarted. 

Mission (excerpt): To create opportunities 
for young adults to work for justice 
and social change. 

Goall. 

To help young adults develop career paths that promote 

social justice. 


Objective 1: 

To recruit young adults into professional social justice 

jobs for at least a full year. 


Objective 2: 

To work with these young adults on career development 

planning and to support them in their work in social 

justice. 

1.____________ 
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Objective 3: 
To develop new jobs in social justice in community 
organizations. 

Objective 4: 
. To foster a sense of community, caring, and support 
among these young adults and connect them to a broad 
network of friends and allies in the 

You can see that the goal is more general, and the objec­
tives create more specific targets. Then we specify how 
we wUl measure our p'rogress toward our objectives by 
establishing measures. 

Selected Measures: 

1. 	 Number of new people recruited. 
2. 	 Number of people who have found jobs in the past 

year and who have been assisted with jobs or 
development. 

3. 	 Number of past participants attending regular meet­
ings or participating in events. 

4. 	 Number of jobs created. 
5. 	 Number of jobs retained. 

Some groups prefer to assign a specific measure to each 
objective, or else you can list aU the measures in one 
section, as I've done here. 
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CASE STUDY 

Critique of a Group's Goals 
and Objectives 

I've already described the Camfield Tenants Associa­
tion, the group of residents who rebuUt their housing 
development and then bought it from the government. 
What issues did they need to think about as they set 
their goals and objectives? 

Goals: 
The Camfield Tenants Association might set its goals as: 

1. 	 To rebuild the development. 
2. 	 To allow residents to retUTIl to affordable homes. 
3. 	 To establish a community center that helps residents. 

Objectives: 
A selection of the objectives for these goals could be: 

1. 	To rebuild 100 units oftwo- and three-bedroom homes. 
2. 	 To make sure that the building construction is sound. 
3. 	 To set rents at no more than 30 percent of gross 

income for 80 percent of the residents. 
4. 	 To develop a computer center with eighteen personal 

computers, staffed by a computer professional at least 
ten hours a day. 

Be Specific! 
Ifyou set out to "rebuild 100 units of two- and three-bed­
room homes," do you need to specify how big the bed­
rooms will be? Will your members be satisfied with 
bedrooms that are six feet by eight feet? Do the bed­
rooms need two windows and cross-ventilation? Objec­
tives must be specific so that you achieve exactly what 
you wanted to achieve--and avoid misunderstandings 
and disappointments that can divide your organization. 
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If half the people in your organization want all the bed­
rooms to have cross-ventilation and two windows, but 
your objectives don't state that design specification, then 
you may achieve your written objective of constructing 
new apartments but still lose half your members if all the 
new bedrooms don't have two windows and cross-venti­
lation. You met your objective, but the objective was not 
specific enough to meet the requirements of the mem­
bers. In setting objectives, continually ask yourself, "Is 
this all we need to say? Is there anything else we need to 
put in here to make sure it does what we want?" Play the 
devil's advocate when setting objectives. With objectives, 
the· devil lives in those details. 

Plans Can Change 

Goals and objectives can evolve and change as you con­
front the results of the work. You have to be willing to 
learn a.'l you go along. The knowledge you have before you 
start is different from the knowledge you have once you 
get going. 

In building the Jewish Organizing Initiative, a training pro­
gram for young Jewish adults in community organizing, 
one of our early goals was: "To train Jewish young adults 
as community organizers and sustain them in this 
work. " We realized after a few years that not all the partic­
ipants in the program would become community organiz­
ers. This was an unrealistic goal. This became clear as we 
saw who came into the program and what they did after 
the program. Participants often went on to other profes­
sions, but what mattered was how they went about their 
work. If they went into teaching, politics, the rabbinate, 
social work, public policy, or law, we could still influence 
the way in which they approached their work in their cho­
sen profession. 

SECTION I: THE INSIDE STORY • 

So we changed our goal. It became: "To help young adults 
to incorporate and sustain a grassroot..c; organizing per­
spective in their lives and work. "A "grassroots organizing 
perspective" meant the understanding that those closest to 
a problem .need to actively participate in planning and 
implementing any solution to the problem. 

The new words were important. No longer were we solely 
in the business of "training community organizers"­
which meant something specific and limited. Yes, we did 
that. But we also helped young adults "to incorporate and 
sustain" a specific approach to working for social change 
in many professional settings-employing a "grassroots 
organizing perspective" and community organizing skills. 
This perspective is missing from much professional train­
ing. If we could accomplish this, it would be valuable. The 
goal evolved as we observed the likely trajectories of the 
participants' careers and evaluated what we, realistically, 
could contribute. 

Story: Leaders Listen, Learn, and 
Are Willing to Change 

Sometimes you change your objectives-your step-by-step 
strategies-when you realize that what you thought people 
needed is not what they think they need. 

Gladys Vega and others in Chelsea, Massachusetts, saw 
that many Latinos had little power in the city. So they set 
out to register low-income Latino voters, most of whom 
were from Puerto Rico. As Vega went door-knocking, urg­
ing people to register to vote, she heard that people really 
wanted a Spanish-language cable TV show. This frus­
trated her. She wanted them to register to vote! But she 
kept hearing about how much people wanted Spanish­
language Tv. 



84 85 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

So Vega's group changed its campaign. They negotiated 
with the local cable television company-which had a \!l" 
contract with the city-to set up a new Spanish-language 
TV show. They won that issue and then went on to regis­
ter many new voters. But first they had to listen to what 
people said was their priority, rather than only sticking 
to a pre-written plan. 

Sometimes a plan that seems eminently sensible to your 
core group can get in the way of improving people's lives if 
you stick to it rigidly in the face of new information. The 
group's mission-to increa'3e the power of Latinos in the 
dty-did not change. Vega and her colleagues showed that 
there are many paths (many goals and objectives) to follow 
that will help you to pursue your core mission of improving 
people's lives. 

Story: "'Enemies" Can Become Allies 

Sometimes you change plans when you realize that the ~ 
people you thought were your enemies turn out to be friends. 

Many of the parents at a school were angry with their 
children:S teachers. These low-income parents thought 
that the teachers were not teaching their children well or 
treating their children with respect. They thought that the 
teachers did not recognize the potential in their kids. But 
as they fought with the teachers, the parents slowly real­
ized that many of the teachers really were committed to 
quality teaching and that the teachers respected their chil­
dren. The parents changed. They sh~tled their strategy 
from treating the teachers as enemies to joining with the 
teachers as allies. They began demanding better condi­
tions for their children along with the teachers, instead of 
working against the teachers. 
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It was not an easy change. It came (Lbout because the par­
\!l 	 ents did not rigidly stick with their original plan. Instead, 

the parents kept learning as they went along. When they 
saw that the teachers' attitudes did not match up with the 
group:S original assumptions, the parents changed the 
way they pursued their goals. Their goal didn't change, 
but their objectives-how they went about pursuing their 
goal-did. 

'" . 
Community organizations operate in the world as it is, not 
as we wish or imagine the world to be. Part of the job of 
building an organization is to continually reflect upon our 
goals, objectives, and assumptions. That is why we write 
out objectives and measures of those objectives. From the 
mission to the goals to the objectives, we constantly ask 
ourselves: Is this where we want to go? Then, is it possible 
to accomplish that goal with our limited resources, the con­
ditions we face, and the power we have? 

We also have to ask ourselves: What are we learning as we 
go along? Sometimes the situation changes, and sometimes 
our understanding, knowledge, or assumptions change. 
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CHAPTER 

Structure: How to Build 
Your Organization to Last 

Contrary to what we would like to believe, there is no such 
thing as a structureless group. Any group ofpeople ofwhat­
ever nature coming together for any length of time, for any 
pU'lpose, will inevitably structure itself in some fashion. 
1Jte structure may beflexible, it may vary over time, it may 

or unevenly distribute tasks, power and resources 
over the members of the group. But it will be formed regard­
less of the abilities, personalities and intentions of the 
people involved. The very fact that we are individuals with 
dijJerent talents, predispositions and backgrounds makes 
this inevitable. Only if toe refused to relate or interact on 
any basis whatsoever could we approximate structureless­
ness and that is not the nature ofa human group. 

-Jo Freeman, TYranny of Structurelessness" 

How do you develop a structure that meets your group's 
needs? 

Building a new organization or strengthening an old one 
requires work on the organization's structure. "Structure" 
includes the group's decision-making rules, meeting loca­
tions and times, legal status, funding, membership guide­
lines and dues, mission, goals, objectives, and group 
dynamics. Some organizations, like the military or a police 
department, where important decisions must be carried 
out in seconds, require tight structures and clear lines of 
authority. Other organizations can work with more demo­
cratic decision-making. 
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~ Structure Matters 

Uncovering Hidden Structures 
Every organization has a structure. The first question may 
be, "What is that structure?" The second question must be, 
"Is that structure clear to anyone wanting to participate?" 

The organization's structure may not be written down. 
It may be hidden. But I guarantee you-it has a structure. 
In "The TYranny of Structurelessness," Jo Freeman, who 
came out of the feminist movement of the 1960s and '70s, 
observes that some early feminist consciousness-raising 
groups thought thcy had no structure. But they did have a 
structure. It just wa" not explicit. People had varied 
degrees ofpower and influence within the group, stemming 
from personal characteristics, charisma, and knowledgc. 
This is impossible to avoid. 

Some groups make the mistake of not being explicit about 
their structure. This allows unspoken lines of authority to 
exist without acknowledging them. Still, the structure can 
be deduced from the group's behavior. 

CASE STUDY 

The "Structureless" Coalition 
This story about a well-meaning organization illustrates 
the importance of making the organization's structure 
explicit. The organization began with the best intentions. 
However, inattention to elements of structure may hinder 
its effectiveness. 

A social ser'Vice organization providing mental health 
and other services received state funding to develop a 
"coalition" (this was the word the gmnt used) to deal 
with the drug problem in its to'wn. A mental health 
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fessional called the first meeting. She announced the 
meeting in the local paper and called people she knew in 
the substance abuse field. The meeting was set for a 
weekday at 10:00 a. m. at the mental health center. 

Theoretically, anyone could come. According to the 
notice in the paper and the conditions of the state grant, 
the meeting was open to the public. But the person who 
called the meeting invited people she knew. It was not 
hard to get them to attend, with the lure ofmoney possi­
bly going to their agencies. The meeting focused on ways 
to get more state money to the various alcohol and drug 
treatment agencies in town to deal with the problem. 

At first glance this group has little or no structure. It's just 
a meeting of well-intentioned people trying to get needed 
seIVices in their community. But there is a structure, and 
that structure determines what the group will accomplish 
and where its power lies. 

Let's examine the group's structure. 

When do they meet? At 10:00 a.m. on a weekday, a diffi­
cult time for community people to attend, but convenient 
for professional seIViceproviders. There is no child care, 
making it difficult for parents of small children to attend. 

Where do they meet? At the mental health center. The set­
ting is familiar to the seIVice providers. If they had met in 
the church basement where Alcoholics Anonymous 
meets, it would have had an implicit connection to A.A. 
This way it has a connection to the mental health center. 

Who is a member of the group? Theoretically, anyone 
and no one. A notice is in the newspaper in small type. 
Most people don't see it. There are no dues and no spe­
cific membership criteria. There are no requirements that 
members believe that any method of substance abuse 
prevention or treatment is any more effective than any 
other. There is no expectation that anyone is accountable 
for any decision the group makes. Without any explicit 
membership criteria, a member is anyone who shows up. 
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Who decides what gets done? Theoretically, "the comnlU­
nity." That is the goal of this publicly funded "coalition." 
There is no written decision-making process announced 
at the meeting. 

Many of the attendees already know each other. The 
impliCit decision-maldng process is a modified consensus 
model. The similar world views and experience of the 
participants allow this. 

Who sets the agenda of the meeting? The social worker 
who called the meeting. She frames the agenda around 
how to get grants to seIVice providers. 

Who pays for the group? The mental health center pays 
for the meeting expenses, including the meeting space 
and the coffee and doughnuts. The social worker calls 
certain people and plans the meeting on company time. 
This provides the mental health organization with influ­
ence within the group. It has the membership list and the 
meeting space. (To determine who organizes a meeting, 
observe who collects the sign-in list and who sends out 
the minutes.) 

Why Is This Structure Important? 

There is nothing sinister or unusual here. Although it 
looks there is no structure to this group, there is a 
structure. One must deduce it by observation. It is not 
written down anywhere. 

This is how most groups begin. They run into trouble 
when they do not decide if the implicit structure, the 
structure they fall into by default, is the one they want. 

The group could ask itself some structural questions: 

Does the group want the mental health agency to pay for 
the group? What does this mean for the group? 

Does the group want to meet at 10:00 a.m.? Whom does 
this exclude? 
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Does the group want the social worker to chair the meet­
ing, or does the group want to elect a chair? 

the group allow anyone to attend? Can they 
exclude the liquor store owner? Do they want the partic­
ipation of the city councilor who wants to run for mayor? 

Do they want to establish some guidelines about con­
flicts of interest? 

If the group pays no attention to its structure it opens 
itself up to trouble. If anyone can be a member, twenty 
people can walk in off the street, form a majority at the 
meeting, and demand that the group ask the City Council 
to ban smoking in all public buildings in the city, or give 
a grant to Ms. Lorraine's Dance Studio because she really 
knows how to keep kids off drugs. If they are a majority 
of those in that particular meeting, does the group have 
to abide by that vote? 

Structure and Accountability 
Structure may establish rules, but, like any laws, rules need 
monitoring and enforcement. 

Story: Accountability Means Counting 

I once worked with a federaUy funded group organized to 
fight infant mortality in a low-income community. The 
grant required that half the decision-making body be low­
income residents (not social service providers) of the 
affected community. These were primarily low-income 
women oJ risk of giving birth to children of low birth 
weight, a common link to infant mortality. 

The g1'OUP needed to hold itself accountable. It did this by 
regular monitoring. The first item on every meeting's 
agenda. was to count the number of people present from 
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thegroups they wanted to be represented. This simple act, 1ifl )unting and announcing the numbers, helped hold the 
group accountable. The members did not blame them­
selves if they did not reach their goals at every meeting, 
but the simple act of counting at every meeting reminded 
members to try to reach their goals. 

If they were not meeting their representative participation 
goals, they could find out why. Did the community people 
need rides'? Did they need child care? 

guess why those not there are not there. Ask them: 
"What would allow you to attend? Exactly what would 
you need?") 

If you only mandate something in the structure but don't 
monitor your progress, you are not doing your job. If you 
don't provide the necessary backup (child care, rides, etc.), 
the meeting is not really accessible-in spite of the clear 
written structure. 

Structure and Meaningful Participation 
If the desired outcome is meaningful participation by the 
low-income community, warm bodies on chairs are not 
enough if those warm bodies don't have a clue about what's 
going on at the meetings. People can be effectively 
excluded even when physically present. Without adequate 
coaching and direction you get tokenism, not participation. 

In this example, the grant mandated community represen­
tatives, but the chair of the group spoke in language only a 
Ph.D. could understand. Those people with less formal 
education were effectively left out. The structure is neces­
sary, but it is only a start. You need to make sure that the 
results are real, not only words on paper. 
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Coaching for Participation-Developing a 
Common Language 
Sometimes people with advanced degrees may be leading a 
meeting. How do you get those with less fornlal educa­
tion-but who are the real experts about their own situa­
tion-to participate in a meaningful way? Active 
participation with such varied levels of formal education 
requires preparation. This often means, before the meeting, 
coaching those you want to include. If you don't have the 
background, frod someone who is experienced in both 
worlds who can coach group members. 
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Structural Elements Can Define 
Organizations 
You may be in an organization or you may want to form 
a new organization. In either case, it is useful to examine 
some elements that define an organization's structure. 
Some common distinctions or boundaries that organiza­
tions choose in order to define and focus themselves 
include: 

• 	 Geographic boundaries: Many organizations limit them­
selves to a geographic area. They may be bounded by a 
street (a block club), a small neighborhood (a neighbor­
hood association), a town or city, a region, a state, or a 
nation. Some are international. 

• 	 Issues focus: Some organizations limit themselves to 
one issue. These include organizations that focus on 
the environment, women's rights, education, health 
care, gun owners' rights, adoption, etc. The list is virtu­
ally endless. 

• 	 Membership criteria: Some groups allow individuals 
or families to join. Others allow only organizations or 
institutions to join. These are organizations of organi­
zations. Some groups are for professionals only; some 
are gender-based. There are all kinds of choices groups 
can make around membership styles. The decision 
depends on what makes sense with your mission. 
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... Key Elements of Structure 
Ifyou are going to be smart about creating or revising your 
structure, you will want to look at all of the elements that 
go into creating a group's structure. On the following pages, 
you will work through an extended exercise format to look 
at the key features that define your group's structure, one 
element at a time. This exercise should help you to identify 
what your group's structure is and what you want it to be­
and to make sure that the two match. This is an absolu~ely 
necessary step in malting sure that your organization's 
structure is helping your group to make the changes you 
want in the world around you. 

EXERCISE 

Finding Your Structure 
This exercise is designed to help you get the kind of structure you 
want, rather than letting structure form by default or by assenting 
to the loudest or most charismatic person in the room. Under 
each category, you start in the left column, documenting the struc­
ture you have now, whether it is hidden or overt. Then, in the right 
column, you will check to see if that is the structure you want. The 
columns are sub-divided into boxed-off rows. Each boxed row 
focuses on a specific line of questioning. Within each row, read 
across the columns before moving on to the next row. Just follow 
the question numbers; they will guide you across the rows and 
down the columns from subject to subject. 

With this exercise you: 

I. 	 Gather the data by examining how your group actually behaves. 
2. 	 Draw some conclusions about what the data says about your 

organization. 
3. Answer the questions: Is this the way you want your organiza­

ill tion to be? Is this the organization you want? 

The exercise is spread out over the next several sections of the 
chapter, as we work our way through the various elements of 
organizational structure. I recommend that you fill in each work­
sheet as you come to it. 

What Your Group 

Actually Does 


Is This What Your Group 

Wants to Be Doing? 

Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


A. Mission, Goals, and Objectives 

I 


I 


I. What is your mission 
statement? 

4. What are your goals and 
objectives? 

2. 	 Is this what you want your 
mission statement to be? 

o Yes 0 No 

3. 	 If you don't have a mission 
statement, what steps can 
you take to secure the 
grol.!P'S commitment to 
a plan for getting one 
written? 

5. 	 Do they match what you 
want your goals and 
objectives to be? 

o Yes 0 No 

6. 	 If you don't have written 
goals and objectives, what 
steps can you take to 
secure the group's 
commitment to a plan for 
getting them written? 

III 
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WhatYour Group Does... Your Group Wants... 

B. 	 Size 

I. How big is your group? 

4. 	 Do you have any limits on 
the size of membership? 

DYes 0 No 

(My congrE;!gation once set a 
membership cap of 450 fami­
lies, recognizing that organiza­
tions that grow beyond that 
size have trouble creating a 
sense of community.) 

2. 	 Is this the size you want for 
your organization? 

r.J 	 Yes 0 No 

3. 	 If not, what size would you 
like it to be? What is your 
numeric goal? 

5. 	Would you benefit from 
setting such a limit? 

DYes 0 No 

6. 	Thoughts or comments 
about that? 

C. Staffing 

I. 	 Do you have paid staff in 
your organization? 

DYes o No 

2. 	 Or is it all-volunteer? 

r.J Yes I.J No 

6. 	What title do you call the 
staff? (E.g., Organizer? Coor­
dinator? Director? Etc.) 

3. 	 Should you have paid staff? 

DYes o No 

4. 	 Do you want/need more 
staff? 

DYes o No 

5. 	 Or less staff? 

DYes o No 

7. Does this fit your 
organization? 

DYes 0 No 

WhatYour Group Does •.. 

8. What do the staff 
member(s) do? 

IO. 	 Who supervises your 
staff? 	________ 
How? What is the actual 
supervision process? 

12. What is your staff paid? 

14. 	What are the benefits 
that your group provides 
to its staff? (Health, dental, 
pension, short and long­
term disability, vacation, 
comp time, etc.) 
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WhatYour Group Wants... 

9. 	Are these the primary 
roles and functions that you 
want the staff to be filling? 

DYes 0 No 

I I. Is this the supervision 
process and responsibility 
chain that you want for 
your group? 

DYes 0 No 

I3. 	 Is this the right salary to 
get the needed work 
done and to fit within 
your resource 
constraints? 

DYes 0 No 

15. 	Are these the benefits 
you want to give? 

DYes 0 No 
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D. Time Frame 

I. 	 How long do you assume 2. How long do you want it 
the organization wilt be in to be in existence? 
existence? 

E. Collaborations 

I. 	 Do you have agreements 

or relationships with any 

other groups? 


o 	Yes o No 

4. 	What are your key 

collaborative relationships? 


2. 	 Do you want to have 
relationships with any 
other groups? 

o Yes 0 No 

3. 	 How would having (or not 
having) collaborations help 
you to achieve your goals? 

5. 	Are these the right 
collaborators for achieving 
your goals? 

o Yes 0 No 

6. With what groups or 
entities would you like 
your organization to 
have agreements or 
relationships? 
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Leadership 
'rake a close look at what happens in your group regarding 

leadership, authority, responsibility, and decision-making. 

Whoever calls meetings has formal authority and a lot of 

influence over what will (and will not) happen. Sometimes 

a group may make a decision, but someone else later may 

change that decision. If that happens, it tells you something 

about the real structure and authority in the group-no 

matter what it says on paper about your structure. There 

are steps you can take to build healthy leadership 

processes into your group. These include setting up formal 

pathways for ongoing and open communication, creating 

multiple ways for people to exercise leadership, coming to 

formal agreement about how meetings can be called, and 

agreeing on term limits that can foster continual develop­

ment of new leadership. 


EXERCISE 

Finding Your Structure, Part 2 

WhatYour Group Is This What Your Group 
Actually Does Wants to Be Doing? 


Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


A. Leadership 

I. Who call the meetings? 2. 	 Is this how you want your 
meetings to be called? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

3. Who is the chair? 4. 	 Is this the person who 
you want to chair the 
meetings? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

I 
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WhatYour Group Does... 

5. 	 Do you have any 
committees? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

6. 	 If so, what are they? 

10. 	 Do you have officers or 
other specified leaders? 

o Yes 0 No 

t t. If so, what are the 
leadership position titles? 
(List them) 

13. 	 How do you choose 
officers or board 
members? 

WhatYour Group Wants ... 

7. 	Are these the committees 
you want? 

o Yes 0 No 

8. What committees would 
you add? 

9. What committees would 
you remove? 

12. Are these the leadership 
positions you want? 

o Yes 0 No 

14. 	 Is this how you want to 
choose officers or board 
members? 

o Yes 0 No 

WhatYour Group Does... 

15. 	What are the lengths of 
service of your officers 
and leaders? 

16. 	Are there term or time 
limits for leadership? 

o Yes 0 No 

17. 	 If so, what are the term 
limits? 

20. 	Who decides things 
around here? 
(Who makes proposals? 
Who follows up?) 
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WhatYour Group Wants ... 

18. 	 If you don't have term 
limits, do you want them? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

19. 	 If you have term limits on . 
leadership, are these the 
terms you want? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

21. 	 Is this who you would 
like to have making 
the decisions? 

o Yes 0 No 

Story: Structure Saves the Day 

The City's Department of Health and Hospitals (DH&H) 
received a six miUion dollar federal grant to lower infant 
mortality in a low-income community. The grant required 
DH&H to develop a community group to advise and guide 
the effort. I was hired to set up a Memorandum of Agree­
ment between DH&H and this new community council.

" 
One of the initiative's first tasks was to hire a director for 
the project. I knew that a k(3y issue would be how the 
Memo ofAgreement stmctured responsibility for the h'ir­
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ing, evaluation, and potential for firing of the directo'r. 
~ That was wheTe the power would lie. 

DH&H wanted control over the hiring and firing of the 
director. They argued that they were legally respons'ible 
for the grant and needed control over the director. But the 
gmnt also specified that they were supposed to be guided 
by the Community Council. The gmnt said nothing abo'u,t 
who had control over the director. Th.e CommunUy Coun­
cil understood that the hiring and j~ring of the director 
were critical issues in the Memorandu,m ofAgreement. 

We had many meetings and many arguments over the 
of the Memo. I was adamant that the Commu-

Council have veto power over the hiring and poten­
director. After long negotiations, both the 

community people and DH&H officials agreed to hire or 
fire only if both pa:rties could agree. Both, in effect. had 
veto power. There were other i.c;sues in the 
knew this was the critical one. Structure matters. 

A year or so later, the DH&H offidals wanted to j~re the 
director. The structure of the o'rganization--the hiring 
and firing power detailed in the Memo of Agreement­
stopped them from doing so. 

" G{Il$ 

Meetings 
The way you set up meetings is about structure. The struc­
tures you use in your meetings will affect how successful 
and powerful your group is. This is especially true when 
it comes to organizing meetings that are welcoming to 
members and that foster a sense of member ownership of 
the organization. 

Turf Counts! 

In building community organizations, it matters where you 
meet. Some people are more comfortable in certain loca­
tions. Location says a lot about who counts in the organi-
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zation. Is the location in the city or suburbs? Corporate 
office or a church basement? Is it in a place where Black 
folks (or White folks, or Latinos, etc.) feel at home? If in 
doubt, ask. 

With Meetings, 'liming Matters 

If it is the norm in your group's culture to start on time, 
then start on time. More important, end on time. You want 
people to corne back. Otherwise, you will create some very 
annoyed members. Questions about time can be culturally 
driven. Some cultures say four o'clock and people normally 
come at six. You need to learn the territory. Not all cultures 
or people run by the clock-but some cultures and some 
people do. Any group that wants to succeed needs to know 
its members' expectations arOlmd time. 

Recurring Gatherings Can Hold the 
Community Together 

One effective way to build community cohesion for your 
group is to create shared rituals. Holding regularly recur­
ring meetings is a very basic and very powerful ritual that 
some groups use. These are events that occur every week 
or month at a set time and place. There is no need to check 
your appointment book to see ifyou can attend. It just gets 
built into your schedule. 

Religious congregations do this. Every Saturday or Sunday 
or some other day, from a set time to a set time, you know 
the congregation will be gathering. The same people are 
likely to be there. No need to call ahead to make an 
appointment. Most congregations seem to have settled 
upon seven as the magic number-they need to gather 
every seven days. Not six, not eight. Every six days would 
mean we would not be getting our work done. Eight days 
would be too much of a stretch-too much work and too 
little rest. 
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Outside of religious congregations, it often is tough for a 
new group to meet weekly for more than a year. Members 

have the time to set aside for the meet­
ings. But weekly meetings provide a model of how to build 
a sense of strong community into an organization. Even if 
the group can't meet weekly, you can at least make a point 
of talking weekly with someone from the group. 

EXERCISE• 
WhatYour Group IsThisWhatYour Group 

Actually Does Wants to Be Doing? 

Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


A. Meetings: Turf and Time 

WhatYour Group Wants... 

8. 	 Is this where you want the 
group to meet? 

o Yes 0 No 

9. 	Would alternate locations 
make meetings more 
accessible for some 
members? 

o Yes 0 No 

10. 	 If so, where? 

12. 	 Is this the right length? 

o Yes o No 

15. 	 Do you want meetings 
to start on time? 

o Yes o No 

16. 	What strategies can 
you use to achieve this? 

(One simple method is to set a 
policy that you will always start 
at the stated time no matter 
who is there.) 

19. Is this what you want? 

o Yes 0 No 

WhatYour Group Does ... 

7. Where does the group 
meet? 

I I. How long are the 
meetings? 

13. 	 Do your meetings start 
on time? 

o Yes o No 

14. 	 If not, how late or early 
do they start? 

17. Do they end on time? 

o Yes 0 No 

18. If not, how late or early? 

I. When does your group 
meet? 

4. 	 Does the group meet at 
a time that is convenient 
for members? 

o Yes 0 No 

5. 	 For some members, but 
not others? 

o Yes 0 No 

2. 	 Do you want it to meet 
at that time? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

3. 	 If not, when would you like 
the group to meet? 

6. Is this what you want? 

o Yes 0 No 
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I 
WhatYour Group Does... WhatYour Group Wants..• 

B. Meeting Procedures 

I. How are your meetings 
run? 

2. Is this how you want your 
meetings to be run? 

DYes 0 No 

I 3. Do you have ground rules 
for meetings? 

DYes 0 No 

4. If yes, are they explicit or 
assumed? 

6. Are these the ground rules 
you want? 

DYes 0 No 

I 
I 

5. What are the key ground 
rules (if any)? 

C. Decision-making at Meetings 

I 
I 

I. Who is eligible to 
vote/make decisions? 

2. Is this in writing? 

DYes 0 No 

3. Is this who you want to be 
vested with decision­
making authority? 

DYes 0 No 

4. If this is not in writing, 
how can you secure the 
group's commitment to 
put it in writing? 

WhatYour Group Does••. 

5. 	 Do you vote and use 
majority rule? (This may be 
efficient, but can create bad I 
feelings among the losers.) 

DYes o No 

6. 	 Or do you make decisions 
by consensus? (With con­
sensus, the group deliber­
ates and discusses until 
everyone agrees, or at least 
is willing to go along for 
the sake of the group. This 
method may produce fewer 
losers but it can take much 
longer to make decisions.) 

DYes o No 

7. 	 Or do you use some other 
method? If so, what is id 

9. Do you have bylaws? 

DYes 0 No 

I I. What is considered a 
quorum for your group? 

12. 	 Can members vote by 
proxy? 

DYes 0 No 
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What Your Group Wants... 

8. 	 Is this the way you want 
to make decisions? 

DYes o No 

10. If not, do you want them? 

DYes 0 No 

13. 	 Is this working for your 
group? Is it the way you 
want it to be? 

DYes 0 No 
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Story: You Con't Please All of the People ... 

Most of the members of the Maverick Square Neighbor­
hood Association wanted to visit the District Attorney 
who had taken away their walking beat patroLman. One 
member of the group did not want to go. She thought it 
might alienate the D.A. This was a small group. They had 
never decided how they would make decisions. They did 
not want to offend one member, so they waited for 
months, as the neighborhood felt less and less safe each 
day. Finally they decided to visit the D.A. in spite of this 
one member's concerns. By trying to please one person, 
they had made life worse for many others. 

"We were a small team. We felt we couldn't lose someone, " 
Don Nanstad, a leader of the group said later, reflecting 
on what had happened. But not deciding how they would 
make decisions hurt the group and their neighborhood. 

Story: Don't Count Your Votes Unless You 
Know Who Can Vote 

A colleague thought he had the chairmanship of a 
cal caucus sewn up. He did, until the evening of the meet­
ing when the election was held. A competitor for the 
chairmanship walked into the meeting with twenty ofhis 
supporters. These supporters had never been to a meeting 
b~fore. The 'rules of the group were loose. Anyone in the 
room could vote. My colleague lost the election. The group 
had no restrictions or qualifications for voting privileges. 

<\1i oW 

town's local Democratic Committee, in contrast, has 
specific qualifications for voting privileges: One has to 
attend several evening meetings before becoming an Asso­
ciate Member. Then one has to pay dues. Then, to become 
a Full Member, one has to be voted in by a certain number 
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of existing members at a following meeting. Only after 
becoming a Full Member can one vote on committee policy. 

Legal Status 
At first you may think that questions about legal status do 
not seem very relevant to the work at hand, but someone in 
your group needs to think through your legal structure so 
that you can be as effective as possible. It is all about 
designing a structure that will make you the most powerful. 

Many groups start out all vohmteer, and only later, as they 
grow, hire paid staff. Similarly, community groups often 
start off informally, without any legal status. As they grow, 
they may discover that they need more money. They can 
incorporate as a non-profit so that they can accept tax­
deductible donations and are eligible for government and 
private foundation grants. This status, called 501(c)(3) sta­
tus in reference to the specific IRS code that guides non-

tax law, also qualifies a group to be exempt from 
paying taxes. See the Appendix for a fuller discussion of 
becoming a 501(c)(3) organization. I will just mention here 
that the process of acquiring this designation can take at 
least six months and requires the work of a lawyer with 
expertise in this specific area of the law. After you become 
a 501(c)(3) there are a number of legal, fiscal, and report­
ing requirements with which your organization will need to 
comply, so many groups wait a number of years before 
incorporating. 

If you are not prepared to incorporate, you can still qualify 
for tax-deductible donations by asking another non-profit 
organization to act as your fiscal agent. A fiscal agent is a 
tax-exempt organization with IRS 501(c)(3) tax status that 
accepts tax-deductible contributions on behalf of the 
group. This allows donors to make tax-deductible contri­
butions to the organization. The fiscal agent generally takes 
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a percentage of those contributions, typically five percent 
to fifteen percent, for its administrative work. 

Note: Groups whose primary function is lobbying or cam­
paigning for an election may not be eligible for 501(c)(3) 
status. The IRS or a non-profit lawyer can guide you about 
this. But you need to know what the law says you can and 
cannot do if you have 501(c)(3) status. 

WhatYour Group Does ... 

6. 	 If you have a fiscal agent, 
does this agent influence 
your organization's 
activities? 

o Yes 0 No 

7. 	 If so, how? 
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WhatYour Group Wants... 

8. Are you satisfied with the 
nature of that influence? 

o Yes 0 No 

9. 	 Do you want this entity 
to be influencing your 
activities? 

o Yes 0 No 

EXERCISE 

Finding Your Structure, Part 4 

What Your Group Is This What Your Group 
Actually Does Wants to Be Doing? 


Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


A. Legal Status 

B. M o,n"'je~~y~j"'''j''U"''i'''''',j''''j''j''.,"QJj''0!!''''40'!llS'''W'''''j:,"""'k"'''k'';"'0'''~c''''jj'''''m'ip!j;j'''1l?x'''C*'AA''i"",i;!''01''i;I''''','!"';! 

I. Who pays for what? 

("He who pays the piper calls 
the tune." Whoever provides 
money has influence.) 

3. Where do you get your 
money? 

2. 	 Is this who you want to be 
paying? 

o Yes 0 No 

4. 	 Is this how you want to 
get your money? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

5. 	 If not, do you have any 
plans to get it another way? 

o Yes 0 No 

6. 	 If so, what are those plans? 

7. Who is following up to 
make sure that it happens? 

I. 	Do you have your own 
non-profit status as deter­
mined by the IRS, often 
known as 50 I (c)(3) status, 
which allows the organiza­~ tion to accept tax-deductible 
contributions? 

o Yes 0 No 0 Pending 

-Or­

2. 	 Do you have a fiscal agent? 

o Yes 0 No 

3. Who is it? ______ 

-Or 

4. None of the above? 

o Yes 0 No 

5. 	 Is this the legal status 
you want? 

o Yes 0 No 
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What Your Group Does... 

I 

8. How much money do you 
have? 

~ 

I I. What do you spend most 
of your money on? (What 
are the biggest areas of 

I annual expenditure, e.g., 
Personnel? Food? Rent? 

I Something else?) 

I 

~ Members 


What Your Group Wants... 

9. 	 Is this the amount you 
need? 

DYes 0 No 

10. 	 How much do you need? 

12. Is this how you want to 
spend your money? 

DYes 0 No 

Basic Membership Criteria 

Most organizations start off informally. People get together 
to accomplish something. They don't think about who is a 
member, who is in, and who is out. It may seem unneces­
sary or obvious. "The members are us"-whoever is in the 
room. But when you build an organization, you need to 
think: What does it mean to be a member of this group? 
What does a member need to do? What does a member 
have to believe in? What kind of person do we want? Do we 
take just anyone who walks in the door? If we do, what 
might that mean in the future for our organization? 
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You need to know what constitutes membership. You may 
defme a member any way you want, but at some point your 
organization needs to set boundaries. You need to distin­
guish a member from just anybody who walks in the room 
during your meeting. Membership might have its privileges. 
It should also have its responsibilities and criteria. 

The membership criteria will depend on your group. If you 
are trying to build a democratic organization, two basic cri­
teria for membership might include: 

1. 	 All members have to agree with the mission of the 
organization. 

2. 	 All members have to agree with and act according to the 
values of the organization. 

I like the three values that Gregory Pierce describes (from 
Activism That Makes Sense): 

1. 	Equality: All people-regardless of race, sexual orien­
tation, gender, ethnic origin, religion, culture, disabil­
ity-are allowed to become members and are treated 
with respect. 

2. 	Democracy: All members agree that they will abide by 
the will of the organization, democratically decided. 

3. 	Accountability: All members agree that they will do 
what they say they will do for the organization. They will 
be accountable for following through on their word. 

These three easy-to-understand general agreements for all 
members-equality, democracy, and accountability-help 
to build an organization that is democratic. They express 
values that make the expectations of membership clear. 
Potential members will know up front what the group 
stands for, and what the group will not stand for. These 
agreements will screen out people who want the group to 
be exclusionary. Potential members will also know how the 
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group will make decisions. They will know that the group 
will expect them to do what they say they will do and that 
the organization expects them to participate, not only to 
receive benefits from membership in the group. 

Membership Dues 

Some community groups ask for minimal or no dues 
because they want to make it easy for people to join. They 
think people won't be able to afford more. This can lead to 
low commitment of members. 

Ask yourself: How will the amount of dues affect the level 
of ownership and commitment of the members? Groups 
that require more significant dues often (but not always) 
fmd their members more committed. Personal investment 
often follows financial investment. You want members to 
feel invested in the organization. 

Story: Don't Sell People Short 

A colleague tells the story of founding a community 
organization of low-income people in the 1980s. He sug­
gested that the dues be $10, thinking, "These are rwt 
wealthy people. They can't afford much." He was sur­
prised when they came back to him and said, "We want to 
pay $25 a year. " They knew that if they paid so little, they 
would have less influence over the organization. 11tey 
knew that if they cO/red about something, they would have 
to pay for it. The dues became $25. My colleague learned 
an important lesson: If you want people to feel a sense of 
ownership and to hold the organization accountable, ask 
for a significant donation. 

• 

I 

EXERCISE 

Is This WhatYour Group 
Actually Does 

WhatYour Group 
Wants to Be Doing? 

Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


A. Becoming a Member 

I. How does someone join? 

3. 	What are the membership 
criteria? 

5. Can anyone join? 

DYes 0 No 
(E.g., Some 

to avoid the risk of becoming a 
vehicle for an individual official's 
political or electoral goals.) 

7. 	Are people required to 
agree to any rules of 
behavior upon joining? 

DYes 0 No 

elected officials from membersh"'> 

2. Does th is process work 
for your organization? 

DYes 0 No 

4. 	Are these the membership 
criteria you want? 

DYes 0 No 

6. Is this what you want? 

DYes 0 No 

8. Are these the rules for 
behavior you want? 

DYes 0 No 

9. If not, how could you 
institute new ones? 
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WhatYour Group Does••• 

10. 	Are there membership 
dues? 

1:1 Yes 0 No 

I I. If so, how much are theyl 

13. 	 How do you think the 
presence of dues or the 
dues level affects the 
organization and its work? 
(E.g., Might the dues affect 
how involved your members 
are, the size of your mem­
bership, or how independent 
your organization 

WhatYour Group Wants... 

12. 	Are these the dues you 
want? 

Cl Yes 0 No 

14. Is this the result you want? 

o 	Yes 0 No 

~ 	 Values and Group Norms 
Values give your organization a direction; group norms give 
your organization the guideposts it needs to travel on that 
route safely and effectively. 

Values Are Key 

The values that undergird an organization are key elements 
of the organization's structure. As much as membership 
guidelines, bylaws, and leadership structures, they form 
the foundation of the organization. You cannot build an 
organization to work for equality, respect, and fairness 
when these values are not present in the organization's 
daily workings. 
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Setting Group Norms 
How does an organization develop its core values? How 
does it set norms for group behavior? Successful organiza­
tions know their core values and model appropriate ways 
for members to treat each other. 

Story: Setting Group Norms In Real Time­1Ir~ The Brockton Interfaith Community~ 

.. 


It is not enough to say, "We respect all people," if the group 
allows personal attacks at meetings. This story illustrates 
why it is important to pay close attention to group norm 
formation as well as to the overall and immediate goals of 
the organization. 

Thirty people sit on folding chairs in a church ba."c,ement 
in Brockton, Massachusetts. There are a priest, a minis­
ter, and a rabbi among them, and members from thirteen 
churches and synagogues in the city. 

Before them is a list of demands that they intend to 
present to the mayoral candidates at their upcoming 
annual convention. They caU it "BIC's [Brockton Inter­
faith Community] Rebuild the City Plan." 

Talking about the issues, one a 
the group, saying, "I'd like no potholes. I have an old car. 
But I'd rather have money for schools and libraries. " 

One choice now for the BIC members, in this city 
besieged by budget cuts, is clear. Do they fix the potholes 
or fix the schools? The organization's priorities reflect 
the group's values. 

There is a question about the tax rate, and then one man 
says that another is "talking like a demagogue. "Suddenly, 
an awkward silence fiUs the room. No one has ever per­
sonaUy attacked another member like this. In the silence, 
it seems that no one is sure what to do. It's a key moment 
for the organization to qtl'irm its values and establish its 
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norms for group behavior. Even ifpeople don't agree with 
one another's positions on some issue, there has been a 
tacit understanding that members don't attack each other 
personally. The silence hangs heavy in the air for several 
moments. Then the meeting moves on to cover the business 
and decide on the agenda for the annual meeting. 

At a break I ask Marty, BIG's president, to step into the 
back hallway for a moment, where we can speak pri­
vately. I mention the "demagogue" comment and suggest 
that she, as president, should say something to indicate 
that such comments are unwelcome at the meeting. She 
can explain that it is okay to criticize an idea or policy, 
but not to attack each other personally. 

Forming Group Norms 

When the group reconvenes, Marty explains that the com­
ment is not in the spirit ofBIG. Then several members say 
that they have come together around their understanding 
that the spirit of God is in everyone, and it is wrong for 
anyone to attack another's motives or to attack someone 
personally. A murmur of approval spreads across the 
room. A group norm for conduct in meetings is affirmed. 
The power of the group to express its values weighs on the 
man who made the attack. He senses the displeasure of the 
others in the room and remains quiet. He now knows that 
such comments are not welcome and he, and others, will 
be less likely to make such comments in the future. 

@ 

The values of the organization include not only its political 
goals, but also the nouns about how people treat each 
other in meetings. 

What Does the Organization Stand For? 

Is the organization only about extracting specific, concrete 
improvements from politicians? If the organization inter­
rupts the meeting's immediate task (in this case, deciding 

~ 
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on the agenda for the annual meeting), then it is making a 
clear statement that how the group gets to its goals mat­
ters. Alongside its civic agenda, the organization also 
stands for respecting each member, for building a sense of 
community and caring among its members. That is also 
part of its business. If the organization had let the "dema­
gogue" comment go by without opposition, then it might 
have drifted into a different kind of organization, one 
focused solely on winning specific improvements, without 
clear values about how it wins them. 

Story: Linking Social Change Activism with 
Shared Religious Values 

For some types of groups, especially religious groups, the 
values and nouns are clear. 

Everyone involved in the desegregation campaign in 
Birmingham, Alabama, in the 1960s was asked to sign a 
commitment card. 

Each signer pledged to: 
I. Meditate doily on the teachings and life of Jesus. 
2. 	 Remember always that the non-violent movement in 

Birmingham seeks justice and reconciliation-not victory. 
3. Walk and talk in the manner of love, for God is love. 
4. 	 Pray doily to be used by God in order that all [people1 

might be free. 
S. 	 Sacrifice personal wishes in order that all [people1 

might be free. 
6. 	 Observe with both friend and foe the ordinary rules 

of courtesy. 
7. 	 Seek to perform regular service for others and for the 

world. 
S. Refrain from the violence of fist, tongue, or heart. 
9. Strive to be in good spiritual and bodily health. 
10. 	 Follow the directions of the movement and Of the 

captain of a demonstration. 

" 
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What Your Group 

Actually Does 

A. Values 

EXERCISE 


Is This What Your Group 

Wants to Be Doing? 

Should This Be the 

Group's Practice? 


I. What are the values your 
organization expresses? 

4. 	What are the specific 
behaviors that demonstrate 
those values? 

I 

I 


I 

I 


2. 	Are these the values you 
want the organization to 
express? 

DYes 0 No 

3. 	 If no, what values would 
you like it to express? 

5. 	What are some key 
behaviors that would 
demonstrate the values 
you would like for your 
group? 

WhatYour Group Does... 

6. 	What are the behaviors 
that would demonstrate 
the opposite of those 
values? 
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WhatYour Group Wants... 

7. 	What are some key 
behaviors that would 
demonstrate the opposite 
of the values you want 
to have? 

B. Group Norms 

I. What group norms do you 
want for your group? 

2. 	Are they written down 
anywhere? 

DYes [l No 

3. 	 Do members of your group 
agree with them? 

DYes 0 No 



SECTION 


POWER MEANS 
MOBILIZING YOUR 

RESOURCES 

Power . . . is the ability to achieve purpose. It is the 
strength required to bring about social, political, or eco­
nomic changes. In this sense power is not only desirable 
but necessary in order to implement the demands of love 
and justice. One of the greatest problems of history is 
that the concepts of love and power are usually contrasted 
as polar opposites. Love is identified with a resignation 
of power and power with a denial of love. . . . What is 
needed is a realization that power without love is reck­
less and abusive and that love without power is senti­
mental and anemic. 

-Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Getting anything done in the world takes power. This is a 
basic law of physics. It takes power to make the world, or 
some part of it, a better place. Power is the ability to act 
and to accomplish what you want. Power is neither inher­
ently good nor bad. It simply allows you to accomplish 
things you can't accomplish without the power. 

Where does power come from? Power in a democracy can 
come from various sources. Legal authority, organized 
money, organized people, and good information are all 
sources of power. 

123 
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refers to public, corporate, and institutional 
the laws that govern our daily lives. This legal 

authority allows those in official positions to affect the 
lives of thousands of people. Conununity groups rarely 
have the legal authority to control the conditions that affect 
their lives. 

Power can corne from money. Money can buy relief from 
many problems. If the neighbors are noisy, money can buy 
a new house in a quieter neighborhood. If the schools are 
unpainted and the books old, money can buy a private edu­
cation or pay for a new school and a new library. If crime is 
a problem, money can buy a private security force. If you 
run for office, money can buy advertising and professional 
staff to helD you get elected. 

Without access to money, your power is more likely to corne 
from other sources, or from an amalgam of sources. In this 
book, we look at the power that flows from an organized 
group of people, some money, good information about the 
details of the problem you face, and a clear plan of action. 
Over many years I have asked hundreds of people what they 
most want to learn about the process of building powerful 
conununity organizations. Most answer, "How to recruit 
people and keep them involved." Since that is what people 
want to learn, this book emphasizes recruitment. As the 
stories in this section illustrate, once you have an organized 
group of people, the group can use the other sources of 
power-especially information and organized money-to 
solve their problems and make a difference. 

CHAPTER 

Developing Power: 
Why Recruit? 

... 	The Reason We Organize is to 
Develop Power 

Story: Organized People Can Organize 
Money 

Even when no one in the group has a lot of money, people 
can achieve power by pooling their money together. 

Many new immigrants to the United States send money 
back home to their families. Companies charge high fees 
for these money transfers: It often costs $100 to send 
$1,000. The Greater Boston Intm1aith Organization 

~ (GBlO) organized many of its member congregations to 
put their checking accounts into one bank, becoming 
together a $10 million customer of the bank. By combin­
ing their business in one bank, the members of this group 
had greater power to persuade the bank to provide a new 
low-cost wire transfer service. This saved many immi­
grants hundreds of dollars on international money 

new business to the bank (a win for the 
to the new imrnigrants wanting to help 

their families overseas. 

125 
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Organizing all these disparate groups was not quick or easy. 
It took years of patient organizing and relationship-build­
ing. Not all GBIO congregations and organizations had 
immigrant members who directly benefited from this new 
service. Before GBIO could enlist the congregations to 
combine their money to become a $10 million customer of 
Citizens Bank, the organization conducted thousands of 
one-on-one personal meetings among congregants in 
homes and coffee shops. As these relationships were 
woven into the fabric of the organization and the fabric of 
individual members' lives, the direct benefit to some was 
felt as a benefit to others as well. 

Story: One-on-One Recruiting is the 
Foundation for Success 

Hammond, Indiana, 1991. Like many cities in America, 
Hammond's downtown declined in the 1970s and '80s. In 
1991, local judges announced plans to demolish 
the downtownfederal courthouse and build a new onefar 
away, in the suburbs. Members of the Inte'(faith Citizens 
Organization (ICO) , a coalition of local congregations, 
realized that this would mean the death of their down­
town. ICO decided to fight the move. 

Before the people ofHammond, Indiana, went up against 
the federal judges, they conducted hundreds 
meet'ings. In one congregation they with over 200 
members in a nine-month period. "We heard a lot of con­
cerns about family struggles and the future of our com­
munity," one pastor said. One leader in the campaign 
reflected, "We could always rally the troops, but these one­
on-ones gave us depth. They were penetrating. People 
really came to understand each other, and it created a 
dynamic. It gave us legitimacy and a base." 

Over many years, ICO built a strong coalition of down­
town businesses, local banks, and religious 
to demand accountabUitu from their elected representa­

tives and federal officials. It took research into federal \1l 	 regulations, road trips to Washington, negotiations 'with 
Congressional representatives, and a strong organization 
to aU their supporters together over many years. 

They won their fifJ.ht. The new courthouse was rebuilt in 
downtown Hammond. 

ICO and the people of Hammond, Indiana, were strong 
because they had done the slow, one-on-one recruiting and 
relationship-building that allowed them to turn people out 
for meetings. This showed their strength and the depth of 
support for their cause in the nArnrnnnH" 

Information is Power, Too 

The leaders in Hammond also did their research. They 
needed to fmd out who really had the authority to make the 
decision to relocate the courthouse. This turned out to be 
quite complicated, involving the Federal General Services 
Administration and several committees in Congress. Hav­
ing the right information gave them some power, too. 

~ 	Why Recruit People to Your 

Organization? 


Building organizations requires constantly mobilizing 
resources. People are a key resource. Finding good people is 
one of your most critical jobs. It will take a lot of your time. 

Start by Knowing Why You Are Doing 
What You Are Doing 
How do you recruit people and keep them involved? 

First ask yourself: Why do I need to recruit? The answer 
may seem obvious, but since it takes so much time and 
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work to recruit people, you should have a clear and specific 
understanding of why it is so important. If not, you might 
not do all the work it takes. Even if you think you know the 
answer, ask yourself: Why recmit? 

Some organizations think they already have their members. 
They develop a small group, get comfortable with each 
other, and stop recruiting. These are organizations in trou­
ble. They may not look troubled now, but they will be. Orga­
nizations that want to i'mprove conditions in the world but 
are not always bringing in new members lose strength. 

What about your organization? 

EXERCISE 

• 	 Why Recrultl 
Why are you doing this recruiting? 

Some reasons often mentioned: 

• 	 There's strength in numbers. 
• 	 With more people we can get better ideas. 
• 	 We can have more skills. 
• 	 We need a critical mass to be effective. 
• 	 Those in authority won't listen if there are only a few of us. 
• 	 I can't get what I need from the system by myself. 

I need the group's power and influence. 

Write down your reasons to remind yourself why you are 
bothering to recruit. People will not return your calls. They 
won't meet with you. Others will join and then not follow 
through on their commitments. If you have a written list, it will 
encourage you when you are feeling discouraged. 

Why are you asking people to join? Why do you need them? 
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Recruiting Is Different From 
Making Friends 

In addition to strengthening the organization, recruiting also 
may bring personal benefits to you. The personal reasons 
are an important part of what motivates people to recruit 
others. However, while your personal gain from recruiting 
may be nice, this is not the principal rea.son to recnrit. You 
can get the same personal results without recmiting people 
into an organization. To keep you focused on recmiting, it is 
important to have a numerical goal of how many people you 
intend to sign up. Otherwise, recruiting can lapse into 
friendly conversations and making new personal friends. 
That is plea"lant, but it does not build your organization. 

EXERCISE 

Personal 	Reasons for Recruiting 
Understanding the personal gain you receive from recruiting 
members will help you to keep your personal benefit and I 
your organizational goals separate. It is okay to enjoy recruit­
ment and to benefit from it. Personal benefit can motivate you 
to keep recruiting. Just don't substitute your personal needs 
for your organization's goals. 

Some personal reasons that people often give for recruiting 
include: 

• 	 "I like to hear people's stories." 
• 	 "I enjoy being with people:' 
• 	 "I get new ideas when I talk to someone else." 
• 	 "I know that other people think differently than I do and 

they will help me to see things in ways that I can't see." 

What do you get out of recruiting~ What's in it for you? 
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The Importance of Numbers 

Sometimes the need to recruit will be obvious. In a "Get 
Out the Vote" drive you may have to phone 5,000 people to 
win on Election Day. No matter how fast you dial, you can't 
do it yourself. If you recruited people ahead of time, you 
have 100 people. Each person can call 50 voters on Election 
Day. You reach your goal and win the election. If you did 
not recruit enough, you have only ten people. You can call 
only 500 or 1,000 voters, and your chances of winning go 
way down. In this case, the need to recruit and the capac­

of one volunteer is clear. 

What Kind of Members? 

Generally, building powerful community organizations 
requires active member involvement. This is what is usually 
needed to make change in the community or in the world. 

However, there may be times when you are looking only for 
more dues-paying members-not necessarily more mem­
bers who are actively involved. Publicizing the number of 
dues-paying members in the organization can help you to 
demonstrate the support your group enjoys in the commu­
nity. That's okay, as long as you know why you want more 
members of this type. 

In addition to helping you to make your case today, these 
recruits can be a source of future active participants and 
leaders. Today, someone may write a check. Later, he or 
she may do more. 

Build the Organization 

You may not have an election coming up. The need to 
recruit may not be obvious. It may seem like you can man­
age better by yourself, or with One or two trusted friends. 
But that does not build your organization. It does not build 
community. In the long run it does not build effectiveness. 
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You win burn out when the tasks pile up and your friends 
have other demands. In the short run, it seems efficient to 
do it yourself. In the long run it is deadly to the organiza­
tion-and to you. 

Organizations That Are Not Growing Are Dying 

Organizations always need to recruit to replace members 
lost. Members leave for different reasons. Some people 
lose interest. Some move away. Some develop new rela­
tionships that are more interesting than the organization. 
(Some may have joined the group looking for a relation­
ship or romance.) People burn out. Some find more inter­
esting challenges. Some resolve the issue they came for 
and move on. 

The community changes, too. You need new ideas for 
changing times. Organizations with only veteran members 
may be less willing to try new technologies or strategies to 
meet new challenges. Strong organizations bring in new 
members to challenge the ideas of existing leaders. It helps 
to bring in new people, not only for the added numbers 
and power, but also to ensure that the "in group" does not 
get too complacent with itself and with how the organiza­
tion runs. 

New members demonstrate that your organization still 
means something to people today. Recruiting people is a 
test of an organization's worth and present importance. 
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~ Who Should You Recruitl 

People Who Are Representative 
Ifyou are trying to build an organization tilat will represent 
a certain broad group (parents in a school, employees in a 
workplace, residents in a city or neighborhood), you need 
to recruit people who are representative of the whole 
group-now. Your organization may need large numbers of 
people in order to win important improvements in people's 
lives. This means that every person you need will have to 
feel welcome in the group. Every group you want repre­
sented should have a hand in establishing the organization 
and developing its goals and plans. You cannot do this by 
starting only with those whom you already know or with 
whom you already feel comfortable. Once the organiza­
tion's membership and culture represent only a certain seg­
ment of the community, it takes tremendous focused effort 
to become more inclusive. When you try to "diversify" 
membership later, people from such "diverse" groups will 
know that they are being used and will not join. So take the 
time and be systematic from the outset about getting a truly 
representative group as you build the membership. 

You may believe in diversity philosophically, or you may 
enjoy being part of a diverse community, or you may have 
an ideology or an idealism that embraces diversity. Or you 
may not. Either way, you may need the diversity-because 
you can add. You know that you will need a certain number 
of supporters to achieve your goal. For example: How many 
people (gathered in a meeting, voting in an election, or boy­
cotting a product) will it take to achieve your objective? You 
do the math. If your group is a powerful majority, then you 
may have no immediate need to bring together a more 
diverse group. But if the numbers don't add up or in the near 
future are not likely to add up to the number you need, you 
should strive for inclusion of diverse groups of people. You 
aren't doing this to be nice or for an abstract ideal. You do 
this because you can count and you want to win. 
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Values, Self-Interest, and Passion 
In addition to recruiting people who are representative of 
the group you eventually want, you want people who share 
the organization's values. 

There are many ways to gauge people's values. How do they 
treat their children? Do they bring them to the meeting 
where they help them with their homework? Do they listen 
to others? Do they talk all the time? Do they clean up the 
cups after the meeting is over? Do they show up when they 
say they will? Use your observations and intuition about 
people. Is this someone you feel comfortable with? Do you 
allow people who make racist, homophobiC, or anti-Semitic 
comments to be members? If you do, what does this say 
about your values? What will this do to your ability to get all 
points of view? How will it affect your ability to bring in all 
the people you need to achieve your goals? 

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? If I am onlyfor 
myself, what am I? And if not now, when? 

-Rabbi Hillel the Elder (1st century), 
Sayings of the Fathers 

You want people who care about the issue, but not only 
about the issue. You are looking not simply for people who 
have a personal self-interest in the issues you are working 
on, but people whose self-interest is deeply motivated, not 
narrowly defined. What are their stories? What is their 
motivation? Beware of people who say that they are not 
at all personally motivated, who are doing it only to help 
others. They are not likely to last long in your organization. 
Also beware of people who seem to care only for them­
selves (to get their raise, to lower their water bill, to get rid 
of the abandoned cars on their street.) You definitely want 
people who care deeply about the issue your group is work­
ing on. But you also want those who think about others a.') 

well as themselves. 
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Anger: Hot and Cold 
The place of anger in recruiting people is important and 
complex. People who are the angriest about the problem 
your group wants to solve might appear to be good 
recruits, but if you are interested in building a lasting 
organization, anger can be a problem more often than it is 
a source of strength. 

Kris Rondeau, an organizer with the Harvard Union of Cler­
ical and Technical Workers, describes the place of "hot 
anger" this way, as reported in John Hoerr's book: 

"1 think anger is the enemy of union organizing. It's the 
union's responsibility to create an environment in which 
you can be part of a union and believe in self-representa­
tion and worker's voice witlwut being mean, witlwut 
being aggressive, witlwut being merely oppositional. If 
you introduce anger into a drive, you can kiss the drive 
goodbye." 

-John Hoerr, We Can't Eat Prestige, 
the Women Wlw Organized Harvard 

People who are all anger probably are not going to build 
your organization. If they are only angry in a hot way that 
continually leads to verbal outbursts or borders on vio­
lence, they are not likely to be good organization members. 
But anger, especially the slow, "cold" anger that burns deep 
inside people-anger about the way they have been 
treated, about injustices they have witnessed-is often a 
source of power and sustenance. People who share anger 
out of memory or experience and who are passionate are 
likely to be your best members. 

Ed Chambers describes how some Black pastors speak 
about anger. They say: 

Anger and grief are rooted in our most passionate mem­
ories and dreams . ... Anger that is focused and deep and 
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rooted in grief is a key element in the organizing of black 
churches. 

-Ed Chambers, Roots for Radicals 

This kind of anger or passion, rooted in memory, nurtured 
with hope and a sense of right and wrong, can beat back 
the "You can't fight City Hall" mentality and the cynicism 
of, "All politics is corrupt, so what's the use of trying?" 

Anger does not mean violence. John Lewis, a strong propo­
nent of non-violence and chair of the Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) during the early 1960s, 
describes it this way: 

Paith, hope, and courage-these were all essential 
ingredients for the work SNCC was doing in the Deep 
South in tlwse early years. And anger, too. Yes, there was 
anger among us in SNCC, but it was a good anger, a 
healthy anger, at least in the early stage. It was a positive, 
constructive type of anger. We were rebels, absolutely. We 
were all about rebellion, but it was a rebellion against an 
evil thing, the whole system and structure of segregation 
and racial discrimination. 

-John Lewis, Walking with the Wind 

Story: Memory Can Move Us 

When I was working as a volunteer for the Brookline Ten­
ants Union, we were in the middle of a fight o'ver rent 
control. An election for the town;,; Board ofSelectmen was 
coming up, pitting two slates against each other, one pro­
and one anti-rent control. I lived in an owner-occupied 
two-family house, so my apartment was not rent-con­
trolled. Still, 1 threw myself into the campaign as a vol­
unteer, working many hours a day, coordinating the 

" work of fifteen precinct captains for the "Get Out the 
Vote" Campaign. 
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.,;~ 
~ 

I remember 'visiting one elderly woman down the street 
who lived in a small rent-controlled apartment. If rent 
control disa:ppeared, she would most likely have to move. 
I sat in her kitchen and listened to her. She reminded me 
of my gmndmother. I remembered all the stories my 
mother had told me-how as a gvrl she had to move from 
one apartment to another in the B'rOnx every year, and 
only could take with her the belongings that she 
into two shopping bags. I was angry with the people 
ing to get rid of rent cont'rOl. They had never sat in the 
kitchen of the elderly woman down the street. I was angry 
that an elderly woman, all alone, might have to move and 
about how ha:rd that would be on her. I remembered that 
when my gmndmother was very old, the landlord had 
taken out the heat from the entryway of her apartment 

her and the other tenants to move. At the 
time, my anger at what could happen to me, at what could 
happen to the woman down the street and hundreds like 
her, at what had happened to my mother, father, and 
gmndmother, simmered together in a cold, steady, slow­
burning ange'r. That cold anger kept me going throughout 
that election campaign. When we won we had a big pany 
and I knew I had made a difference. I was doing it for my 
mother and my gmndmother. I was also doing itfor me. 
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... Why People Join Organizations 

Everyone wants two things, to be seen as an individual 
and to be pan of something greater than themselves. 

-Source unlalOwn 

People join community groups for a variety of reasons. If 
you want to get people to join and get involved in your 
group, you need to understand why someone would join. 

EXERCISE 

• Recruiting Exercise: 
What Led You to Join? 

Most people you want to recruit are like you in their reasons and 
willingness to join and get involved in an organization. Think back: 
How did you get involved in a group? 

I. 	Think of a time in your life. (It could be any time-far back 
in your childhood or just last week.) What group or groups 
did you join? 

Group 1: ____________________________________ 

Group 2: ____________________________________ 

2. 	 What led you to join those groups? _______________ 

(I am indebted to Chris Argyris for this phrase, "What led you 
to ... ?" Asking the question this way helps you to focus on the 
behavior or experience that produced a certain action, rather 
than on the thinking that produced the action. As a leader or 
organizer, you want to behave in a way that it is most effective 
for recruiting people.) 

3. What was the immediately preceding event? _______ 



I 

138 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

4. Think about the specific event-not your frame of mind, 
not what you thought about the organization-but what 
was the specific action that led you to join? 

5. 	 How did you hear about the group? From whom and in 
what way? 

I heard about the group from ,via the 
following method: 

6. 	 If a person asked you to join, how did he or she ask you? 
Was it in person? Over the phone? By letter? Bye-mail? 

7. 	What did the person actually say? What were the specific 
words used? 

8. 	What else do you remember about what happened just 
before you joined? 

If you are like most people, you joined a group because some­
one invited you to join. It probably wasn't just "someone," but 
rather, a specific person whom you knew and trusted. And 
most likely, he or she asked you to join in person. 

I have posed this question-What led you to join a group?­
to hundreds of people, individuals from many classes, races, 
and backgrounds. Ninety percent say they joined a group 
because a person asked them. A few join groups after read­
ing a flyer or newspaper ad. Very few, but often highly moti­
vated, people go looking for groups to join. Most people join 
because someone they know asks them. Face-to-face, eye-
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ball-to-eyeball. This is an important finding. If you want 
people to join your group, you have to ask them, in person. 
This is what works. Person-to-person. One-on-one. You can 
try other things: Letters, flyers, newspaper ads, sky-writing, 
mass e-mails, direct mail, public service announcements on 
TV or radio, and other media extravaganzas. But what 
works, over and over again, is one person asking another 
person. Your group will likely be no different. 

If you are not sure, ask a few friends why they joined a 
group. It can be the Girl Scouts, the Marines, the bowling 
team, a reading group, the church or temple. You'll find that 
it's most often because someone they knew asked them. 

You may ask: Isn't this too slow? 

It may seem slow, but it's what works. 

We are so bombarded by the media that we may think that 
personal contact is not effective, that we need more mod­
em methods. But how do you feel when someone you 
know asks you to do something, as opposed to how you 
feel when you see an ad on TV? Which group will you stick 
with? You are not selling toothpaste. You are asking people 
to make a meaningful commitment of their time and money 
based on their deeply held values. 
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What's In It for Them? 

Asking people to join is key, but this will not keep them 
motivated and involved for long. If they know you and like 
you, they may join as a favor to you. But they need to join 
for their own reasons and needs. Remember why you 
joined a group. The deeper reasons you joined are likely the 
same reasons that will motivate others to stay involved. So, 

• think. What was and is in it for you? 

EXERCISE 

What's In It for You? 

I. 	Write down the reasons you joined the group you are in:R 

I 
I 2. Write down the benefits you have enjoyed from partici­

pating as a member in the group:I 
I 

I 
3. 	Are those the reasons you've stayed? Or are there other 

reasons as well? 
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Most people you recruit will be like you. They will want and 
need to get something out of the group. What can the group 
do for them? You need to learn what is in itfor them. This 
is complex. People join for many different reasons. Think 
back to all the things you may have gotten from a group 
you joined. Some may be personal: 

• 	 A chance to enjoy the company of others and the feeling 
that people appreciate your ideas. 

• 	 A chance to express your ideas. 

• 	 A chance to use your skills and abilities. 

• 	 An opportunity to grow intellectually or spiritually. 

• 	 A chance to sing in a chorus. 

• 	 A place to meet a mate or a new friend. 

• 	 A chance to be with someone you really like. 

• 	 A chance to feel some sense of power in yourlife. 

• 	 An opportunity to have some meaning in your life. 

Others may be more related to conditions where you live 
or work: 

• 	 A chance to make a difference in the problem of drugs, 
AIDS, or crime-something that really bothers you. 

• 	 A chance to get to know neighbors whom you don't 
really know. You just wish people were friendlier. You 
think it would make the street safer and you would feel 
better knowing the people on your street. 

• 	 A chance to lower taxes or a utility bill, or get better 
medical care, higher wages, better working conditions, 
or better schools. 

• 	 A chance to clean up a park or to cut down the noise in 
the neighborhood. 

• 	 A chance to do something about things you are angry 
about-the trash in the street, overcrowded schools, the 
way you are treated on the job, or the way you and your 
fellow students are treated in school. 
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Real Issues and Real People 

Many of us have limited knowledge of why other people 
join a group. It is easier to understand your own reasons. 
You may think that others are only interested in the issue 
the group is pursuing. The immediate issue may be better 
garbage pick-up, higher wages, affordable housing, better 
schools, getting rid of a drug problem, or getting a traffic 
light put up. But you miss much ifyou treat people as inter­
ested only in the immediate issue. In fact, if that is all they 
are interested in, they are not likely to last long in your 
organization. If you don't look beyond the immediate issue 
for reasons that people want to join, you may not be able to 
keep them in your group for very long. You need to be able 
to get under their skin, to know what makes them tick. 

... The Point is to Build Relationships 
do you want to fmd out this information? Because you 

are building relationships-not just gathering extra hands 
for a series of tasks. 

You also are looking for leaders, people who will take 
responsibility, people who eventually will work on their 
own initiative. Many people will not take initiative without 
encouragement. You are looking for openings. You are not 
looking for full-blown leaders who are eager to take 
responsibility. You are not likely to find them. (If you do, 
such leaders are more likely to be out looking to recruit 

You are looking for people who have some good 
values, who want to do something, who have some time in 
their busy lives, and who will do something that advances 
their own personal interests. You need to find out what 
they are interested in and get a sense of who they are. They 
need to get some sense of who you are. In these relation­
ships we can inspire and challenge each other. 
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Not Selling, Not Manipulating 
New organizers sometimes think that you have to manipu­
late people in order to recruit them. In the short run this 
may seem effective. In building long-lasting organizations 

can exert power, this is not useful and can even be 
harmful to your organization. 

Some organizers think that being honest and open about 
their role-that they are trying to get people to volunteer for 
jobs-will keep potential volunteers from joining. Follow­
ing this line of thinking, those organizers may try to hide or 
mystify what they do. This practice obscures a necessary 
job and makes it harder to build strong organizations. 

When organizers mask their recruitment goal behind some 
other fac;ade, they are unconsciously suggesting that people 
don't know what is good for them-but that the organizer 
does. If you believe that what you are doing is in the best 
interest of people, then there is no need to trick people into 
that behavior. Given the right opening and encouragement, 
people will elect to pursue that behavior-because it is in 
their best interests. 

Strong Relationships Build Strong 
Organizations 
If we are going to work together, we are going 
to ha've to like each other. 

-Horace Small 

You are building relationships because strong relationships 
build effective organizations. 

The tasks the organization undertakes are done more 
efficiently when relationships, morale, and communica­
tion are strong. While a common goal is essential, strong 

are the glue that keeps people working 
toward that goal. 
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CASE STUDY 

Relationships Keep Groups Together 

Harvard Union of Technical and 
Clerical Workers 

An organization will withstand stress if the personal rela­
tionships among its members are strong. Organizers from 
the Harvard Union of Technical and Clerical Workers 
were able to convince workers at Harvard University to 

the union not so much because the university was 
enemy," but because of the strong personal 

relationships organizers and union supporters built with 
other employees. The Harvard union organizers talked to 
employees about all kinds of subjects-not only about the 
union. They talked about their personal lives, their fami­
lies, and the weather. They instituted a Friday afternoon 
"chat" session for people just to come together to talk It 
lowered stress and built the organization. Rumors are 
harder to start or spread where relationships are strong. 

Strong Relationships Are Also a Reward 
in Themselves 

Remember the reasons you joined a group in the first 
place. Look at what has kept you in the group. For many, 
it is the quality of the relationships they find in the group 
that keeps them involved. Marie Manna at the Harvard 
Union of Technical and Clerical Workers describes her 
success in recruiting people to union meetings. After 
having little luck with sending out flyers and mailing 
newsletters, she called people up, told them about the 
meeting and said, "I haven't met you yet, but I'd like to 
meet you." Fourteen people who never came before 
showed up. "People want to be part of a welcoming 
community," she said. "They came because thev knew 
someone would want to meet them." 
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Some call this focus on relationships a "woman's way of 
organizing." Some women organize this way, and it is very 
effective. Men do it, too. I will never forget the six-foot-tall, 
macho utility lineman in cowboy boots I met from the 
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers in 
Wyoming. In a roomful of men, most of whom spent their 
working days climbing utility poles in Colorado and 
Wyoming, he described his method for recruiting and keep­
ing members in his union: "I hug 'em," he said. Another 
organizer chimed in to explain that he keeps his members 
connected to the union by taking them bowling every 
month. Everyone in the room nodded. These methods 
made sense to them. 



CHAPTER 

How to Recruit: 
The Nuts and Bolts 

Finally! Now it's time to go out and bring in members. 

In community organizing, the best way to learn is often by 
observing, practicing, and reflecting. In this chapter I will 
walk you through two recruiting situations---door-knock­
ing (short visits) and one-on-ones (long visits). Then we'll 
look at two important reasons for recruiting-recruiting 
for a specific task and recruiting with a general focus on 
building a democratic organization. Along the way, we will 
listen in on a few recruiting sessions, we'll role-play, and 
we'll critique what we have observed. If you can, read and 
discuss the sample dialogues in this chapter with a col­
league or two, or do some role plays of your own before 
you go out recruiting. Talking about it will help you to learn 
more. You can use the same practice and critiquing meth­
ods you'll see in this chapter. 

If you've never recruited before, it would be terrific if you 
could find an experienced organizer to shadow for at least 
a few hours, so you can observe someone recruiting before 
you do it yourself. If you can't, use this chapter as a print 
version of an apprenticeship and jump in from here. 

Either way, the first time you recruit you may feel like you 
are diving into ice cold water. So just take a deep breath 
and get started. Every time you do it, you'll learn something 
that helps you do it better the next time. I've been organiz­
ing for decades, and I'm still learning. So try not to feel too 
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intimidated. Remember: The reason you are recruiting is to 
give people an opportunity to pursue their interests. You're 
not coercing people, you're giving them an opportunity. If 
you enjoy meeting people, you'll find out that recruiting 
can be a lot of fun. So have fun! 

~ Listen. Don't Sell. 
The most common mistake people make when they try to 
recruit people to their organization is talking too much. 
They talk a lot about how wonderful the organization is, all 
the good things it has done for them, and how much it 
means to them. This is probably all true. But it is not useful 
in recruiting. Listening is better. 

You want to find out who the potential recruits are and why 
they might stay in the organization. So, listen. By listening 
you can discover what the organization might mean to 
them. You can discover how they can best participate in the 
group, what role or task they can best manage. 

How to Listen When You are Recruiting: 
Two Methods 

How do you listen? That depends in part on how much time 
you have, where you are, and how much time you want to 
spend right now with each person. There are a great many 
situations where you will be recruiting. I will cover two 
basic situations. Your particular situation may be different, 
or perhaps it is a mix of these two. 

146 



148 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

~ Method One: Short Visits, 
or "Door-knocking" 

You may decide that a short visit is what you need now, or 
it may be all you have time for. Some call this "door-knock­
ing," since it originated with door-to-door neighborhood 
organizing. This short visit can be done in a wide variety of 
settings where you meet people for a short period of time. 
It allows you a short (five- or ten-minute) conversation. You 
can talk with a large number of people this way. This lets 
you identify those whom you may want to re-visit for a 
longer conversation in the future. 

Before You Go: 

Preparation for Doing Short Visits 


Practice First! 

You will have about 30 to 40 seconds to establish a con­
nection and credibility with each potential recruit. So 
before you go out, practice exactly what you are going to 
say. It gets easier as you do it. The exact words matter. 
Have someone you trust listen to you or else record your­
self and then play back the tape or video to critique your­
self. (Later in this chapter I discuss in more length how you 
can use an audio or videotape recording to practice recruit­
ing. Take a look at that section, "Recruiting to Build a 
Democratic Organization: It Takes More Than Learning a 
Rap.") If you don't get it right the first few times, don't 
worry. Noone was born knowing how to recruit. Keep try­
ing until you feel that you can say your opening lines easily. 

Look the Part 

The person at the door will size you up in the first few sec­
onds. Dress appropriately. Don't let your clothes or appear­
ance be an obstacle. It may help to wear a button or badge 
identifying your organization. In some cases you might 
want a photo identification badge to assure people that you 
are a legitimate representative of the organization. 
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Go With a Buddy 

When you do short cold-call meetings with strangers, 
whether you are knocking on doors or standing in a mall or 
in the center of downtown, do it with a partner. Go in male 
and female pairs if possible. This makes people feel most 
comfortable talking to you. Going in pairs is also safer than 
going alone. 

This certifies that [write in name] 

is a member of the 

Orange Grove Improvement Association. 

Membership expires [write in date] 

Mission: The Orange Grove Improvement Associ­
ation is a membership organization that works to 
improve life for all residents and businesses in 

Orange Grove City. It is open to all, regardless of 
race, nationality, religion, or sexual orientation. 
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The South Street 

Improvement Committee stopped by. 


Sorry we missed you. 


We would like to know what YOU think ... 

Come to Our Next Meeting: 
---'III--"" Thursday, 

March 16, 2007 
7:30 to 9:00 p.m. 

Topic: How to Clean up Everett Park 
Guest: Recreation Commissioner 

Paul McCarthy 
• 

For more information: 
Contact Michael Brown, (781) 999-9999 

or~~~~~~~ 

Check out our website: 

www.websitename.org 


The South Street Improvement Committee is a group 

of concerned citizens in our neighborhood. 


to all concerned residents 
\JLll~ia1s) who support our goals. 

per year. 
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Door to Door, Step by Step 
So you have all your materials, you have a partner, you have 
a plan, and you're at the door. What do you do now? 

Knock! 

Once someone answers the door, here are the steps to follow: 

1. Smile, look the person in the eye, and say your name 
and the name of your group. 

2. Authorize or legitimate yourself. This can take many 
different forms. If you are a neighbor and you are trying to 
get a neighborhood organization going, just being a neigh­
bor may be legitimacy enough. If you are part of a group, 
say what the group has already done. ("We are the group 
that got the city to clean up the lot across Broadway last 
month.") A local leader may have referred you. This also 
gives you some legitimacy. (For example, "I work with 
Father Mahoney," or "Rabbi Salzman suggested I stop by." 
Always double-check first that it is okay to use someone's 
name. The fastest way to de-legitimate yourself is to use 
someone's name without permission!) 

3. Explain why you are there: "We are here to find out 
about what you are concerned about." Say "you" rather 
than "people in the neighborhood." You are not conducting 
a survey. You want this person to know that you care about 
what he or she thinks, not about what everyone thinks. You 
recruit people one at a time. Remember, this is what works. 

4. Then listen. Your job in the short visit is to find out a 
little about this person. Don't talk a lot. You are not a door­
to-door salesperson, although the person you are visiting 
may think you are. Some people will likely be bewildered 
that someone who is not a salesperson or census taker is at 
their door and is asking them what they think about some­
thing. This does not happen to them very often. They are 
used to a different approach. 

http:www.websitename.org
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5. Try to follow up on their answers with open-ended 
questions. These are questions that can't be answered 
with "Yes" or "No." If they say, "I don't really know," when 
you ask what they are concerned about, mention some of 
the things that you have heard from others. ("Some other 
people have been concerned about the traffic on Broadway, 
how hard it is for the kids and elderly to cross in the cross­
walk near Everett Street. Other people have been con­
cerned about the garbage pick-up. They say it's really a 
mess after garbage day. Others have been concerned about 
all the smoke that the tire factory is putting out every night, 
or that the schools don't have enough money to educate 
our children. Are these things that you are concerned 
about, or are there other things?") 

6. Engage the person in some dialogue--hopefully get­
ting some agreement that something should be done about 
the problem and that, yes, it would good to have a group 
that would take the lead on 

7. If your group has membership dues, make sure to tell 
each person you visit. People often feel misled if you 
mention dues up front. 

8. Invite the person to join. If the answer is yes, fill out 
a membership card right then and hand it to the new mem­
ber. If the person declines, say that you understand and 
thank the person for spending the time talking with you. 

9. Ask for each person's name and phone number, "If 
you don't mind giving it to me." Make sure to record the 
name and phone number along with the street address. 

10. Ifno one is home, leave behind the one-page flyer 
containing all the relevant information, including your 
phone number and address, so that they can contact you. 

SECTION II: POWER MEANS MOBILIZING YOUR RESOURCES • 153 

.. 	Method Two: Longer Visits­
The One-on-One 

This method is for developing 

leaders. It involves a longer visit-40 to GU mmutes, some­

times more, depending on the culture and context within 

which you are working. 
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The 80/20 Rule 
You recruit by finding out about the other person and his or 
her interests and seeing how this person's interests overlap 

the interests of the organization. You want to learn 
about the other person-so that means that most of what 
you need to do is listen. 

Remember, you are not trying to manipulate anyone or sell 
anything (not even ideas). You are there to learn about the 
person and to find out if there is a connection between 
your group andthe person's self-interest. 

The rule of thumb in such meetings is to listen about 80 per­
cent of the time and talk about 20 percent of the time. Ifyou 
are doing more than 20 percent of the talking you are prob­

sellin!:! rather than finding out about the other person. 

This is not chit-chat. You are there with a purpose. You are 
there to find out what the person cares about, what his or 
her values are, what his or her community connections are, 
how much time he or she has, what other organizations he 
or she has been in or is now involved in, what his or her 
self-interest is, and what makes this person tick. You can't 
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find out everything in one brief meeting, but you can find 
out a lot if you ask the right questions and listen carefully. 

Go With a List In Your Head 
Before you go for the visit, have in mind a menu ofpossible 
tasks you can ask the person to do for the organization. 
These may include: 

• 	 Attend a meeting of your group. 
• 	 Distribute a flyer for the meeting. 
• 	 Make a phone call. 
• 	 Bring cookies to the meeting. 
• if so-and-so would like to help with the annual dinner. 
• 	 Set up an appointment for you with his or her minister. 
• 	 Arrange for the group to hold its next meeting at the per-

son's church. 
• 	 Stuff envelopes. 
• 	 Volunteer at the office. 
• 	 Host a coffee, where you can come to tell the person's 

friends all about the organization and listen to their 
concerns. 

• 	 Introduce you to Mazy, across the street, by going to visit 
her along with you. 

You get the idea. In your visit, as you listen for the person's 
limitations and interests, be thinking about what a good 
first task for this person might be. 

Don't Be Mechanical 
You can't fake interest. You can't do this kind of listening 
mechanically. This is not a clever technique to recruit more 
members. You have to be genuinely interested in who the 
person is. Ifyou are not, stop! Don't have the meeting. You 
have to honestly believe that you are there to build com­
munity and to find out about this person. If you are 
take a break. Go home. Ask yourself why you are doing this 
in the first place. 
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EXERCISE 

• How to Plan a Visit 

All this good advice is worthless unless you go out and do it! 
Start with someone easy, someone you know. Before the visit, 
make a plan. Fill in the following information about the person 
you are going to see. What do you already know about this 
person? 

I. Organizational affiliations: _____________ 

2. Past activities: __________________ 

3. Family: ________________ 
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4. Networks: _________________ 

I 

5. Current activities: ________________ 

6. What can you ask the person to do for the group? 

Listening In On a Model Dialogue 
Here is a dialogue of what such a conversation might sound 
like. In this model one-on-one visit I am trying to recruit 
someone into a hypothetical group, "Interfaith in Action." 
This is an organization of that works to 
improve the schools, build affordable housing, and improve 
other conditions in the city. Your organization may be dif­
ferent. The issues may be different. You may meet in a 
kitchen, a pizza parlor, an office, or workplace. However, 
the principles of listening, not selling, remain the same. 

In this example, I ("Organizer") am a member of a religious 
congregation, and I am recruiting someone I have seen at 
services but do not know well. Let's call her Alix. During 
the after-service coffee, I invited her to meet me at a diner 

a cup of coffee. So I am in the diner with my coffee. 

The dialogue might go something like the following. 
commentary on the dialogue is boxed. 
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Your body language counts. Be relaxed, but attentive. 
You also want to share enough about yourself so that 
the conversation is two-way. You cannot expect the 
other person to reveal much about herself or himself 
if you don't share much of yourself. 

/ 
Michael (Organizer): Hi, thanks for coming. I 
know I have seen you in church often, but I have 
never really gotten to know you. I have been a mem­
ber here for about twelve years now. I grew up in 
New York, but this is now my home. My wife and I 
have two children, and I like this place, but I wish it 
would be more of a community-although I know at 
times it has been. When our last child was born, my 
wife was pretty sick and a lot of people in the con­
gregation helped us, cooking, bringing groceries, 
dropping them off on the porch. But I worry about 
the schools, with the state budget cutbacks; they 
now charge for band and sports at the high school 
and my third grader's class has kids, which I 
is too many. Could you tell me a little about yourself? 

/ 
You want to leave off with a simple open-ended ques­
tion to start her talking. An open-ended question ;s one 
that does not take a yes or no answer. You are looking 
for clues about what she says about herself. 

Alix (Potential Member): Well, I moved here 
from Detroit, and have worked mostly for public 
relations firms in advertising. I always liked to draw 
and put together ideas on paper. I have worked for 
Morris & Morris for about eight years now, and I live 
with my husband and two sons, ages six and ten, in 
East Cloverdale, near the racetrack. I have been 
coming to the church for about four years. 
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Michael: And what brought you to this church? 

""
She has stopped talking. You want to get her talking 
again, so you ask her about something you have in 
common. Again, ask an open-ended question. You ask 
this because you want to find out something about her 
values. Why did she join the church? Is it a major fam­

tradition? You are trying to find out more about her 
and what the church means to her. 

Alix: Well. I was looking ~or someplace that was 
spiritual and community-oriented-nothing too 
fancy-and I liked this place. 

She made some crucial points: "spiritual and commu­
nity-oriented." This indicates that "spiritual" things and 
being "community-oriented" are important to her. This is 
a good sign that she might be interested in a community 
group. She might have said many other things. She might 
have said she joined for her husband or for her children. 
You need to listen between the lines. You are trying to 
understand what matters to her. She isn't talking much, 
so you will have to gently pry a little more. Go easy. 

Michael: What did you like about it? 

Alix: Well, the people were friendly and I liked the 
fact that the minister and some of the members 
were interested in social action sorts of things. 

Here's a big clue. She said members were interested 
in "social action sorts of things." This gives you a good 
idea that she is interested in the community and possi­
bly the political situation. She looks like someone who 
might be good for your organization. So you can follow 

with a more specific question to clarify the social 
action business. 
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Michael: Oh? Does that interest you'? 

Alix: Oh, yes. I have always tried to get involved in 
the community, although it's harder now that I'm 
working full-time and I have the two kids. 

Another big due. She is interested, but her time is 
limited. She is giving you a dear indication that she 
will not like to have her family time heavily invaded. 
Go slow and show her that getting involved with your 
organization won't jeopardize the relationship with her 
two children. This also indicates that her two children 
are important to her. She is very open about this. 

Michael: I can understand I have two children 
myself. I know how much time it takes and how 
important it is. The older one has been interested in 
politics, at least for a while, but now she seems to 
be exploring her artistic side. You never know 
where they will end up. I only hope that they do 
what they are meant to do. But, tell me, where did 
you get :/four interest in social action? 

Don't remain an aloof stranger. You are a real person 
with a history, self-interest, and story of your own. You 
want her to get to know you as well. You should share 
enough of yourself to help her feel comfortable 
about herself. The relationship should be two-way. 
the other hand, don't draw the conversation 
back to yourself. 

Alix: Well, actually it comes from meditation I do 
and some reading, as well as from my parents, who 
always were involved in the community. My father 
was a banker, but the old-fashioned kind, the kind 
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who loaned money to people because he knew them 
and knew they would pay it back 

Another clue. You are interested in her values. Your 
organization is based on values and sustained by the 
values of its members. You are looking for people who 
have values that you share: concern for the community 
welfare as well as for one's own welfare. 

This clue tells you that she learned something from 
her father. Many of us learn our values from our 
lies. Not good lessons all the time, but the values that 
we learned from our family are often deeply held. You 
need to understand where she learned her values, as 
well as what those values are. People who acquired 
their values in childhood from their family often have 
values that last. This also helps you to know how to 
motivate her. If she received values from a teacher of 
literature, then literature may be a way to her heart A 
comment like the one above tells you a lot. You would 
do well to follow up. Again, she is not talking very long. 

Michael: Really? What my parents told me still 
sticks with me to this day, too. My mom, who was a 
social worker, always told me how there was a right 
and a wrong, and that was that. Not much middle 
ground. Some things were jllst right, and you did 
them. Other things were just wrong and you did not 
do them. I also watched them work hard, sojust 
from their example, I think I learned something 
about the value of hard work What kinds of things 
do you think your parents taught you'? 

Again, another open-ended question to find out more 
about her family values. You want to find out ifshe is 
interested in community issues out ofa sense of charity 
or if she is out for herself as well. People who do well 
in organizations care about their own welfare. They are 
not selfless do-gooders who only think they are doing 
good for others. 
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Alix: Well, they always told me that we should try 
to give back something to the community. Whatever 
we had, we shouldn't just hold onto it for ourselves. 

Michael: So have you done things like that in the past? 

/ 
Here you are trying to find out what she has actually 
done in the past. Does she only talk a good game, or 
has she actually done anything? One of the best indica­
tors that someone will contribute to your organization 
is whether they have done something similar in the 
past. You want to know whether they have put their 
values into action before. 

Alix: Yeah, with the church in the last place I lived, 
before my husband got laid off and we had to move 
back here. But lately, no, not so much. I've really 
been too busy. With the kids and work, my hus­
band, the family, and my mother hasn't been too 
well lately. Since my dad passed away, I've been try­
ing to spend more time with her. 

Again, here are more important clues about her avail­'"ability. All this information about her helps you to think 
about her and her needs and also about the organiza­
tion's needs. How can they both be met? 

Part of the job in building a community organization 
is to build the community part. This includes caring 
about what goes on in people's lives beyond the issues 
of the organization. As a member and leader of the 
organization you should check in with people about 
their lives. This information about her family is valuable. 
You will want to remember that her mother is sick and 
that she wants to spend more time with her. You may 
want to find things for her to do within the organization 
that she can do at home. She could stuff envelopes or 
make phone calls from home. 
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Michael: Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. 

Alix: Oh, it was a couple of years ago, and he was 
very sick for a long time. 

Michael: Well, what do you think of the city here? 
You said you haven't been here that 

You want to draw her back to the present and her 
concerns and opinions. Another open-ended question 
can do this. It helps to show that you have 
been listening. 

Alix: Well, when I was little I actually lived here. My 
grandparents were from here, used to be farmers. 
We moved away when I was about ten. I still have 
some cousins nearby, but I don't see them much. 

More good information about her roots in the commu­
nity. These roots give her credibility in a community that 
values personal history. Now you move to another area 
where your organization has been very involved. 

Michael: You said you have two children. What do 
you think of the schools here? 

Alix: Oh, they are okay, although my oldest, I think, 
has too many children in his fifth grade class­
there are about 28. I think that's too many. I like the 
teacher, but I don't see how she can pay attention 
to all those kids. 

Michael: Have you been involved in the PTA or 
anything? 

Alix: I actually looked for one, but I don't think 
there is one in the school. 
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Michael: Sounds like you might like to make things 
a little better there, if there were some way to do it. 

is a leading question. I am stretching here, trying 
how much she might be willing to do. 

Alix: Well, maybe, but I'm not much for that. I might 
help out, but I'm not really going to do much, espe­
cially now, with my mother sick. I really still need to 
pay attention to her. She is really pretty sick. 

Time to back off, although she said she might "help 
out." You should be thinking about how she could do 
this and still not draw too much attention away from 
her mother. 

Michael: I am sorry to hear that. I know what that 
can be like. My aunt is dealing with some health prob­
lems, and I know at any time I might be called to take 
care ofher. fA briefdiscussion about Ali:x's mother's 
health follows. Then I direct the conversation back to 
the purpose of this one-on-one.} You said you went 
looking for the PTA. Which school was that? 

Alix: The Garfield School. 

Michael: I know that school! What do you think of 
that school in general? 

Alix: Oh, I like the principal and most of the teach­
ers I've met. I think they try hard, but with so many 
kids I am not sure there is that much they can do to 
make things very much better. 

Michael: I know you said you went looking for the PTA, 
so I thought you might like to know that I am involved 
with Interfaith in Action. We worked to get the city to 
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open the swimming pools in summer for the kids and are 
trying to get the voters to pass a bond issue to fix up the 
high school and two of the schools. We're also 
trying to get the banks to fund more affordable housing. 
You kn,ow they could do more to allow people to buy 
homes and make the neighborhood more stable. Are you 
interested in any of that? 

Here you are looking to match her interest with the '" work of the organization. This is a pretty direct ques­
tion. You are testing out what kind of work she might 
be willing to commit to. 

Alix: Well, I am interested in the schools of course, 
because of my kids, but I really hadn't heard much about 
the bond issue. I don't know much about housing, 
although my dad used to talk about loans and mortgages, 
but I never really listened much to the details. 

Michael: Well, there is a short discussion group after 
church in two weeks for about an hour, with some of the 
people from Interfaith in Action, including me. Would you 
like to come to that? 

Here you make an explicit Pitch for her to take some 
action. It is not an outrageous request She is already a 
member of the church. The discussion group is a low 
level ofcommitment. It is only an hour. You make that 
clear. You know she guards her family time closely. 

Alix: When did you say it is? 

Michael: In two weeks, that's Sunday, March 20, from 
11:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon. It's right after the service, in the 
basement. You can get to know a little more about these 
things then. 

Alix: That sounds okay, I'll see you then. 
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Debriefing: What Did the Recruiter Do? 

The recruiter (in this example, it was me) modeled specific 
strategies in the sample dialogue. These techniques will be 
useful as you conduct your recruitment meetings. Let's 
highlight a few of the key principles: 

1. 	 I spoke about what we had in common (our children), 
although I did not focus the conversation on my inter­
ests and my life. 

2. 	 I followed up on my questions, encouraging her to think 
about herself and talk about herself. 

3. 	 I did not force her to commit to anything or pressure her. 
I simply suggested a specific follow-up action that seemed 
well within her area of interest and her time constraints. 

When You're In Someone's Home 

In someone's home, the kitchen table is a good place for 
conversation. (Life insurance salespeople say this, too.) 
Notice the little things of their lives-pictures of family on 
the walls, basketball trophies, or wall hangings from far-off 
places. Home decorations tell you a great deal about the 
people you are visiting. If something is in open view, ask 
about it-if it is in plain sight, this is not prying. "Oh, are 
those your children?" "Is that a recent photo?" "Who is the 
basketball player?" 

Sometimes what you see in a home provides openers for a 
conversation about people's values. Are they just out for 
themselves? Do they think everyone deserves a fair 
chance? Have they ,volunteered to coach girls' basketball? 
Why is it that some schools have big gyms and nice athletic 
fields and some have only a parking lot for the kids to play 
in? Why is it that people in some neighborhoods breathe 
fumes from diesel buses and others get good train service? 
There are lots of ways to uncover how people think about 
what is right and wrong in the world. 
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Food and Drink 
Accept all offers of food or drink, unless it is against 
your religious or other strong beliefs or you have a medical 
reason not to. Food and drink, even a glass of water, what­
ever is offered, invoke the ritual of breaking bread 
together. This is an age-old bonding tradition. But beware: 
Recruiting can be fattening. If your host offers you some­
thing that you really don't like, ask for a glass of water. 
Even if you are stuffed from your last visit, you can always 
accept a glass of water. Alcohol is not advisable. Remem­
ber, you are working. Keep alert. 

Cultural Differences 
Be aware of cultural differences. You need to understand the 
meaning of different foods, even of water. For example, 
some Haitian-Americans will not accept a glass of tap water, 
having experienced this as inferior or even dangerous in 
their homeland. Offering it could be insulting. Similarly, cul­
tures vary in how directly people speak about personal 
issues, in how close you should stand (or sit) during a con­
versation, in the significance of eye contact, in use of first 
names, in how you address somebody much older than you 
(or much younger than you), etc. Pay attention to these 
unspoken signals. If you aren't sure of the cultural nuance, 
find a mentor from that culture and ask him or her. Or, bet­
ter, do the visit with a partner who is from that culture. 

Story: Culture Matters 

One ofmy first organizing jobs was in Revere, Massachu­
setts. There were a lot of Italians there, as well as Irish 
and some Jews. The Italians always fed me. One day, I 
was sitting in the kitchen ofan Irish family. I was hun­
gry. There was a basket offood on the table right in front 
ofme. Just then, my host said, "We're Irish, we just put the 
food out. We don't ask you to eat." I said thanks and asked 
if it was okay to take something. He said yes, and I ate. 

"''' 
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I had been oblivious to the cultural dimension of the inter­
action. I was lucky that this man explained it to me. 

After the Meeting 

Keeping Records 

After a recruitment conversation (but not during it­
remember you are not taking a survey!), make notes to 
remind yourself of the important things you heard about 
this person. Do this right away. Your memory of the person 
will begin fading immediately after the meeting. 

When I was doing a lot of one-on-ones and I was driving to 
the visits, I would immediately go to my car and write down 
the important things I remembered. 

Visit 2123102 

Alix Smith 54 Mason Terrace, Cloverdale, 

(h) 889-6756, (w) 878-6750 ext 352, two children, 
6 and 10, Garfield School, dad died, mom sick, 
busy with her mother, Our Lady Church 4 yrs, 
from Detroit in '82, Pub. Rel.,Adv. (Morris & Morris) 
Married (Gene), dad banker, meditation, grandparents 
farmers here. Issues: classes too big, no PTA, 
Commitd: sd wd come to 3120 disc. grp. Looks good. 
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After doing hundreds of these one-on-ones and recording 
brief notes about each person, I noticed that my memory for 
details of people's lives improved. Writing down the infor­
mation on the card seemed to help etch the infonnation in 
my brain. The cards are also useful because they allow you 
to refresh your memory, which helps to reinforce it. 
Remembering the details-children's names, where people 
were born, what they like to eat-strengthens relationships. 

If you have the wherewithal, computer databa.,>es are use­
ful for any large list. They allow you to code participants by 
various categories and to keep track of members' activities 
and interests. 

Following Up 

When you find "live wires," put them to work immedi­
ately. Find something they can do-any little thing-and 
get them started and ready to .do more, or you'll lose them 
for the cause. 

-Fred Ross, Sr. 

(Fred Ross, Sr" was the organizer who trained Cesar Chavez and 
developed the widespread practice of house meetings in the campaign 
to build the United Farm Workers union,) 
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I started exploring next steps with Mix, the woman in the 
sample long visit dialogue, during our very fIrst meeting. I 
asked her to come to a one-time discussion group after 
church in two weeks. The best way to get someone started 
in the group is ... to get the person started! 

If you promised that you'd do something specifIc after the 
meeting, do whatever you promised to do. Following up and 
following through are sure-fIre ways to recruit volunteers or 
members. How many people really do what they say 
will do? If you do, you will distinguish yourself greatly. 

Reminding helps. Ask if it is okay to remind the person of 
upcoming meetings or other activities or opportunities. I 
even ask lww people like to be reminded, by phone or e­

at what time of the day, how late or early I can call. 
Try to model care and accountability. 
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~ Recruiting for a Task 

The duty of the organizer is to provide people with the 
opportunity to work for what they believe in. 

-Fred Ross, Sr. 

Another way to recruit people to your organization is to 
recruit people to an activity. Many people want to do some­
thing useful, not just go to another meeting. 

Story: To Be Of Use 

I used to volunteer for the Boston Community Develop­~ 
ment Loan fundraising committee. Each December, the 
staff person would invite us to the annual fundraising 
mailing party. There was food on the table, as well as a 
list of hundreds of potential contributors. We wrote per­
sonal notes on the letters to the people we knew, then 

I{; 

folded and stuffed them. We knew we were being useful. 
The mailing brought in money. A personal, handwritten 
note on a fundraising letter increased the likelihood of a 
contribution. I liked writing to people I knew but didn't 

* see often. It also made me feel good to know that the 
" 

people I wrote would know that I was a volunteer for a 
valued community organization. 

$> f.t '0 

When you have people who are already interested mem­
bers of your group, you want to get them more involved 
and motivated. You want them to take responsibility. There 
is likely too much work for those who are doing it now. You 
need the help! There might not seem to be something for 
them to do. Or you don't think they could do what you can 
do. Your job is to fmd something for them to do. 

SECTION II: POWER MEANS MOBILIZING YOUR RESOURCES • 173 

How to Recruit People to a Task: 
Working for Meaning, Not Money 
You are working with volunteers. You cannot tell them 
what to do, "or else!" You have no formal authority over 
them. They are working for meaning, not money. You need 
to find out what has meaning for them. How do you find 
this out? How do you recruit people to a task? 

These are guidelines I have found helpful: 

1. Ask them to help. This is the first and most important 
guideline. Just as you need to ask people to join, you need 
to ask people to help. People are unlikely to help without 
being asked. If you don't ask they are not likely to know 
that you need the help. 

2. Ask them what they like to do. It doesn't help to ask 
someone who hates to make phone calls to make phone 
calls. Maybe he or she will hold a house party, or hand out 
flyers at the church, or bake cookies. Find out what the 
person likes to do. 

3. Come with a mental menu. Not a menu of food 
(although food is vital at most events)-but a menu of 
things they can do. This menu should be in your head. 
Don't refer to a paper when you are recruiting people. You 
want them to look at you and see you looking at them. If 
you give them a piece of paper, they are more likely to look 
at the paper than at you. You recruit people with people, 
not paper. 

For instance, "We need someone to weed the hedges 
around the building, bake lasagna for the supper, sell tick­
ets, collect tickets, sign in guests at the dinner, put up signs 
on the telephone poles along the road to direct people to 
the dinner, and make phone calls." Ask specifically for 
what you want. (Do not ask: "Can you help us out tonight 
at the club?" Do ask: "Can you help us with the club mem­
bership by calling ten people tonight between 7:00 and 8:00 
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p.m.?") When people ask what they can do, tell them, "It 
depends on what you like to do. You can choose." (This is 
probably an opportunity they won't have in a paying job!) 
Match what the person likes to do with what the organiza­
tion needs. 

4. Know your overall project. Know its parts. Divide the 
whole into as many parts as is reasonable-things people 
can do without bumping into one another. Make many 
small tasks rather than a few big tasks. You need as many 
people as possible in your organization, and each of them 
needs to feel needed. And they are needed! Before you start 
recruiting for tasks, take some time to divide up the jobs. 

5. There is something for everyone to do. Participation 
breeds greater involvement. Let everyone help as much as 
they wish, even if it is only a small job. If they don't want to 
bring cookies to the meeting, ask them to come early to set 
up the chairs. Try to find something for everyone to do. If 
they don't want to do something on their own, ask them to 
help someone else with a task. 

Story: Better Together~ My mother told me the story of how she first met my 
@ 

father. They were students at City College and members of 
~ House Plan, a social and political group in the 1930s. The 

organizer of House Plan was a young instructor, Max 
., Weisman. He recruited them for a task: to get some free 

cookies from a cookie factory for a party. The factory was 
@ a few blocks away. The cookies were not heavy. The task 

only needed one person. But, Max, the organizer, knew 
that such tasks sometimes create other opportunities. 
He thought they were rightfor each other. So he created a 

,. 	 task that might create other opportunities. It did. Lucky 
forme. 

oW \% ,*.j'j; 

1 

~ 

'* 
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6. Don't guess or think you already know what people 
like to do. Even if you think you know, ask what they like to 
do. People like to be asked and like to get their first choice. 

7. Provide a context for the job. Explain how this job 
fits in the overall campaign or project. People want to 
know how important their job is, and where it fits with the 
whole. Every link of the chain is necessary. No one wants 
to do busy work. 

8..When someone takes on a task, check how he or 
she is doing. Don't assume everything is going fine. Often 
people won't ask if they don't know how to do something. 
Check in. You want to let them know you care. ("How is it 
going? Do you need any help?") But allow volunteers their 
space. You don't want to be a pest or seem like you don't 
trust them to do their job. When in doubt about the right 
distance to keep, you can ask them: "Is it okay if I check in 
on how it's going every week? Is that too often?' 

9. Appreciate people for the work they do. Thank 
them. If they are doing a good job, let them know it. This 
takes little time and little money, but it is worth a lot. Writ­
ten thank-you's have staying power. 

Story: Letters Last 
I learned this lesson from a man whose mother 
complained that he never wrote. 

"But Mom," he replied, ''1 call you every week." 

''But a letter, Alan, that I can read over and over again. " 

Dear Valerie, 

Thank you so much for helping out with the 

meeting last night. Your brownies were terrific! 

All the best, 

Alan 


@*$ 
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I keep my letters for years. When I am feeling 
low, I can one out and feel a little better. 

10. If someone is doing a good job, think how this 
volunteer might take on more responsibility. Ask if the 
person wants more responsibility and encourage him or 
her to take this on. ("You are doing a good job making 
phone calls. Would you like to take five more, or could you 
see how Marie is doing with her calls?") Think about what 
might be a good next step for the person-something that 
is right for him or her and helpful to the group. 

11. Hand off as much responsibility as possible as 
quickly as possible into responsible hands. You want 
to build the leadership of many people. Leadership means 
taking responsibility. The group will function better when 
more people take responsibility. 

12. Keep your word. If you say you are only going to a"!k 
them to do so much and no more, stick with it. Remember 
that you are building a relationship (and an organization 
based on relationships), not just getting a job done. Com­
pleting the task is not the goal. The goal is building the 
organization. This is especially true for time limits. If you 
say work will be completed by 9:00, stop by 9:00, not 9:05 
or 9:10. You want your volunteer to return. Don't bait and 
switch. You do not want them to come home to an annoyed 
spouse or partner wondering where they were. 

13. Avoid doing it all yourself. You are terribly compe­
tent. You know the job will get done if you do it-even if it 
takes until 4:00 a.m. This is often the path of lea"!t resist­
ance and the habit of many leaders and hard workers. It is 
also the path to other things: burnout, no personal life, ill 
health, resentful spouses, no organization, and no mem­
bers. Getting others to help develops new leade;rs-one 
your primary goals! 

14. Keep track of what they say they will do. Write it 
down if necessary so that you remember what they said. 
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15. Emphasize the need for help. This is real. "We can't 
do it without you" is a true statement. 

16. Rule number one. Again: Don't forget to ask people 
to help. 

CASE STUDY 

Dividing Up Tasks So Everyone 
Can Contribute 
Since you need a menu of tasks to get volunteers to help, 
you need to know how to divide up a large task into bite­
sized pieces. The following example shows how you can 
start to divide up the tasks for a project. 

Putting On the Organization's Annual Dinner 
and Awards Ceremony 

This case example outlines a part of what it takes to put 
on a dinner and awards ceremony. You can see from this 
example how many different jobs there are for an event 
like this. When you make your own list, add on to this 
sampling of responsibilities the entire list of tasks needed 
for an event or a prQject. Some activities will have fewer 
tasks, others more. Almost any event, no matter how 
small, can be divided into smaller tasks. 

Sample Division of Tasks 

Overall Project: The Annual Dinner 

Large Task: Prepare the dinner and all food 
Sub-Task: Buy paper goods 
Sub-Task: Buy drinks 
Sub-Task: Set up tables and chairs on night of the 

dinner 
Sub-Task: Cook lasagna 
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Sub-Task: Sell tickets by phone 
Sub-Task: Send out dinner flyer announcement 
Sub-Task: Stuff envelopes on January 17, 

7:00-8:00 p.m., at the office 

T_arge Task: Awards Ceremony 
Sub-Task: Get awards speaker 
Sub-Task: Get all award certificates or award gifts 
Sub-Task: Do calligraphy on award certificates 
Sub-Task: Notify all people who will get awards to 

make sure they attend 

Large Task: Dinner Program 
Sub-Task: Print program 
Sub-Task: Hand out program on night of dinner 
Sub-Task: Staff sign-in table at dinner 

EXERCISE 

• Dividing Tasks 

This exercise will help you practice. Take a project. Divide it 
up into all its little pieces. 

Your overall project: _______________ 

Large Task 1: _______________________________ 

Sub-Task: _____________________ 

Who will do it? By when? ______ 

Sub-Task: ___________ 

Who will do it? By when? ______ 

Large Task 2: ______________________________ _ 

Sub-Task: ____________ 
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Who will do it~ By when? 

Sub-Task: 

Who will do it? By when? 

Large Task 3: 

Sub-Task: 

Who will do it? By when? 

Sub-Task: 

Who will do it? By when? 

This Is An Opportunity for the Individual 
as Well as for the Organization 

When you are a..<;king someone to do something, remember: 
It is an opportunity for this person, not a favor to you or 
the organization. You and the organization are not only out 
for yourselves. The group has to accomplish certain tasks. 
But you also want to provide an opportunity for people to 
do something that will benefit them. It is a balancing act. 

In the sample one-on-one dialogue earlier, Alix, the woman 
I was recruiting for the group, was involved in the church. 
The discussion group I invited her to attend will be an 
opportunity for her to meet other people. It also will help 
meet her need to get better schooling for her children. 
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~ Recruiting to Build a Democratic 
Organization: It Takes More Than 
Learning a Rap 

How do you build an organization that is owned and run by 
its members? To approach the democratic ideal ("of the 
people, by the people, for the people"), the organization 
has to do more than serve its members or advocate on their 
behalf. Its members must take active responsibility for the 
welfare of the organization. Ifyour organization wants this 
to happen, you need to communicate when you are recruit­
ing that you will want members to take responsibility for 
the organization. 

Communicating that members really own the organization is 
not easy. There may be skepticism and resistance from 
potential members. Some will find it hard to believe that their 
participation is valued, that the members own the organiza­
tion. It may be the democratic ideal, but it rarely happens. 

A Recorded Role Play 
Can Be a Powerful Tool 
When you try to communicate this idea, sometimes the 
words don't come out right. This may be because you have 
not fully understood and internalized the need for member 
ownership. Conveying the concept of member ownership 
requires that you first look inward. 

A tape-recorded or videotaped role play can help. You 
need to go deeper than a rap or sales pitch. The exact 
words you use in a role play provide valuable clues about 
how to communicate the idea of member ownership effec­
tively. The focus on the specific words used in the role play 
can help you see how your behavior (the words spoken in 
the role play) may conflict with what you think you 
believe. You can use the role play format to practice how 
you'll approach recruitment and to identify and address 
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any conflicts between what you say and what you believe. 
Examining the conflict can then help you to modify your 
behavior so that you improve your ability to communicate 
the values of participation. 

More Than a Script 
The recorded feedback provides many clues about the 
thoughts and feelings of a recruiter, which may conflict 
with the values and needs of the organization. You must lis­
ten carefully for the hidden assumptions in the specific 
words. Questioning the use of certain words and exploring 
the thoughts, feelings, and reasoning behind them can help 
you overcome obstacles to effective communication. 

The taped conversation has power. When people hear their 
own words in their own voice, they can understand how 
they come across and then can modify their presentation to 
make it more persuasive. The recorded feedback provides 
indisputable evidence of what they actually said. It allows 
people to step outside of what they think they are commu­
nicating, and hear what they actuaUy said and how others 
hear it. This helps peoDle to better understand the effect of 
their words. 

To do. this role play, you'll need three participants: An 
organizer who wants to practice his or her approach, some­
one to play the role of the potential member, and an 
observer, preferably an experienced organizer, who will 
offer critique as you go along. Then, once you have com­
pleted the role play, you can go back and listen to the 
recorded feedback and refme your approach. 

An alternative, especially if you don't have three people, is 
to have the observer provide the critique and also play the 
part of the potential member. Another way to structure this 
is to go thro-qgh the whole role playas a duo and then go 
back and listen to the tape, developing a critique together. 

I 
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The following case study, a critique of a role play, illustrates 
how this might work. The initial role play enacted a one-on­
one visit between an organizer and a potential member, set 
in the potential member's lutchen. "Davi" is an organizer-in­
training. My role ("Michael") is to help him to understand 
some obstacles he faces in internalizing and communicat­

member ownership so that he can come up with an 
effective way to recruit members who will participate in 
the organization. 

CASE STUDY 

Using Role Play and Critique to 
Practice Recruiting 
Davi (Trainee): Hello, my name is Davi Malcolm and 
what 1am trying to do is talk to as many people as possi­
ble here in the neighborhood about what is going on. 
Some people are upset about the schools, some about 
health care, some about the hospital. 1 am trying to talk 
to as many people as possible-to see what they are 
upset about, and to see what we can try to do about it. 
[He now intends to launch into a discussion with the 

tential member about that personsconcerns, as mod­
eled in the recruitment dialogue earlier in the chapter.} 

(Observer): [1 interrupt Davi 
when you say you are trying to "talk to as many people as 
possible," what do you think the impact on your listener 
would be? 1 can tell you that it would make me feel unim­
portant. 1 would be sitting here worrying, "If you have so 
many people to talk to, you'd better get going. What are 
you doing here with me?!" 

It is important that you convey in a one-on-one visit that 
you are concerned about this person. So, instead, you 
might say, "I am here to get an idea of what you care 
about." Why would you say, "I am trying to talk to as 
many people as possible?" 
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Davi: I said it because 1 feel like it is a little strange that 

I've asked to come over to this person's house. 


Michael: You feel it's strange? Did your host do or say 

anything that might lead you to think it's strange? 


Davi: No, that always surprises me. Why would 1 allow 

this person, whom 1 don't even know, into my home. to 

talk about this organization 1never heard of? 


Michael: Well, you might just begin by thanking them. 

But what do you think is the reason this family let you 

into their home? 


Davi: 1think they let me into their home because they are 

used to people visiting-at least, the people who were 

with the old organization are used to people visiting. 

There's confidence that I'm not a crazy person 

a hatchet. 


Michael: That you're not going to do them any violence? 


Davi: Yes. 


Michael: Is there anything that your host said or did that 

led you to think that he or his family was afraid of you? 


Davi: No. 


Michael: So what would make you think 
 be 
afraid of you? 


Davi: Well, I'm afraid of someone coming into my house. 

1 wouldn't let anyone in. 


Michael: So, you figure that since you wouldn't let some­

one into your house, the same goes for this family? 


Davi: [laughing} Why not? 


Michael: What for you goes for them? 


Davi: Sure. 


Michael: But is that always so? 


Davi: Well, no. 


Michael: Is there anything about these people here in 

this house that would make you think they feel that way? 


Davi: No. 
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Michael: So it's mostly that you reason that if you think 

a certain way, they must think that way, too? 

there is nothing they said or did that would make you 

think that. 


Davi: Yeah, I guess that's true. 

Michael: Here's how you might start off the conversation 
without getting into that trap: 

"Hello, I am Michael Brown from Neighbors in Action, 
and I just want to talk to you about some of the things 
you are concerned about. We are a membership organi­
zation of people all over the city. I am interested in get-

a sense of what you are concerned about." 

Look at the Reasoning and the Feelings 
In this case, the new organizer feels uncomfortable about 
visiting a potential member. So he says he wanL':> to visit 
"as many people as possible." He feels uncomfortable, and 
reasons that the potential member will also feel this way. 
(Psychologists call this "projection.") As a result, he sub­
consciously communicates to the potential member that 
the organization is not interested in what he or she thinks. 
This turns off the potential member. 

In theory, the organizer believes in member ownership. (He 
says he does.) However, he feels strange about people vis­
iting in his home and reasons that others will feel the same 
way. Therefore, he communicates a different value-that 
the potential member is just one of many whom the organ­
izer needs to talk to. His feelings get in the way of commu­
nicating what he says he believes and wants to convey. 

The tape recorder or video camera can help you to 
uncover this. Reviewing the recording, the organizer can 
see that his words are based on faulty reasoning. Hope­
fully, this allows him to communicate the value of member 
ownership more effectively. 
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Building member ownership is never easy. To communicate 
these organizational values, we need to learn more than the 
right words to say. We need to examine our thoughts and 
feelings so that we are sure to communicate what we 
intend to communicate. 

~ Success Breeds Success 

Recognizing and Rewarding 
Successful organizations recognize and reward people. 
Electoral campaign director Cathy Clement Saleh plastered 
the walls of Massachusetts State Representative Jim 
Marzilli's campaign office with the nanles and instant pho­
tos of volunteers. People liked seeing their faces on the 
wall. They felt important, recognized, and appreciated. It 
also helped people get to know each other. 

Once you take their picture and put it up, now they're a 
,volunteer and part of the crew, ready to get to work. 

-Cathy Clement Saleh 

People like to be appreciated. Verbal thank yo'u's are 
We~lC()IUle. Gifts and other tangible awards also moti­

vate Even the simplest paper certificates inspire 
volunteers. The energy level in a meeting flares up when 
someone an award. The award rewards the individual 
and also builds the morale of everyone else. When some­
one is recognized publicly, others can imagine themselves 
up front next time, receiving an award and the applause of 
the group. 
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Celebrate! 

Effective organizations celebrate. People who join organi­
zations come with all their complex wishes, hopes, and 
dreams. Effective organizations recognize that putting 
people first-taking time to resolve conflicts, to say thank 
you, to listen to personal problems, to celebrate-is not a 
frill. It is an essential part of building an effective organiza­
tion. Parties, music, dancing, and food (don't forget the 
food-organizations, like armies, march on their stom­
achs) are part of any recruiting or organizing effort. 

CHAPTER 

The Way to Develop Power 
Is to Develop Leaders 

The next day Moses sat as a magistrate among the people, 
while the people stood about Moses from morning until 
evening. But when Moses's father-in-law saw how much 
he had to do for the people, he said, "What is this thing 
that you qre doing to the people? Why do you act alone, 
while all the people stand about you from morning until 
evening?" Moses replied to his father-in-law, "It is 
because the people come to me to inquire of God. When 
they have a dispute, it comes before me, and I decide 
between man and his neighbor and I make known the 
laws and teachings of God. " 

But Moses's father-in-law said to him, "The thing you 
are doing is not right, you will surely wear yourself out, 
and these people as well. For the task is too heavy for 
you, you cannot do it alone. . . . You shall also seek out 
from among all the people capable men who fear God, 
trustworthy men who spurn ill-gotten gain. Set these 
over them as chiefs of thousands, hundred, fifties, and 
tens, and let them judge the people at all times. Have 
them bring every major dispute to you, but have them 
decide every minor dispute themselves. Make it easier 
for yourself, and let them share the burden with you. If 
you do this-and God so commands you-you will be 
able to bear up; and all these people too will go home 
unwearied. " 

-Exodus, 18:13-23 

187 
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Mter recruiting, a further step in mobilizing resources 
is developing leaders. Leaders are people who influence 
others and do the organization's work. You need to find 
people who will not only pay dues but also will take on 
responsibility for the organization. How do you do this? 
For whom do you look? 

Leaders come in all shapes, sizes, and colors and from all 
backgrounds. Some people think only certain people can 
be leaders. In World War II, the U.S. Army needed to 
develop many leaders-quickly. They thought the most 
likely leaders would betall white men. Better-qualified can­
didates were overlooked for promotions and success in the 
Army simply because they were not tall, white, and male. 
The Army's assumption, of course, was false. Physical 
traits don't determine leadership. 

~ What Do Leaders Do? 
In building an organization, even Moses could not do it all 
by himself. Getting capable help is better for the group and 
better for the leader. 

Leaders make sure things go right with the organization in 
many areas. Organizations need many and different kinds 
of leaders. No one leader can do it all. 

1. Leaders think about and develop the leadership of 

other people in the organization. 

They ask: What does this person need in order to develop 

his or her leadership? What is his or her next step in taking 

responsibility for the organization? 


2. Leaders also think about the whole group and what 

it needs. 

What does the group as a whole need to be stronger? How 

can a group find its power and voice? 
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A Circle of Leaders 
Jane Sapp, who is a musician and song leader as well as an 
organizer and educator, once described to me the African 
American tradition of "call-and-response" music in terms of 
its leadership style. Call-and-response underscores the 
need for many leaders and the fact that many people can 
and must lead-perhaps at different times-in order for a 
group to succeed: 

For call-and-response, the group forms a circle. Someone 
steps in the center of the circle. That person srole is not to 
tell people what to do but to facilitate how the group can 
find its voice,find what it has in common, and then act­
to sing, clap, march. And you are not the only one who 
can do that. Someone else can step in. You have something 
to offer in )that moment, but that moment can run out. 
There is always someone else in the circle who can con­
tribute. The leader is someone who stands in the circle for 
that moment. 

Sometimes a person leads for just a few minutes, and 
sometimes, it is for an extended period of time. There are 
recognized song leaders in this tradition who bear that 
role for many years. The role is bestowed by the commu­
nity on someone whose voice and leadership inspires, 
dares them to imagine (as when people create different 
verses), gives hope, and sounds the callfor action. What is 
special is that the circle is always open to new leadership, 
to someone willing to stand in the circle for that moment, 
bringing energy, imagination, and willingness to act. 

The Leader's First Job is to 

Develop Leaders 

Many of us see a problem that needs solving and believe 

that we may be able to fix it quickly. Developing leaders, 

rather than solving problems, often involves changing old 

habits, changing our "default" behavior in many situations. 
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It can be very challenging for us. The act of building organ­
izations by developing leaders makes us radically rethink 
what it means to be "helpful" and how we "help." 

The following story illustrates some of the complexity of 
helping. The kind of helping it focuses on is not solving a 
problem,'but developing leaders. The assumption with this 
kind of help is that the absence of strong leadership in the 
community is a more important problem than the lack of 
garbage pick-up, and that a longer-lasting kind of help 
involves developing leaders rather than more quickly solv­
ing the immediate problem. 

This is a simple story, maybe too simple. It reminds me also 
how complicated and difficult it can be at times to remem­
ber to develop other people's leadership when we have an 
ego, when we can so easily focus on the "issue" or problem 
at hand, and when we want to be "helpful." It is not easy to 
watch a problem fester when you know how ea.<;ily you 
could "fix" it. 

Story: Of Dumpsters, Old Friends, 
and New Leaders\1l 

An organizer I knew was once working to organize some 
low-income people who lived in a section oj their city that 
had not been incorporated and was ther-ejore not legally 

" 	 pa,rt oj the city, even though it was situated right in the 
middle oj the city. Sometimes it was to as "the 
hole in the doughnut." Services wer'e not good there. Roads 
wer'e jull ojpotholes or not paved at all. Streetlights wer-e 
not Ther-e were no sidewalks and no trees. Ther-e 
was no garbage pick-up. 

When the neighbors got together' to talk about their prob­
lems, the lack ojgarbage pick-up seemed to be their n1-lm­
ber one problem. They jigured that getting curbside 
garbage pick-up would be expensive, bu,t they thought that 
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getting some dumpster's would not be as hard. It would 
not cost the citu as m1,tch.\!J 
Joey, the organizer, had grown up in the city. He had a 
close per'sonal relationship with one oj the city coun­
cilors. He was almost cert,ain he could make a quick 
phone call to his jriend and get the dumpsters set out in a 
week. The neighbors would be happy. The garbage would 
not be piling up in their yards. Summer was coming 
soon. He knew that the smell could get pretty bad. 

He did not make the call, tempting as it was. He knew 
that his jirst job was to build the organization and 
develop leader'S oj the neighborhood !Jr'0up, not to the 
garbage picked up. If he had called his jriend and asked 
jor a javor based on his per'sonal relationship and his­

_, the" neighbors would have leamed the lesson that 
those with connections can get javors done, b1tt others are 
at the mercy oj the decisions oj those in power. 

It cer'tainly would have been simpler and much quicker 
jar the organizer just to make the phone call. It would 
have "solved the problem." But-and this is the crucial 
"but"-it would not have built any organization or devel­
oped any leader-s. 

The organizer- is always looking to build the organiza­
tion and develop other' leader-so Every act goes toward this 
end. Organizers know that ij they take charge and "take 
care oj the pmblem," other pmblems will arise later and 
the communitu will be no better' ojj than when it staned. 

So Joey lookedjorpeoplejrom the neighborhood who could 
go to City Hall and ask jor the d1,tmpsters. Then, the rela­
tionships ojpower- might begin to change. People who pre­
viously wer'e ojj tlw trash collection mute, people who had 
little clout in the town, might stan to speak up jor tJwm­
selves and win something jor themselves, rather than hav­
ing someone else do itjor them. Organizer'S don't do it all 
jor you. They j~nd ways to let you do it jor yoursell This 
builds leadership, responsibility, and the oroanizatio 
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~ Leaders and Self-Interest 
An important element of identifying leaders is knowing 
who is likely to become a leader and why. The traditional 
model of community organizing pointed to individual self­
interest as the basis for identifying, recruiting, and devel­
oping leaders. Saul Alinsky, who developed much of 
modern community organizing technique and theory, 
understood that self-interest moves people to action. Suc­
cessful organizers help people identify their self-interest 
and then organize groups of people to negotiate for their 
collective self-interest. Alinsky understood that low­
income people were unable to advance their self-interest 
and meet their needs without the power of an organized 
group. This self-interest often involved problems common 
to people in a geographic community: poor housing, pollu­
tion, unsafe traffic conditions, poor municipal services, etc. 
Alinsky's approach was based on the model of union organ­
izing that united workers of a company to achieve power 
against the authority of the owners of the business. Various 
tactics, generally involving bringing many people together 
to demonstrate their unity and to negotiate with those in 
authority, were the hallmark of this kind of organizing. This 
approach makes sense in many situations. 

For Alinsky, self-interest was distinguished from selfless­
ness, to avoid do-gooder types who wanted to "uplift" the 
oppressed. Alinsky was intensely opposed to such a social 
service mentality. He knew that such an attitude would 
alienate the "have-nots." It would not empower them to 
change the relationships of power that made them have­
nots in the fIrst place. He knew that the have-nots or the 
"have-a-little-want-some-mores" (as he put it) would only 
be effective in improving their lives if they designed solu­
tions to their problems. He advocated agitating (Alinsky's 
phrase was "rubbing raw the sores of discontent") to 
encourage people to fight their own battles, in their own 
self-interest, and with their own associations. 
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Traditional organizing also distinguished self-interest from 
selfIshness-which focuses only on the individual's needs, 
without any consideration for others. SelfIshness was too 
limited. Self-interest is healthy. If you won't stand up for 
yourself, who will? 

If you haven't read Alinsky and you want to do community 
organizing, start your education there (after you're done 
with this book, of course!). The Bibliography at the back of 
this book has information about Alinsky's writings. 

Self-Interest: Not So Simple 

Yet, self-interest is not so easy to define. Alinsky was talk­
ing mostly about better living conditions and economic 
self-interest. But I don't believe that is the whole story. I 
have known people who worked in a wide variety of com­
munity organizing efforts. Parents lobbied to put up "Watch 
Out for Children" signs on their streets. Neighborhood 
leaders visited City Hall to research tax records. Others 
organized public hearings to lower the utility rates, worked 
for years to create affordable housing, and fought for other 
improvements. 

On one level it was in their self-interest, just as Alinsky 
understood the concept. Their children might be safer 
crossing the street. Their taxes might go down. Their gas 
bills might go down. They might have a stable place to live. 

But the reasons the specific leaders of these efforts were 
involved were more complex than economic self-interest 
or personal safety alone. For many leaders, narrow defini­
tions of self-interest do not fit. People also seek to make 
meaning of their lives. Making a difference matters to them. 
Living by their values and speaking out for their beliefs is 
an important part of their identity. These can be a powerful 
part of self-interest. 
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In other words, self-interest rarely is one-dimensional. For 
people who join organizations, especially those who take 
leadership, their motivations draw from a deep reservoir of 
family history and longing for meaning, community, spiri­
tual fulfillment, and connection-as well a'3 from their eco­
nomic self-interest. 

Two leaders I knew in a campaign to improve the schools 
were elderly grandparents who had raised their children 
long before and whose grandchildren no longer lived in the 
city. They lived on Social Security and modest pensions. 
Yet, they worked to raise taxes to improve the schools in 
their city. Their motivation came from their basic decency 
and concern for all people, not from their immediate eco­
nomic self-interest. 

CASE STUDY 

Self·ln~erest at Work in 
Leadership Development 
The resident leader of the Camfield Tenants A'3sociation 
worked for years to rebuild the low-income housing 
development where she lived. Her journey into leader-

started one morning in 1992 when she awoke to find 
a note tacked to the door saying that HUD was selling the 
building. As she said later, 

When I saw the notice, I thought immediately ofmyfive 
kids, and I thought, "Where will we go?" My husband 
and I both had mediocre jobs. I remembered all the dis­
placement that had happened in Boston-this city has 
a history of displacing minority people. 

I knew what could happen if you sit back and do noth­
ing. I grew up at a time when the issues were Civil 
Rights and Viet1Jam. Acti'vism was not looked down on. 

I had heard about Jack Kemp's HOPE program. Kemp 
thought comm'unities would probably develop ~r resi-
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, dents had a vested interest in the property. I had talked 
with two of my daughters about why their friends did 
not come over. They said, "Who wants to come over 
when you have a big dumpster sitting in the parking 
lot?" Kids have enough problems they have to face. They 
shouldn't be ashamed of where they live. I thought it 
would be nice ifmore families could achieve something 
and move into the mainstream. They just needed a sta­
ble and comfortable place to live. 

So she stuck with the fight and over the decade she and 
her group achieved their goal. 

By the time the development was rebuilt, it would have 
been in her own financial self-interest to move out of the 
Camfield Gardens development, bby a home, and build 
equity, rather than continue renting in the development. 
She could have done that. But her family's history of 
involvement in the Civil Rights struggle taught her to give 
back to her community. 

She certainly was not selfless. The skills and confidence 
she acquired during the ten-year campaign to rebuild the 
development helped her to earn a Master's degree and 
advance from the position of school secretary to school­
teacher. She gained other leadership skills and built 
relationships with government officials and other profes­
sionals that might enable her to earn more money in 
other professional settings. 

But her "self-interest" was not so apparent all the time. It 
was a complex web offamily history, meaning-making, per­
sonal advancement and efficacy, and connection to others. 

My own motivations are a web of self-interest, yearning for 
meaning, the satisfaction of making a difference in people's 
lives, money, security, power, interesting work, spiritual 
fulfillment, a connection to my family's history, friends, 
public recognition, and more. Understanding self-interest 
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involves cutting away layers of self to get at the core of who 
we are and what we want. That is why stories are so impor­
tant. That is why relationships are important. The organi­
zation builds networks through the ties of relationships, 
ba.,>ed on our knowing each others' stories-as much as 
through our own economic self -interest. 

We can't ignore economic self-interest in looking for 
leaders. But we miss many opportunities if we make 
narrow judgments about someone's self-interest. 

Self-interest, in all its complexity, is essential in identifying 
leaders and building any community organization. The 
emphasis on self-interest helps to avoid the trap of organ­
izing people who only want to help the other. Some people 
or organizations envision their work to improve the world 
as only helping whales, the wilderness, the 
poor children in Brazil. If the organization's action is not 
connected to its members' then such action 
or organization is likely to be short-lived. People are 
unlikely to sustain an effort that is not connected to their 
own self-interest. 

come to help me, go home. But if your liberation is 
bound up with mine, then you are wetcom,e here. 

-Brazilian peasant 

One may want to save the whales, protect endangered 
species, or end slavery in faraway places. If we delve for 
the personal stories that motivate people to do this, if we 
uncover the self-interest in a seemingly distant project, 
then we have a better chance of building a stronger organ­
ization. If not, the organization's action is likely to be 
another "do-good" project; it is liable to be swept away 
when some other issue comes along. 
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Listening for the Real Story, 
Uncovering Self· Interest 
Nothing has stronger psychologicaUy on their 
environment and especially on their children than the 
unlived life of the 'Yl1'I'l"ont 

-c. G.Jung 

To identify self-interest, it helps to people to tell their 
stories. Why have they come into the organization? Where 
do thev come from? What motivatesthem to be in the group? 

Although we may cover up painful parts of our pa.'>t, they 
remain with us. The stories of the hard times of our parents 
or grandparents ... we inherit these. They have a powerful 
hold over us. 

The positive side also affects us. The values we learned and 
the behavior we observed in our families continue to influ­
ence us. Wonderful moments of our own experience also 
motivate us-our anlbitions, hopes, and dreams; those 
times when we have felt at one with ourselves, with others, 
with the universe; moments when we knew we were doing 
what we were put on the earth to do. We want to get that 
feeling back. 

Telling our stories gives us a chance to remember the good 
and the painful, the successes and the losses. It allows us 
to better understand our own self-interest and the self­
interest and motivation of others. We need this under­
standing to have the strong relationships that allow us to 
trust others. 

For these reasons, organizers go for the stories. Sometimes 
we need to push to get at what motivates someone. We do 
this because we need people to understand their own self­
interest. We also need to understand their to believe 
that they will stick with the group. We need people who 
be around for the long haul, people upon whom we can 
trust and rely. 
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CASE STUDY 

The Archaeology of Organizing: 
Digging for Stories, Meaning, 
and Motivation 

~~I Care About the Homeless"-A Mother's Tale 

This case study illustrates how a leader or organizer 
might uncover a piece of someone's story: 

I am at a dinner party at a friend's home. I meet a woman 
who tells me that she is interested in becoming more 

active. She explains that she is concerned 
about homelessness and is thinking of getting involved in 
that issue. I ask her why. 

"I just think it is wrong that there should be who 
don't have a home to live in." 

1 say, "I agree, but why do you think that?" 

"Well," she says, "it is just wrong. It is unethical, immoral. 
I just don't think the world should be like that. There is 
no good reason for it." 

At this point, 1 am thinking that there must be some rea­
son that she is so interested in homelessness. She is 
speaking with a passion that indicates something per­
sonal, something more than theoretical. Her voice is 
intense. Her eyes narrow a little, like she is trying to 
remember something. Her body tenses. 

"Yes," 1 respond to her, "I agree, but why do you think 
this? What is the storY behind your strong about 
homelessness and your to work on this 

She looks me in the eye. She has some idea of what 1am 
up to. "What is the story?" she asks. 
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"Yes," 1 say, "Why you? Why do you care about this and 
not about something else? Why is this so important 
to 

"Well," she says, ago 1 was divorced. 1 had three 
children and almost no money, and I thought I myself 
might become homeless. 1 am remarried now and doing 
fme, but there was a time when it was not like that." 

She is telling some of her story. 

"Good," 1 say, "that is important, because ifyou are going 
to be effective in helping anyone else, anyone who is 
homeless,You need to know what is in it for you." 

Some may object to the prodding or pushing modeled in 
this case study. How much to push depends on cultural 
norms, the setting, and the length of time you have 
known the person, as well as on your own feel for the 
person. When in doubt about how far to push, you might 
ask: "Do you mind if1ask you this? Am 1 being too pushy? 
1run asking you because 1 think it is important for both of 
us to know what lies beneath your interest in this issue so 
that you, and I, can be more effective in our work Is it all 
right if 1 continue to ask you about 

No one homeless is going to want your help if they think 
you are only doing it for them. If you are not doing it for 
yourself, they wiU not trust you. You will not be very effec­
tive in gaining their trust or even in bringing any but the 
most superficial help to them. Your help also is not likely to 
last very long if you are not doing this for yourself. Help 
that is not long-lasting is not going to be effective, since 
homelessness, poverty, and the lack of affordable housing 
are not quick-fIX problems. If you are not doing this for 
yourself, then you are vulnerable to being distracted by 
some other cause that comes along. 
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You Need to Be Able to Tell Your Story 
You not only need to know why you are doing this for your­
self, but you probably also will have to be able to explain it 
clearly to others, induding those whom you hope to help. 
So you have to practice telling your story in a way that any­
one can understand. The woman at the dinner party may 
have the passion and self-interest to help someone who is 
homeless, but no one will know this. Often, our reasons for 

to help may not be so clear to ourselves. We may 
have inklings, but we need to weave together the memories 
and reasons so that we can be honest with ourselves and 
also can explain our motivations to others. It is easier to 
dance on the surface, but if we are serious about helping, 
about being effective, then we have to understand our­
selves and get to what us. 

Beneath the Surface 
Self-interest includes our whole selves, our stories and 
memories and the relationships we have with close friends 
and family. It involves all that makes us tick and why. We 
may want the traffic slowed on our street, a reduction in 
our tax bill, or a better school for our children. But while 
our economic self-interest is key, memory and meaning 
also play an important role. Self-interest, fully understood, 
lies beneath the surface and beyond outward appearances. 

... Opportunities for Middle-Class Activists 

Not Looking for Self·lnterest Misses a 
Chance to Connect 
The failure to examine self-interest in its broadest sense 
also masks the problems of people in economically advan­
taged communities. Many people in such communities 
encounter overwork, family stress, economic insecurity 
from corporate layoffs and globalization, domestic vio­
lence, substance abuse, and other problems. A culture of 

SECTION II: POWER MEANS MOBILIZING YOUR RESOURCES • 201 

wanting to appear fine and the reluctance of some organi­
zations to exanline their own members' needs, in the pur­
suit of helping the "disadvantaged," mask problems that 
exist close to home. 

Economic self-interest also may not be so easy to detect. 
People with substantial economic means may have close 
relationships to others in economic hardship-parents, 
neighbors, fellow congregants, or others. For most people, 
self-interest extends beyond their own individual 
at least to their immediate family, to their friends. and to 
others close to them. 

The tendency of those with more economic advantage not 
to exanline and extend the boundaries of their own self­
interest also limits their lives in ways that they themselves 
may not want. It makes it harder for them to see what they 
have in common with those in more obvious need. It makes 
it harder for them to develop honest relationships with 
those in need. If one thinks, "I am okay. It is only those other 
people who have problems and 1 am going to help them," 
one loses an opportunity to connect to those who may seem 
to. be, but may not really be, so different from oneself. 

Economically advantaged people sometimes recognize 
such limitations by lanlenting the "lack of diversity" in their 
networks and relationships. They recognize that they are 
missing something in their lives. Examining the complexity 
of their self-interest can help to overcome such limitations . 

Making the Connection 
The reluctance to look at their own self-interest and the pref­
erence for more charitable work also leads to the continua­
tion of the very problems that more economically 
advantaged people want to fix. Often the most effective 
can only come from government action or new policies. For 
example, the increase in family homelessness since the early 
1980s resulted from a federal decision to withdraw from the 
support of low-income housing. (In the 1970s, over 625,000 
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new low-income housing units were added every year. In 
2003, only about 115,000 were added.) Even the best-inten­
tioned efforts to spruce up existing homeless shelters or to 
house individual families can't address this problem to the 
extent that government action can. 

The focus of more privileged people often is on charity, 
which is other-oriented. If these people would look at their 
own pain and broader self-interest, they might then be bet­
ter equipped to empathize with other people's pain. They 
.wouldn't feel so separate from "the other." Identifying their 
bwn needs and self-interest would help them to make con­
nections between themselves and people who seem to be 
unlike them or who have fewer financial resources. They 
would then be more likely to develop or join political efforts 
or politicized initiatives that seek to address the root issues 
underlying the problems that they hope to ameliorate. 

~ How to Develop Leaders 

Developing Leader(s) In Your Organization 
Most people become leaders because someone asks and 
encourages them. Someone along your way probably 
asked and encouraged you to take responsibility. Now it is 
your turn to do for others what someone has probably 
done for you. 

The First Step: Remember Your Role 
To start or strengthen a grassroots organization, you need 
to develop other leaders, people who will take responsibil­
ity for the group. In developing leaders, the first step is to 
recognize that this is yourjob! 

The job of a leader is to 
develop other leaders 

-----e----­
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We get so involved in various organizational tasks-raising 
money; planning and running programs and meetings; 
arranging rides, food, and room space-that we overlook 
the fact that one of our main jobs is to develop leaders, to 
get other people to take ever-increasing levels of responsi­
bility for the organization. If we are not doing this, we are 
not doing our job. 

Like any job, Q.eveloping leaders takes time and focus. We 
need to constantly ask ourselves, "Are we sucking up so 
much responsibility that we are providing no room for 
others to take it? Are we doing tasks others could do? Are 
we practicing the 'Iron Rule' of organizing-never do for 
people what they can do for themselves?" 

Developing leaders is a process. Leadership in organiza­
tions is a role (a job), not so much a personal quality or 
characteristic. We develop leaders. We don't find them 
fully formed. 

CASE STUDY 

One List of Agreements 
One way to help members take on more responsibility is 
to make those responsibilities explicit. 

A leadership group I worked with at a tenants' organiza­
tion came up with the following guidelines: 

1. Attend all meetings unless you call the office to say 
you can't attend or will be late, with a good reason 
why-sickness in the family, for example. 

2. Come on time and stay until the end of the meeting. 

3. Tell residents about upcoming meetings. 

4. Do not promise to do any work you can't do or doubt 
you can do. 

5. Accept no kickbacks for contracts. 
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6. Bring concerns of residents back to the Board. 

7. Get help if you need more writing or speaking skills. 

8. Provide staff with a schedule of your availability. 

9. Don't abuse your authority. 

10. Practice understanding of others. African Ameri­
cans and Hispanics should understand each other. 
[This was a group of African Americans and Hispan­
ics.} Ask if meeting days are a conflict. Check on the 
food people like and on religious observances. Putflyers 
into understandable language. 

11. Maintain confidentiality. Do not spread informa­
tion someone tells you in confidence. 

12. Use a respeciful attitude in meetings and at all times. 
This means: Don't behave in a loud or disruptive manner. 
Don't talk down to people. Don't use swear words. 

13. Care for the property. This means: Prevent vandal­
ism. Pick up papers on the ground. If you see kids on 
the fence, tell them to get off Tell other residents to pick 
up trash and glass. 

14. Continue to learn and to educate yourself. Attend 
workshops and other ongoing education for residents 
and future residents. 

15. Exercise leadership. This means: Speak to members 
before the Board meetings. At Board meetings, talk about 
residents' specific concerns. Help others to become leaders. 
Support the positive recommendations.of others. 

At the beginning, it may not be necessary to make such 
detailed agreements. But after people have been involved 
in the organization for a while and have agreed to accept 
leadership (responsibility), you Will need to establish 
some group norms and clear expectations for members, 
and especially for leaders. 
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Follow Through 
Years ago, my colleague Anthony Thigpenn told me: 

"Organizing is one percent inspiration and 
ninety-nine percent follow-up. " 

It is relatively easy to get people to agree to guidelines. Fol­
low-through is tougher. It helps to write the agreements on 
a large piece of paper with magic marker in big block let­
ters. Tape the paper up in the room where your group meets 
so people see the guidelines often. Visual reminders help. 

Make a Leadership Development Plan for 
Someone In Your Group 

Leadership development happens one leader at a time. One 
way to develop leaders is to create a simple plan to develop 
that person's leadership within the organization. Set aside 
some quiet time to think about a specific person who has 
shown some leadership ability. 

Paul Osterman quotes one woman as she describes what it 
felt like to be developed as a leader by a community organ­
izer in an Industrial Areas Foundation organization: 

Judy Donovan (an organizer) has been instrumental in 
helping me keep the fire lit and challenging me and put­
ting me in situations where I can apply what I've learned, 
putting me in leadership positions. She would say, "I 
need some help. I need a co-chair. I need somebody to run 
this meeting, and I need you to say a little about this. Talk 
about what you learned in training and share it with the 
other people." She would ask me to attend state rallies 
where we were focusing on a variety of issues and then 
come back and report to the group. Basically it was 
through action, putting me in situations where I had to 
apply what I had learned. It has become very comfortable 
for me because I've done it so many times, and it's become 
part of the fiber ofwho I am. 

-Paul Osterman, Gathering Power 
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After 1 have a strong relationship with someone, I am often 
transparent about what 1 am doing. 1 may even say some­
thing like: 

"I am trying to develop your leadership. It is nothing mys­
terious or manipulative. This is what 1am trying to do now, 
as we sit here in Dunkin' Donuts. 1 am thinking what might 
be a good next step for your leadership. What do you think? 
What do you want to do?" 

The longer I work in this field, the more 1 fmd myself hav­
ing conversations like this. One of the roles of an organizer 
is to demystify the role of the organizer. One way 1 develop 
leaders and teach leadership development at the same time 
is by explaining what 1 am doing while 1 am doing it and 
why. 1 don't do this early on or with everyone, but once rap­

~ port is developed, it can be useful. 

EXERCISE~ Creating a Leadership Development 
Plan for Someon, In Your Organization 
Organizers and leaders are always making plans for the organ­
ization or for a specific project. It is just as important to make 
plans for how people in your organization can develop their 
leadership. This exercise helps you do that. 

This exercise should take about ten minutes. Once you've 
completed it, keep it where yo~ can see it and refer to it fre­
quently. Monitor how you are doing. Modify your plan as you 
go along if needed. 

Leadership Development Checklist 

Date completed: ________________ 

By: __ 

Name of leader: _________________ 
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I. Who recruited this person to the organization? 

2. When recruited? _______________ 

3. Background: ________________ 

4. What are this person's core values? _________ 

5. Where and how did the person get these values? 

(You should have some idea of this person's story. You should 
know the outline of why this person cares about certain 
things, and where he or she received these basic values­
whether it was from parents, teachers, or experience.) 

6. Issues this person is concerned about: ________ 

(Although people are more than bundles of the specific issues 
that affect them, you should have a general idea of the per­
son's more immediate self-interest and what might move him 
or her toward action now.) 

7. Networks: _________________ 

(Does this person have networks? Family, friends in his or her 
congregation, workplace, or other organizations? If not, you 
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have to question the person's ability to be a leader. With whom 
does the person have relationships? Who could the person 
bring to a coffee at his or her house or to a meeting at work?) 

8. Past organizational work: _____________ 

(What work has the person actually done in the organization 
or elsewhere? Is she or he all talk and no action? Has the per­
son ever hosted a house party? Brought people to a meeting? 
Made a flyer? Made phone calls? Helped out at the office? 
Contributed money? Helped plan a program? This will give 
you an idea of what this person might like to do and what else 
he or she might do with encouragement.) 

9. Next step for leadership: _____________ 

(What might this person do to develop his or her leadership? 
The next step may vary. It might make sense to ask what the 
person thinks might be a good next step.) 

10. What leads you to think that this should be the next step? 

~ 


(If you find that there are gaps in your knowledge about 
this person, that's okay. Have another conversation with the 
person to find out what you need to know.) 

Follow-Up 

Comments: ____________________ 
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~ The Iron Rule of Organizing­
"Never Do for People What They Can 
Do for Themselves" 

Like many rules, the "Iron Rule" is complicated and subtle in 
practice. The Iron Rule does not spell out what people can 
or cannot do for themselves. It does not mean that people 
can do everything for themselves at any point in their lives. 
It does not tell us when or if people need encouragement or 
a push to do what they think they cannot do. 

Leaders develop through experience and action. Following 
the Iron Rule develops leaders because it encourages 
action and fosters new experiences. This case study illus­
trates how I pushed a leader to take on greater responsibil­
ity and learn a new skill. The push was not so hard as to 
make her give up. I wanted her to succeed. 

CASE STUDY 

Next Step-Knocking On Doors 

Elizabeth grew up in Revere, Massachusetts. Mer her 
father died, she lived alone with her mother. She attended 
Immaculate Heart of Mary, the local Catholic School, and 
inherited the Catholic concern for justice and the poor. In 
her early 20s, she phoned the community organization 
where I was working. It was unusual to get a call from 
someone. (We mostly went out to find people who might 
be members.) I went to visit her. We sat in her kitchen, 
talked, and drank tea. It was the first of many cups of tea 
I would have there. Elizabeth joined the organization and 
started coming to some of our small meetings. 

Mter several months, I suggested to Elizabeth that she 
could help recruit new members by going door-to-door, 
as I often did. 
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She was reluctant. "I couldn't do that," she said. "Knock 
on someone's door? On my own street!?" 

1thought she could. She was a little shy, but I also sensed 
that she wanted to learn, to grow, to make a difference in 
her city. To do this 1 knew she would have to gain some 
skill in speaking to people. Going door-to-door with me 
was one way for her to start. She seemed nervous, but 
not totally intimidated at the prospect. 

"Okay, Elizabeth," 1 said, "how about if you just come 
along with me? 1 will knock on the door and do all the 
talking. I may introduce you as a neighbor, but you don't 
have to say anything, unless you want to. If you want to 

that is up to you. All right?" 

By this point she trusted me enough to know that I would 
not put her into a situation that she would find intolera­
ble. (Perhaps a little uncomfortable, but not intolerable.) 
1 watched her body language for clues. 1 did not see 
tremendous fear, just a little reluctance. My taking the 
lead and going with her made door-knocking more man­
ageable for her. 

One early evening we went out door-knocking on her 
street. 1 knocked on the door and waited. 

"Hi, my name is Michael Brown and 1 work with Revere 
Fair Share. This is Elizabeth Migliozzi, your neighbor. She 
lives at 101 Park.* 1 just wanted to hear what you think 
about the electric company's new rate increases, the new 
statewide tax law, or if there are other things around here 
that concern you. Are you concerned about those things, 
or about anything else like that?" 

And so the conversations went. Sometimes we were 
invited in. Most times, we just stood outside at the door 
for five minutes, listening. Elizabeth was gradually getting 
the hang of it. 

"Do you want to introduce yourself this time?" 1 asked. 

"All right," she said. 
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And at the next house she introduced herself. 

"Do you want to say anything else?" I asked. "I think you 
could probably say some of the things I said." 

"Okay, I'll try." 

"If you don't want to, that's all right. Just do what you are 
comfortable with." 

"Okay," she said. 

So at the next house she said a little more. And at the 
house after that, a little more. By the end of the evening 
she was getting more comfortable with going door-to-door. 

Elizabeth could not go door-to-door by herself. It helped 
her to go with someone. Watching me, being asked to do 
a little bit at a time, got her comfortable with this activity. 
She needed to be encouraged-pushed a little, but not 
too much. Each step along the way, 1 would ask her if 
she was comfortable with doing a little more. 1 had to be 
willing to accept her answer, even if she chose to say no. 

* The name and Q,ddress g'iven are fictional. 

No Simple Rules for the Iron Rule 
There are no simple rules for how you can know what 
someone or must do for themselves." Asking is a good 
start. "Would you feel comfortable introducing yourself?" 
was one of the first question."i I asked Elizabeth. People will 
do for themselves when they are ready. They often surprise 
you with how much they are ready to do. 

One goal of the Iron Rule is to get members to take as much 
responsibility as possible. This is why you give people the 
opportunity to do more. 

Finding the right job takes judgment. Asking Elizabeth to 
go door-knocking was one possible job. 1 thought it was an 
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appropriate next step for her. She had come to a number of 
our small meetings. She felt comfortable with the other 
members. But if she was going to develop her leadership, I 
thought she would also have to be more comfortable talk­
ing to strangers. I thought she could do this with a little 
help and encouragement. Turned out she could. 

The Iron Rule of Organizing: Why and How 
Following the Iron Rule encourages members to take more 
responsibility for the organization. The organization will 
be stronger if many of its members, rather than only a few 
leaders or paid staff, take responsibility for the organization. 

The Iron Rule not only builds the organization, it also helps 
individual members. They develop new skills and confi­
dence. Underlying the Iron Rule is an assumption about 
people: They will feel better about themselves and have a 
greater sense of personal efficacy if they take responsibil­
ity for the organization, rather than acting primarily as con­
sumers or clients. The Iron Rule assumes that people 
naturally want to take leadership and be effective. They 
only need the encouragement and opportunity to do so. 

How might this work in practice? It begins with the little 
things. 

An Easy One: The Iron Rule of Supplying 
Refreshments 

When I first tried to use the Iron Rule, I started with the 
little things. It meant I did not bring all the refreshments to 
the meeting. I relied on the members. This was something 
members could "do for themselves." 

I divided up the job of bringing the coffee and doughnuts to 
as many people as possible, since it was something almost 
anyone could do. One person brought the coffee, another 
the sugar, someone else the milk, and someone else the 
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cups. It took a lot longer to arrange this than doing it 
myself. I resisted the temptation to do it all myself (even 
though I knew it would certainly get done if I did it). I spent 
a lot of time on the phone asking people what they could 
bring. Since I wanted everyone to be involved, I tried to 
break down the refreshments into very small bits. My goal 
was to give everyone ajob and make everyone, even in this 
little way, as interdependent as possible. 

It was sometimes hard to find something for everyone to do. 
But I persisted. There was always something someone else 
could do. I did not want anyone who could do a job to feel 
that they did not have one. Sometimes it was tough, espe­
cially when people got annoyed at me when no one brought 
the doughnuts. Sometimes we had coffee but no cups. 

It was a small matter with a larger meaning for the group. It 
let members know, at the beginning, how life would be in the 
organization. The organization is not in business to serve 
you. It is your group. You, the member, are responsible. 

It Shows Who Comes Through 
When you start asking people to participate, some people 
come through. Others do not. They offer excuses. Asking 
people to take on tasks allows you to see who follows 
through. 

If you start with the little things (like the doughnuts), you 
can see who does what they say they will do in a situation 
with little potential for major damage. See if people can 
accomplish the little things before asking them to take on 
greater levels of responsibility. 

Once you move beyond the coffee and doughnuts, the 
Iron Rule becomes riskier and more complex. But the 
principle remains. Do not do for others what they can do 
for themselves. In the long run, doing for others what they 
can do for themselves just gets you-and the organiza­
tion-into trouble. 
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CASE STUDY 

MOYing Beyond the Doughnuts 

It is not always easy to know what people can "do for 
themselves." For example, a colleague was arranging a 
fundraising house party for an organization that worked 
through religious groups to raise money to build afford­
able housing. She had been trying to develop local "town 
teams," groups of individuals representing the various 
congregations in the town. She wanted to get them 
together, build town pride, and develop a sense of com­
munity and organization. She also thought they would 
raise more money if they were involved as a group, 
rather than only writing checks in the privacy of their 
own homes. 

A key person in one town had agreed to host a house 
party. A house party is also a good way to test someone's 
leadership. Someone who can bring people to his or her 
home has leadership skills. 

A "house party" is a small event where 
someone inmtesfriends into theiT home to 
Taise money fOT an organization or to 
discuss an idea of common concern. 

My colleague, the organizer, wanted to invite several 
key individuals from a dozen congregations in the com­
munity to the house party. Inviting the congregational 
leaders required calling up the priests, rabbis, and 
ministers in the town and asking them for the names of 
their key lay leaders. 
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Who Should Make the Calls? 

Generally, the host invites the guests to a house party. In 
this case, the staff organizer was in a better position to do 
the inviting because she had relationships with the local 
religious leaders and the denominational leaders of their 
churches. So she made the calls, because these were calls 
that the host could not have made efficiently by herself. 
The organizer applied the Iron RuIe, but with judgment 
and sensitivity to the overall situation. 

There is if constant push in organizing to 
encourage people (volunteers, members) to do 
tasksfoT themselves (such a..<; making the 
calls, in this instance). Some jobs they can 
clearly do. But for others, the oTganizer may 
not be SUTe. PeThaps they could do the job, 
with a lot ofhelp, but what people can "do by 
themselves" always involves ajudgment call. 
The judgment may be about how much time it 
will take to get the people to "do it themselves. " 
If it would take many hours of work with 
each member, can we really say that the mem­
beTS are able to do it themselves? Is it wOTth 
YOUT time to get the members to do this job 
themselves? How effective would the calls be? 
What will happen if they do not do the calls 
well? What aTe the risks? With the 1I',y/;"0,,1> 

ments at the community meeting, the risk is 
small: No doughnuts at the meeting. With the 
calls to the clergy, the risk is greater: Very few 
people come to the paTty and those who do 
come get demoralized. 

Each situation TequiTes a judgment based 
on an analysis of comple:x: dynamics such 
as these. 
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The Team Did This Task For Itself 

After this house party, the town team decided that it 
wanted to go on a driving tour of the neighborhoods in 
the city where the organization had helped build afford­
able housing. This was something the town team mem­
bers thought they could arrange themselves. They did. 
They made the flyer for the tour. They hired the bus and 
driver. They brought the people. The organizer found the 
locations to visit, but the members did most of the work 
of organizing the tour. 

this situation the organizer also 
followed the Iron Rule. The organizer realized 
that this was something the members could do 
and do well. Staff people or more eXjoer'u31we'a 
leaders often take over tasks without first 
asking, "Can someone else do this?" When we 
give in to this temptation, the task 
but no new leadership is developed and the 
staff or leader risks feeling overllJorked. 

The Iron Rule Gets Us to Stop and Ask 
the Question 
The Iron Rule encourages us to a.'3k, "Is this something 
someone else can do?" It contrasts with the maxim, "If you 
want something done right, do it yourself." That is a recipe 
for ego-boosting and burnout-not to mention no organiza­
tion-building or leadership development. 

Take every opportunity to hand off tasks in the day-to-day 
activities of the organization. This builds member owner­
ship and new leadership. This is so important because so 
much in our daily lives inculcates passivity and sucks away 
the urge to engage in civic life. 
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Organizers repeat the Iron Rule, like a mantra, to them­
selves and to others. It helps to contradict all the opposing 
messages that bombard us in our culture. 

The Iron Rule of Organizing 

-----.---- ­

Never do for people what they 

can do for themselves. 


What Stops You From Letting Go? 
As hard as it may be for members to take responsibility, it 
also helps to recognize the difficulty that :you face in imple­
menting the Iron Rule. 

One of the hardest parts of practicing the Iron Rule is 
changing your own mindset about the business you are in. 
You are not helping others, at least not the way "help" is 
commonly understood. Your goal is to develop leaders. You 
do everything you can to get others to take responsibility 
for the organization-and for themselves. It takes time and 
practice to develop a different habit. 

of us who work to improve the world do so because 
we want to help others. Our desire to help can itself become 
a problem in building associations. Watching a little child 
struggling to open a big door, our natural reaction is to 
help. We see the child trying. We sense his or her frustra­
tion. It is hard to stand there, wait, and not do what we can 
so easily do. 

What Is Going On With Us? 

It's often more about what's going on inside us, our feelings 
and desires, rather than thinking about what the other per­
son and the organization need. 
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Accept Offers of Help 

The flip side of the Iron Rule is, "Always accept offers of 
help." It trains us to "not do for others what they can do for 
themselves" by allowing others to do for us what we can 
(probably) do for ourselves. 

Story: The Iron Rule in Reverse 

I was push'ing my three-year-old daughter in her stroller. 
i-p.tting on the subway, 1 had to go down a.flight of steps. 

I could carry her in the stroller by myself. As 1 was 
about to pick up the stroller, a young man ahead of me 
asked me if I wanted help. My initial reaction was, "No, 
I can do it myself." But I caught myself and instead said, 
"Yes" ("Always accept offers of help"), and I allowed him 
to hold the bottom of the stroller as he backed down the 
steps. He told me how he enjoys beina with his seven­
year-old daughter. 

This was a small incident. I tell it to remember to accept 
help, just as we need to learn how to ask others for help. 
Practicing the Iron Rule can be difficult, especially for 
those who want to help others. It may go against your 
instincts or your habit..,. Be sure to accept offers of help as 
often as possible, so you will get good at it. It will help to 
train you to not take on all the responsibility yourself-the 
essence of the Iron Rule. 

Screwing Your Head on Backwards 

I sometimes describe the organizing orientation and the 
Iron Rule as "screwing your head on backwards." It can feel 
that painful and unnatural. People who want to help others 
often have trouble letting others do what they can do. 
Those that have ability and resources often feel the very 
human reaction of wanting to help and share. If you are 
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it can be difficult to not exercise your compe­
tence, to watch someone else struggle with a job. 

Story: Not So Easy Not To Do It Yourself 

When I was about twelve, I had to do a sC'ience project. I \iJ wanted to make (1 cloud chamber. It involved drilling 
through a glass peanut butter jar. My dad could do this, 
so 1 watched as he showed me how. Then it came to my 
turn. I started drilling and broke the jar. We had a lot of 
peanut butter jars I could have practiced on, but he took 
the drill out ofmy hand and did it for me. It was a natu­
ral reaction. But I never learned how to use (1 drill until 
many years later. 

EXERCISE 

.- Questions for the Iron Rule: 
Look Inside Yourself 

One way to start to "screw your head on backwards:' to 
internalize the Iron Rule of Organizing, is to examine your 
own thoughts and feelings. If you have read this far you are 
probably a person who has a habit of taking responsibility for 
making sure things go right. You have probably figured out 
somewhere along the way that not everyone is like you. Not 
doing for people what they can do for themselves can be a 
constant battle. This exercise might help.You may want to do 
it many times, for different projects and tasks. If so, just write 
your answers on a separate piece of paper. 

I. Think of a specific project or job that needs to get done in 
your organization: 
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2. What stops you from letting go of a job or responsibility 
you can do, and letting someone else do it? 

3. What might happen if it does not get done right? 

4. Or if it does not get done the way you would do it? 

5. What is the result of your doing everything? 

6. Even if you can do it right, where does this lead you? 

7. Other thoughts and reflections: 
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~ More On the Iron Rule: 

Don't Suck Up All the Responsibility 


Story: A Time to Challenge 

Sometimes you have to challenge someone to develop his or\Jl 
her leadership. There are risks, but also potential benefits. 

Rebecca was a student in a congregation's youth group. 
The group went off on a retreat for a weekend. Later, she 
told me: 

''] was a teenager with an attitude. There I am, smoking 
off to the side. Well, the retreat sucked. And coming home " 
on the bus from the retreat, the youth group leader asked 

t c 

me, 'What did you think of the retreat?' 

* "'It sucked,' I said. I was brazen. I was not going to tell 
him what he wanted to hear. 

"He came back at me. 'So what does that matter? What are & 

* you going to do about it?' 

''] said, 'Nothing.' 
$ 

"Then he got up and walked away. And that pissed me off 

''So I ran up to him as he walked away, and said, 'What 
do you mean? What can I do?' 

''And then he mentioned that I could do a project about 
AIDS, and asked me if I believed in this cause-AIDS 
activism. He asked me if I would lead a program with the 
youth group about that. 

"This really took me aback," she remembers. ''His asking 
me what I was going to do about it got me going. He 
didn't want me to just attend some lame adult program. 
He wanted me to do it." 
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Don't Make It Easy for People 
Organizers put the responsibility onto their members. They 
do not suck up responsibility at the top. 

Barry Oshry, the founder of "Power and Systems," a train-
program in organizational power dynamics, often talks 

about how "tops" in organizations "suck up responsibil­
ity"-rather than developing partnerships with those on the 
"bottom." (Read Seeing Systems, by Barry Oshry. Better 
yet, take one of his workshops.) 

Organizers do not fix problems for others. (Remember the 
Iron Rule.) They challenge. They confront. This is not 
always easy. It is not even the right thing to do in all situa­
tions. Timing is important. It takes a close enough relation­
ship so that you have a sense of when such a challenge is 
likely to bring positive results. You cannot fruitfully chal­
lenge everyone this way at all times. You need a trusting 
relationship and a person strong enough to be challenged. 

In this case, the youth group leader, Larry, knew Rebecca 
well. He took a chance. Rebecca said later, "It could 

have gone either way." 

"What are you going to do about it?" is the kind of phrase 
you can use effectively only when you have built up a solid 
relationship with the person and know that he or she can 
take such bluntness. But you need to move in this direction, 
pushing responsibility onto those who are most affected by 
whatever the problem is. Organizers ask others to take 
risks. To do that, you have to take some risks yourself. 

Developing Leaders: Reminding 

The essence of organizing is remindina. 
-Fred Ross, Sr. 

Remind people of the organization's needs, of events, and 
of the tasks they have agreed to do. 
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People often ask: "Why should I remind them of the meet­
ing? They said they were going to come." Yes, but people 
forget. Something comes up. It rains. They remember an 
errand they have to do. They are used to people letting 
them off easily. They are not used to people holding them 
accountable or reminding them. 

On Being a Pest 

You may think you are being a pest. Try not to worry too 
much about this. People usually appreciate reminders, 
because the reminders help them to be successful. The odds 
are that your reminder will help them to follow through. It 
is unlikely that someone who cares about this cause will 
resent you because you showed how much you cared both 
about the work and about his or her contribution. 



224 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

Spread the Work 

Since the goal is to develop other leaders, you also want to 
get others to do some of the reminding. This is often easy 
to forget when the work piles up, the event is coming up 
soon, and you know everyone on the list. 

Start by giving people lists to call, but you want others to 
do more than complete a task for you at your request. You 
want others in the group to feel it is their responsibility to 
remind others. Once you get to know people, you will see 
if they generally follow through and you will find out what 
motivates them to feel ownership of the responsibility. Not 
everyone will follow through. Part of your job is to see who 
does what they say they will do and who makes excuses. It 
will take some one-on-one conversations to help each per­
son to intemalize this responsibility. There are only so 
many people one person can be in touch with. Remember 
that your job is to develop other leaders, not just to get 
people to an event or to complete a task. 

CHAPTER 

Mobilizing Resources: 
Meetings 

Before· the Revolution there 'UJas a plague of taxes. After 
the Revolution there was a plag'ue ofmeetings. 

-Old Chinese saying 

Mobilizing people means meetings. Much of your organi­
zation's business happens in meetings. Meetings can be 
productive, useful, and even fun. They can also be dull 
and deadly. Running meetings well takes skill and atten­
tion to the details. Here are some guidelines for making 
meetings productive. 

... Guidelines for Meetings 

People Bring People 

To bring somebody to a meeting, it helps to have a relation­
ship with him or her and to invite the person face-to-face. 
Next best is on the phone. E-mail is a far, far distant third. 

Without a close relationship, flyers, e-mails, and public 
announcements will rarely bring people. True, flyers or a 
mailing for a hot issue-like a toxic waste dump or 
garbage incinerator proposed in the neighborhood-may 
bring people to a meeting. But these do not build a lasting 
organization. Use flyers and mailings to remind people of 
upcoming events, but not as your main recruiting tool. 

225 



226 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

Without a hot issue I have observed that 1,000 flyers attract 
one person on average to a meeting. Your time is better 
spent meeting several people face-to-face, rather than 
handing out 1,000 flyers. 

Story: No Magic Turnout\Jj A new organizer was working to turn out people for a 
citywide hearing on increased water and sewer rates. He 
passed out trwusands offlyers. He put the announcement 
on cable TV. He called lots of people who had signed a 
petition on a door-to-door canvass. He was signing up 
hundreds ofpeople to come to the meeting. He enthusias­
tically told me he expected 100 people at the hearing. 
Only a dozen showed up, all people he knew personally. 
He was disappointed, forgetting that flyers and media 
won't bring people. People bring people. 

The media and the mail have a place in a recruiting strategy 
and can be used effectively. It is helpful to copy any news­
paper or magazine articles about your group. The media 
coverage lends legitimacy to your organization. But it 
doesn't bring people to meetings. 

Some people-a small minority-self-recruit. They show 
up when they see an anuouncement. So public service 
anuouncements and ads in the media may result in new 
members. People who self-recruit will often. be self-moti­
vated and hard-working members. But they are also likely 
to be busy with other organizations. Ifyou need more than 
a few people, don't make media and maiHng your main 
recruiting strategy. 
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When Should You Call a Meeting? 

The first rule for any meeting is to ask: Is this meet­

ing necessary? 


You can break this question down into its sub-parts: 

• Why are you having this meeting? 
• What is its goal? 
• 	 Where do you want your organization to be at the end of 


the meeting that is different from where it was before 

the 


Stop! 

If you don't know why you are 'having this meeting, don't 
have it! If there is a reason for it, if it has a reasonable goal, 
go ahead. If not, wait. 

Goals for Meetings 

Meetings may have several functions or goals: 

• To make decisions. 
• To brainstorm ideas about where the group should go. 
• 	 To celebrate a victory, build morale, recognize or reward 


leadership. 

• 	 To have a place and time to complete tasks 


fundraising letters, stuffing envelopes, coming up with 

names of people to ask for money, etc.) 


• To provide opportunities for training or learning. 

Know the goal or goals for this meeting. 
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Meetings can have multiple goals. If this is the case, be 
clear about what they are. Write them all down. Get agree­
ment from those at the meeting that this is in fact what you 
want to accomplish at the meeting. 

What Is the Right Time and Place 
for Meetings? 

Rule Number One: 

Start on Time and End on Time 


How long should the meeting be? An hour or two is enough. 
Do not let your meetings run on. 

~ 

" 
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Story: Respect People's Time 

When I first worked construction I would get up at 5:00 
a. m., drive to work, lug plywood onto the floor joists all 
day, and come home at 5:00 or 6:00 p.m. It was tough 
going to a community meeting at 7:00 p.m. The same 
schedule was typical for millions of people before me. It 
was an early lesson in how many people are kept in their 
place. The work tired me out. The exhaustion from the 
physical labor made it hard to keep my eyes open much 
past 9:00 p.m. 

One lesson was: End meetings on time. This work gave me 
an appreciation for anyone who came out to evening meet­
ings after a long day at work. It helps to understand that 
organizational work for most people comes on top of a 
working day and other responsibilities. 

Rule Number Two: 
The Five-to-Nine Rule 

I have observed that when meetings start at 7:30 p.m., 
people start squirming in their seats at 8:55 p.m. This is a 
sign that they want to leave. I call it the "five minutes­
to-nine o'clock rule." End your meeting by 8:59. People will 
come to your next meeting. 

Rule Number Three: 
Make It Pleasant 

Make the meeting as comfortable as possible. Pleasant sur­
roundings help. Set up the space to minimize distractions, 
such as people wandering in and out or phones ringing. Ask 
everyone to turn off cell phones and beepers. 
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Ground Rules 
Any group-especially one that wants its members to have 
an ongoing commitment to the group-should adopt guide­
lines or ground rules that express the values and behaviors 
for participants to observe in group meetings. (Even for 
one-shot meetings, ground rules for participants' behavior 
are useful.) 
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The sample shown is a fairly typical list of ground rules. 
Your group can tailor them to your organization. For 
example, some groups add "confidentiality" to their list of 
ground rules-that what is said in the room stays in the 
room. People sometimes need this guideline in order to 
feel safe in the group. Confidentiality in a group can build 
cohesion and trust. In other cases it may be irrelevant. 

Get agreement about the ground rules. Keeping them visible 
helps the group to stay with them. If someone strays, you 
can point to the rule on the wall and remind the participants 
of their agreement. Since it's written down, it's tougher for 
anyone person to claim that she or he never agreed to it. 

Deciding How You Will Decide 
Meetings are, in part, a series of agreements. The group 
may to take on a task. It may agree to elect someone 
president or secretary. It may to go visit the landlord 
and ask for improvements in the building where all the 
members live. 

Before getting to any of these larger agreements, you need 
to decide how you will decide: 

• Will you vote and let the majority rule? 
• Will you make decisions by a two-thirds majority? 
• Will you agree to be governed by consensus? 

You may run into trouble trying to decide how to decide 
when you are in the heat of an argunlent. It helps to make 
the decision about decisions early on. 

Decisions can be tough for a group, just as they are for indi­
viduals. Don't underestimate the tendency of a group to put 
off making decisions. Just like many of us, groups can eas­
ily procrastinate. The word "decision" comes from the 
Latin root of a word that means "to cut off." So whenever 
we are making a decision, we are "cutting off' something 
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else. This is painful. So, before you set a goal of a meeting 
to decide something, make sure the group has agreed to 
make the decision at the meeting and also has agreed how 
it will decide. 
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.. Meeting Facilitation 
Sooner or later you will facilitate a meeting. It is one of the 
most difficult skill"! in organizational life. Doing it well 
takes practice. 

The Meeting Before the Meeting 
You need to prepare for meetings. Here are some guidelines. 

1. Know who is coming. Consult with participants before­
hand about what should happen. 

2. Anticipate problems. Know what people are likely to 
do or say that might cause problems. I call this "the meet­
ing before the meeting." If there i"! a topic that is likely to 
be controversial, talk to people about it before the meeting. 
Ask them what they think Ask their advice. As a rule of 
thumb, it takes at least four hours of preparation for every 
hour of a meeting. 

You ask people for their time, a valuable commodity. Don't 
waste it with unproductive meetings. Avoid problems by 
discussing them before the meeting. If there is a committee 
report, make sure that the person malting the report sends 
out a written report before the meeting, and only summa­
rizes the report. If he or she has a recommendation, make 
it and ask for questions. If there are ten people at the meet-
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ing and a report takes ten minutes longer than it ~ILUUlU, 
that is 100 minutes ofpeople's time wasted. Ifthere are new 
people at the meeting, meet with them beforehand to catch 
them up on the history. Do not take everyone's time for 
questions that only one or two need to know. 

3. Remind people to come. Make the invitation personal. 
Ask if there are personal needs people have that would cre­
ate obstacles-transportation, child care, and accessibility. 

4. Include good directions if the meeting place is unfa­
miliar. Provide written directions and a visual map. People 
learn in different ways. Some do well with words. Others 
need a 

5. Make specific assignments for participants. Ask 
people to take responsibility for logistics or parts of the 
meeting. This helps to ensure attendance, spreads the 
work, builds community, and helps people to count on each 
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other. It builds the organization. It helps people realize that 
it is their organization. 

6. Come early to set up the room and make sure there are 
lots of signs pointing the way. If the meeting is somewhere 
people have never been, assume that they can easily get 
lost. Just because you know how to get there, don't assume 
others know or have your sense of direction. 

The Opening Portion of the Meeting 
1. Introduce and authorize yourself. State how you 
were designated to chair the meeting if this is not clear. 
("At the last meeting, I was elected to chair this meeting." 
"At the beginning of the year, we decided to rotate chairing 
the meetings, and tonight is my tum.") Otherwise, get 
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agreement from the group that you will facilitate. ("Since I 
think this meeting will run better if someone facilitates it, 
I will volunteer to do this tonight. Is that all right with 
everyone?") 

2. Welcome people. Introduce any special guests and 
thank anyone who has done special work. 

3. Have participants introduce themselves if they don't 
know each other. If they already know each other, some 
short positive icebreakers help build teamwork and unity. 
("Briefly, what is something good that happened to you 
lately?" "In one sentence, say your name and why you are 
here." Keep this brief! Have someone start who you know 
will be brief. If you don't know anyone, start yourself to 

how to be brief.) 

Name tags also help people to learn each other's names in 

larg~r meetings. 


4. Describe the process and ground rules. (People 

should raise their hands to speak, etc.) Get agreement on 

ground mles. 


5. State how the group will make decisions at the 

meeting. 


6. Review the agenda. Make the goals of the meeting 

clear. A written agenda on a flip chart reminds people of 

the agenda throughout the meeting. An agenda review also 

allows people to change or add to the agenda. Introduce 

each item on the agenda and clarify the goal for that item. 

("We have to make a decision on this item today." "TItis 

agenda item is for information only." "This item is a report 

with a few minutes for questions.") A meeting is a series of 

agreements. Make agreement on the agenda the first agree­

ment of the meeting. Important items should go first. Esti­

mate the time it will take for each agenda item and write 

the time allotted on the flip chart. This will help you to stop 
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that part of the agenda when needed, to keep the whole 
meeting from running overtime. 

7. Make the ending time for the meeting clear. Ask if 
anyone has to leave before that time. Ask for a show of 
hands and then ask those with raised hands to say when 

have to leave. This avoids someone interrupting the 
meeting to leave and others not knowing why. Then you 
can say, "So when Janice leaves at 8:00 p.m. it is not 
because she is mad. She has to pick up her son." This keeps 
a sense of humor and builds accountability in the group. 

8. Make sure everyone has signed in. Don't lose the 
sign-in list! It helps to have it on a clipboard, which is harder 
to lose than a piece of paper. You may want to tape it to a 
table so no one can walk off with it. In larger meetings have 
several sign-in lists so the sign-in process goes quickly. 
Remember thi'3 rule: The organizer gets the sign-in list. 

During the Meeting 

1. Your job is like being a traffic cop. You are not there 
to express your own opinion but to keep the discussion 
moving and make sure that everyone has a chance to speak 
and be heard. 

2. Use your authority to keep the conversation under 
control. If attacked, remember that your authority to chair 
comes from the group. If you think you still retain the con­
fidence of the group, you can ask: "How many people want 
me to continue to chair? Let me have a quick show of 
hands." If you get most of them, move on. This should re­
establish your authority as chair. 

If someone is very unruly, use the authority of the group to 
get them to quiet duwn. "Our ground rules say that people 
will not speak until recognized by the chair. Is that still how 
we want to operate?" Most likely, the group will voice its 
agreement and that will quiet the unruly person. If that 
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doesn't work, you also can appeal directly to the person, 
calling upon your authority as the chair. 

One person chairs at a time. Sometimes others will start call­
ing on others to speak. Don't let this happen. You can remind 
the group that you are the chair and that people should raise 
their hands to speak "and I will recognize them." 

3. Appoint a timekeeper. This person should keep track 
of time limits for each item and tell the chair when the time 
for that item is up. The chair then decides how to proceed, 
with the advice of the group. The timekeeper's role is to 
keep track of time, not to cut off discussion. It is up to the 
chair to decide when to limit discussion. 

4. Try to elicit participation from as many people as 
appropriate. Invite quiet people to speak and ask talkative 
people to allow others a tum. 

5. Make sure the group is in agreement about deci­
sions. Summarize discussion and decisions as the meeting 
goes along. If people seem to agree on a decision, say so 
and test this by asking if the group agrees with your sum­
mary. ("It seems to me that everyone agrees we should sell 
the truck. Is that what you are hearing? Do we need any 
more discussion on this or can we say it's the sense of the 
group?") Restate any decisions to make sure they are clear 
and written down accurately in the minutes, 

6. Keep the discussion focused on the topic at hand. 
Encourage participants to avoid repetitive comment." 
think that comment has been made a few times. Does any­
one have anything new to add?") 

7. If you need more time for an item, ask the group if 
they want to spend five (or ten, or some other appropriate 
number) more minutes on that item. 
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At the End of the Meeting 

1. Review what was decided and accomplished. 
Re-state any major decisions. Review the commitments 
people have made and any assignments that have been 
given to individual members. People should leave the room 
clearly understanding any actions that the group is expect­
ing them to complete. 

2. Set a time and a place for the next meeting, if that 
has not already been done. It is best to set out the dates for 
a series of meetings far ahead of time. 
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3. Evaluate the meeting. ("What was good? What could 
have been changed to have made it better?") Avoid discus­
sion of the evaluative comments. Just note them for future 
reference. 

4. Close on a positive note. 

5. Did I say end on time? End on time. 

After the Meeting 
1. Clean up. Leave the room as you found it, especially if 
it belongs to someone else. 

2. Write up notes or minutes or make sure someone 
else does. 

3. Send out the minutes promptly. Ask everyone who 
attended if the notes accurately reflect what happened. 
Make any necessary changes after feedback. 

4. Follow up on action steps and begin to plan the 
next meeting. 
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For more guidance on runrting effective meetings, see How 
to Make Meetings Work, by Michael Dovle and David Straus. 

CHAPTER 


Mobilizing Resources: 
Raising Money 

Whoever pays tlw piper caUs the tune. 

-Old saying 

Pu,ndraising is an act 

-Source uncertain 

All community organizations, except for the smallest and 
most informal, need money. To build an organization that 
affects events out in the world takes money-for staff, 
office space, phone, mailing, computers, food, and supplies. 

Money may be a tough subject, but you need to be up-front 
about it. You need to know where it comes from and how 
to raise it. 

Story: E.arly Money Helps You Rise 

When I j~rst thought of starting the Jewish Organizing 
Initiative it was ,just a vague idea. I got a check for $25 
in the mail froma.friend. It was addressed, "Michael 
Brown, Executive Director, Jewish Organizing Initia­
tive. "At the ti'rne there was no Jewish Organizing Initia­
tive. There was no group, no members. There was 
certainly no "E:xecutive Director." Putting the idea in 
writing and giving it a name allowed someone who liked 
the idea, to send in a check and call me the ''E.xecutive 
Director." Receiving thatfirst check inspired me. It made 

243 
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me think, "Oh, now I have to spend this $25 to advance~" 
the idea. I can't just blow it on beer. I have an obligation 
to the donor to spend it on the organization. " 

,% 

Money helps. It is in the category of real help and is one of 
the best indicators of support. 

Maybe this is why people who start a business frame their 
first dollar bill and hang it on the wall for all to see. There 
is something special about that first dollar. It says we have 
faith in the business. Whether you are starting a grocery 
store or a community organization, that first dollar is a 
token of faith in your business's long life and success. 

Those who give money influence the organization. If 
money comes from your members, they exercise influence. 
U.S. Congressman Barney Frank once joked that politi­
cians are the only group of people who contend that people 
who give them thousands of dollars exert no influence. 
Most of us know better. 

~ Members and Money 

Whoever Pays for the Organization Runs It 

You need to think about funding your organization as much 
as you think about its mission, its goals, its structure, and 
its need for members and leaders. Think about money­
even if you don't ask for much-at the start. Have the group 
pay as it goes along. Even if it is only a dollar for cookies or 
copies of the flyer for the next meeting, ask the group to 
pay for what it uses. Pass the hat. Some people who start 
organizations are reluctant to do this. But if you pay for it, 
then it becomes your organization. If the members pay for 
it, then it becomes their group. Unless you are building a 
cult of personality, you want it to be their group. 
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People value what they pay for. They will expect some­
thing from the group. When the issue of dues is raised, 
some people ask, "But can't we just volunteer our time?" 
A colleague of mine routinely replies, "Can you volunteer 
at the telephone company to take 411 calls to pay the 
phone bill?" If not, and you want a phone, you will need 
money. If you want stamps, paper, paper clips, transporta­
tion, or staff, you need money. You have to get money from 
somewhere. 

Money is not the only way to assess value, but it is one way 
to do that. Ask everyone for money. It reinforces the idea 
that everyone has value. Every member should make what 
is for him or her a meaningful contribution. Those who 
don't have much money can ask others who do. 

People also will work for what they pay for. When people 
pay what is for them substantial dues, they are more likely 
to care how the money is spent and more likely to work for 
the organization. Volunteer work often follows money. 

Where you get your money says a lot about your organiza­
tion. If your members pay for the organization, they run it. 
If someone else pays for it, that someone else has a big say 
in what the organization does. If an anti-drunk driving 
group receives most of its money from a beer company, will 
the source of its money compromise its actions? One might 
imagine so. If a civic group receives money from City Hall, 
will that affect its actions and attitudes toward the city gov­
ernment? Most likely it will. I have heard about situations 
like these. That's why it is so clear to me: If the members 
pay for all or most of the organization's expenses, the 
members decide what the organization does. If the money 
comes from the government or from some other source 
with an interest in the outcome that may be different from 
that of the members, there will be strings attached. The 
strings may be unspoken or they may be overt, but they will 
be there. Guaranteed. 
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.... Effective Organizations Organize 
Money Effectively 

~ 


Organizing for Change Costs Money 

Too many community organizations rely on too few 
sources of money to survive. If your money comes from 
just a few sources, your group is at risk. Any of those 
sources could withdraw their support at any time. Then 
what will you do? 

Organizations that start with passion and volunteers can be 
very powerfuL To have more power as they grow, they usu~ 
ally need paid staff. Organizations with money generally 
are more effective than those without money. Volunteers, 
no matter how responsible or well-intentioned, get tired. 
Their jobs or families interfere with their organizational 
work. For an organization to grow and become more effec­
tive, over time it helps to have someone whose full-time job 
it is to build or to carry on the work of the organization. 

Story: No Results Without an Organization; 
No Organization Without 
Organized Money 

In my twenties, when I worked construction, I was build­
ing condom'iniums near a ski resort. One of the guys 
thought the new buildings were awfully close to a stream 
that fed into the town's drinking water. We read in the 
local paper ftbout an environmental hearing on the con­
struction project. We weren't sure exactly what was 
planned, but we thought we ought to find out. 80 that day, 
at lunch, we drove into town to attend the environmental 
hearing. The room was full of men in suits. In our con­
struction clothes and hard hats, we were out ofplace. 

Our construction superintendent was surprised to see us. 
~ 	 He was even more surprised when we started to question 

the building of the development so near the stream. 

We didn't get fired for our little escapade. The boss was 
mo're surprised than angry. Our presence, and our q'ues­
tions about the development, although a surprise, caused 
tutle trouble for the developers. That was because we had 
not done our homework. We didn't know the laws. We 
could take ojf one long lunch hour, but not another. 
were you,ng and wUling to risk our jobs for what seemed 
to us like the "right thing" to do, but there was little we did 
to follow up. 

We were not effective. Even if the development would 
lute the stream, we didn't have the organizational backup 
to do anything about it. We had no group. No money. No 
ability to make any phone calls during the day. We 
workedfrom 7:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. We could not afford to 
miss more work. We had no union or environmental 
group to back us up or work with. If there had been some 
problem with the drinking water, we were not organ'ized 
to do anything about it. " 

The d,evelopers had lawyers and experts on their paYTOll. 
They could go to the hearings, do the resea'rch, talk to 
the state officials who made the decisions, and do the 
follow-up. 

The state ollicials didn't ever visit the construction site 
and see what was gO'ing on. We were there all day; we saw 
everything. But they never spoke to us. 

Even if we had been right, without an organization there 
was little we could accomplish. Organizations need money 
to run. We had no group, no money, little information. We 
were not in a position of power to make change occur. 
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Your Money Can Be Your Asset­
Or Your Undoing 

All organizations need to keep good track of their money. 
First, shoddy accounting practices can imperil your non­
profit status. Second, if finances are not in order, some 
people will question everything you do. One common way 
that opponents often discredit organizations working for 
social change is by attacking their fmances, looking for 
money mis-spent or unaccounted for. The way you manage 
your money can have direct bearing on your success in 
making the changes in the world that you desire. 

Story: Follow the Money 

In 1960, Martin Luther King, Jr., wanted to prove that 
money donated to the Montgomery Improvement Associa­
tion and the Southern Christ'ian Leadership Council in 
Alabama was not taxable. The money for both groups had 
passed through his personal bank account. He could not 
substantiate all his e:r;penses and was hounded by the 
Alabama auditor when he tried to tra~<;fer the money to 
Georgia. King ended up paying the IRS $500 in back 
taxes and the State ofAlabama $1,667. 

(This was reported by Taylor Branch in Parting the Waters.) 

Keep good records of all the money you receive and spend, 
right from the start. If accounting is not your forte, either 
learn to do it or find someone who can. Get qualified 
accounting help. This may seem unnecessary now, but it 
will save you and your organization money in the long run. 
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(III- Asking People for Money 
When you ask people for money for your organization, you 
are giving them an opportunity to do something good with 
their money. They will likely spend their money on some­
thing. Since you know your organization is doing good 
work, you can feel good about giving them the chance to do 
something effective and worthwhile with their money. 
Think of what else they might spend it on. Is anything or 
anyone so much better than your organization? 

Raising money is a big topic. The Bibliography at the end of 
this book provides a useful list of references about 
fundraising. My focus here is on key points that are partic­
ularly important in grassroots organizing. Over the years 
I've seen more than one organizer and group get hung up or 
tripped up in the area of money and fundraising. This chap­
ter tries to anticipate barriers you may experience and 
offer a structure and solutions to make sure that you are 
successful at generating the funds you need. 
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How to Ask for An Investment 
The most effective way to raise money is to ask people who 
have some. The cost is minimal: the time and travel for the 
visit. No need to hire a hall, cook spaghetti, bake cookies, 
write a grant, hire a band, or pray for sunshine. 
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en
Story: Collect Money Now, Not Later 

My friend and colleague Lee Staples told me this story. 

Lee's organization was holding a house party to reef"uit 
members. He was going to make a pitch to the guests to 
join and to pay their dues. Ahead of ti'me, he 
with the hostess of the house pa,rty that she would respond 
to his pitch by announcing that she would pay the dues. 
The others respected her, so Lee figured that they would 
follow suit. Lee thouaht all was set. 

The canw. The people came. He showed a slide 
show of sonw of the neighborhood eyesores and then of 
how residents in another neighborhood had made 
improvements. Everyone in the living room was talking 
and engaged. Then Lee made the pitch. 

Just as Lee had arranged, the hostess spoke up: "Yes, I will 
pay my dues. I'll give it to you next month, right after I 
have done my Christmas shopping. " 

All those invited then followed her lead. 

Like the proverbial check that is "in the 'fY/'ail," the dues 
did not arrive. 

The devil is in the details. If someone says they will pay 
their dues, make sure they give you tileir ca.')h or check 
right away, not later. 
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EXERCISE 

Getting Over Your Hang-Up 
About Asking People for Money 
In spite of the fact that asking people for money is the easi~ 
est way to raise money, many organizers and organizational 
leaders fail to do it. They are afraid to ask people for money. 
They feel guilty and bad. Some think that asking people to 
give money is forcing these donors to do something that they 
would not otherwise do. 

This exercise asks you to take a few minutes to reflect on 
your own experience giving money to organizations. See if 
this helps you to understand how the person whom you are 
asking for money might feel about your request. 

I. 	 Have you ever given money to any organizationl 

DYes 0 No 

2. 	 How did you feel when you gave the moneyl 

3. Have you ever given what for you is a lot of money? 

DYes 0 No 

4.Who asked youl _______________ 

5. How much did you givel ____________ 

6.To which organization? _____________ 

7.Why did you give? ______________ 

8. How did it feel when you gave? __________ 
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Asking People for Money is Like Giving 

Them Chocolate 


Now look at your answers. My guess is that you felt pretty 
good about giving. I have asked this question to hundreds 
of people, of varied incomes and backgrounds. Almost 100 
percent say that giving felt "good" or "great." 

many people don't like asking other people for money, 
even though the people they ask are likely to feel 
good when they give! The people who need to do the ask­
ing worry that they are going to make someone feel bad, 
even though all the data shows that they are going to make 
someone feel good! 

In spite of the objective evidence, even when we ask this 
in groups, even when everyone says that they feel good 
about giving money, it takes time and effort to get over 
the feeling that you are going to make someone feel bad. 
You would probably feel good giving them chocolate. 
Asking people jor nwney is like giving thmn chocolate. It 
is an opportunity for them to do something good with 
their money. 

Try doing the above exercise in a meeting. It helps to gather 
the data yourself and hear for yourself how people feel 
when they give. 

People Can Always Say No 

If you still feel guilty about asking people for an invest-
remember that they can always say no. You aren't 

putting a gun to their head. You have no threats or influ­
ence, other than that your organization is doing something 
they might want to invest in. It is their money. The decision 
is up to them. Your showing up only provides the opportu­
nity for them to do something good with their funds. 
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There is More Where That Came From 
There is no reason that those without wealth cannot use 
their influence to raise money among those who have more. 

\!J Story: There's Always More Where That 
Came From 

One of the largest donors to an organization I worked 
with gave $50,000 every year. I knew he also gave simi­
lar or greater sums to other organizations. A couple of 
colleagues were starting organizations that I respected. I 
wrote to this donor on their behalf, e;x;plaining in detail 
why I thought these organizations were doing good work. 
I encouraged him to meet with them when they called. 
Both had meetings with the donor and received initial 
investments of $5,000. 

I felt that I had an obligation to help those doing good 
work, and that if I had any influence with this donor, I 
could use it by putting my name on the line for my col­
leagues. It would be up to the donor whether he wanted to 
give or not. I never thought that it would mean less money 
for our organization--and it didn't. 

Individuals of wealth often do this themselves. (One old­
time Yankee told me that the line he always used at his 
club was, "What are you interested in these days, John?'') 

... What About Grants? 

Funding from Foundations 
Grants from foundations are nice, and they may seem like 
an "easy" solution to an organization's budget needs. With 
one grant, you may get enough money to fund the whole 
project. This can make all the difference in getting an 
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organization or project started or in getting the funding for 
a one-time expense. Many groups pursuing a better world 
pursue foundation funding. 

But relying too heavily on grant support alone can create a 
bind for your group's future. That is because foundations 
that support community organizations typically stop the 
funding after three to five years (or even sooner). 

Story: "'We're No Longer Interested In That" 

In the 1980s I 11)aS working for the Jobs with Peace cam­

big problem. " 

work, 

paign. We had a meeting with one of the ROCkefeller Foun­
da,tions to discuss funding for a campaign to increase 
federal funding for chUd care. We had been working on 
this for a few years. They had been a majorfunder. 

: 

"Oh, we are no longer interested in that," the foundation 
program officer said, almost as soon as our meeting 
got going. "I think we want to look at doing something 
about dome,stic violence. That is getting to be a really 

I looked at him. Then I looked out their big picture win­
dow high up in Rockefeller Center, overlooking Manhat­
tan. I wanted to throw him out the window. The challenge 
of finding quality, affordable child ca,re had not been 
solved over the previous few years. Most low-income par­
ents still could not get quality child care. But apparently, 
to the Rockefeller Foundation, child care was no longer 
"in. " The foundat'ion was no longer interested in it. They 
had moved on to another interest. (This was in 1988. It is 
not much better now, many years later.) 

As long as they were the source of funds that paid for our 
we would live or die on what they thought was 

important. We had little other financial support for the 
child care campaign and it soon folded. 
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Organizations should not rely on just one or two (or even 
three) funding sources. Ifyou do, you are at risk of destruc­
tion at every moment. 

Foundation Practices From An 
Organizer's Perspective 
To understand why foundations often shift priorities and 
grantees every few years, it helps to use Alinsky's tradi­
tional organizing perspective and look at the behavior of 
foundations in terms of their self-interest: 

Foundations with missions to increase equality between 
society's "haves" and "have-nots" frequently grant funding 
to community organizations that serve or support people 
without access to traditional sources of power (such as 
low-income people). For example, such foundations may 
fund grassroots efforts to change public policy to increase 
taxes on the wealthy (people like themselves) in order to 
re-distribute wealth to low-income people (those often 
served by their grantee organizations). Their grants do not 
favor the situations of the wealthy or privileged, even 
though the wealthy and the privileged are the people who 
sit on the foundations' Boards. 

In other words, the activities that these foundations usually 
fund are contrary to their own economic self-interest or 
that of the foundations' fmmders, end owers , or donors. 
These activities do not advance the long-term interests of 
the foundations' balance sheets, so the foundations lack a 
financial incentive to make long-term investments. 

Further, foundations typically hire professional program 
officers to oversee the application process, to select those 
organizations they will fund, and then to evaluate how the 
grantees have done in fulfilling the grant requirements. Pro­
gram officers earn their pay by finding new programs and 
organizations. In family foundations, the same dynamic 
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occurs when new family members, who want to make their 
own mark, join. This means rmding something new to fund. 
FUnding new organizations or pursuing new initiatives­
not renewing grants to former grantees-is aligned with 
the self-interest of foundation staff and of new members on 
family foundation Boards of Trustees. 

Bring these two forces together-little institutional incen­
tive for long-term investments combined with great per­
sonal incentive for short-term investments-and you get 
foundations that typically only fund groups for relatively 
short periods of time. They then suggest that funding 
organizations for the short term is good for the organiza­
tions because it "builds self-sufficiency." There is little data 
to support this theory. The members of many social change 
organizations are very low-income and could never support 
their organizations at the level of foundation grants. How­
ever, most grantees are reluctant to challenge the practice, 
since such a challenge might stop the needed, but short­
term, funding. 

This dynamic is quite typical of the pool of foundations that 
usually support community-based organizations. As a 
result, community groups with long-term strategies to push 
our society toward greater equality have a tough time plan­
ning or implementing long-term strategies based on foun­
dation support. The frequent shifts in focus by foundations 
can lead unwary community organizations to repeatedly be 
re-inventing themselves in order to follow the money, or 
else to layoff staff when the grants dry up. Both strategies 
weaken the organization. 

There are other foundations whose practices are aligned 
with the self-interests of their backers. These are founda­
tions whose missions help to maintain the status quo or to 
enhance the situations of the wealthy and privileged. They 
typically fund conservative causes, such as efforts to influ­
ence government to lower taxes on wealthy people. 
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Ironically for us, these foundations tend to fund the same 
grantee organization..q for years and years. They know that 
changes in public policy don't happen in three or five 
years. They are willing to make an investment in an organ­
ization that has a realistic long-term strategy because they 
know that they are likely to get a return on their invest­
ment over time. 

The impact of philanthropy on organizational success and 
social change in America is a fascinating and complex 
topic. See Robert Kuttner's article, "Philanthropy in Move­
ments," in The American Prospect, July 15, 2002, for an 
especially interesting analysis of this dilemma. 

Government Can Also Be Fickle 
Reliance on government funding can also present prob­
lems, especially when administrations change. 

Story: Now You See It, Now You Don't 

In 1.980 I was working for Massachusetts Fair Share. A 
good part of the organization's budget to pay local com­
munity organizers came from the VISTA program (Vol­
unteers in Service to America), run by the 
administration of President Jimmy Carter. On JanuarlJ 
20, 1981, at 12:00 noon, Ronald Reagan was inaugurated 
as President, replacing the defeated Carter. At 12:15 p.m., 
the organization received a phone caU from a Reagan 
appointee in the Law Enforcement Administration 
Agency. lIe told us that a $75,000 grant that had already 
been granted to pay the salaries for several organizers 
working on neighborhood safety issues in a low-income 
neighborhood was now rescinded. 

Similar phone caUs went out that afternoon to commu­
nity oryanizations working in low-income neighbor­
hoods and rural areas across the country. In one case, the 
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Federal Emergency Management Assistance Agency had 1J1 	 given a grant to a community group in Cleveland. When 
the Cleveland organizer asked the official in Washington, 
D.C., why the grant was being taken away, the official 
replied, "Because we are in power now and you are out. " 

(This story is from Larry Cunningham, "Community Orga­
nizing in Cleveland," Unpublished.) 



SECTION 


MAKING CHANGE 

YO'll, can't organize in an 

-Michael Jacoby Brown 

If you have read this far, congratulations! You have the 
skills and resources you need. Now you are ready to solve 
problems and change the world. 

Buckle your seat belt: Now you are ready to make a differ­
ence and win some improvements in your world or stop 
something bad from happening. In this section you'll see 
how to use the skills and tips covered in earlier chapters to 
push for change in the world. 

Yes, it helps to plan and organize before you act. But you 
don't want to develop a "paralysis of analYSis." All action is 
premature. But if you wait until you have everything per­
fectly worked out, you are likely never to act to get what 
you need. And if you never act you will never leanl how to 
do it better the next time. 

So let's go! 
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CHAPTER 

Organizing: 
Pathway to Change 

It is highly undemocratic to plan, govern, arrange, and 
irnpose a 	program without cmnmunication with the 

whom it is designed; it is also disastrously 
impractical. 

-Saul 

... Organizing as a Strategy 

Strategy 
Strategy is your overall plan or It defines how and 
why you do your work. A strategy of organizing is based on 
some basic assumptions and theories about how the world 
works and about the most effective way to solve problems 
and improve life for people. 

Problems May "Just Happen." 

Solutions Don't. 

People face many problems in the world: sub-standard 
schools, toxins in the environment, mediocre health care or 
inadequate health insurance, poor public transportation, 
lack of good jobs at decent pay, unfair taxation, health and 
safety hazards in the workplace and neighborhood, over­
priced housing, overcrowding, and more. 

265 
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These problems don't just resolve themselves. Good 
don't just happen. 

If you 'wait for the boss to raise your pay, you'll all be 
waiting 'til judgment day. 

-Woody Guthrie 

Positive changes don't occur because of the pure benevo­
lence of the powerful. They don't happen because of 
rational arguments about how such conditions hurt many 
people. Problems get solved when people (the people 
affected by those problems, working together in an ongoing 
organization) have the power to solve them. This is an 
assumption of the organizing strategy.' 

A Theory (Based on Observation): 
The Imbalance of Power 

An organizing strategy assumes that problems exist in the 
world because of an imbalance of power. Some people 
have power to control many of the conditions that affect 
their lives: where they live, how much time they spend at 
tasks they don't like, the education of their children, their 
physical safety, their ability to travel, preparation for a 
secure retirement, and more. Some people, a much smaller 
number, have the power to control the lives of others, 

control over others' work lives, neighborhoods, 
schools, and environment. This power extends to control 
over what it costs most people for the necessities of life: 
health care, transportation, housing, education, heating 
fuel, etc. Most people, however, have little control over 
many of the decisions that affect their lives or over the 
costs of their basic needs. They spend much of their lives 
trying to make enough money for the necessities of life or 
worrying about whether they and their families will have 
enough in the future. 

~ 
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Most of the time we accept Uris imbalance of power. Low­
income mothers from poor cities don't start showing up 
with their five-year-olds in September to register them for 
kindergarten at the nice schools in nearby leafy suburbs­
even though the mothers know their children would get a 
much better education there. New immigrants living 
to a room don't show up at the empty second or third 
homes of the rich to have a better place to live. The people 
in power rarely have to demonstrate their power forcefully 
in order to maintain the current situation. The only time 
those with power need to assert their power to preserve 
this imbalance is when people challenge the ways things 
normally are. Think, for example, of Birmingham, Alabama, 
1963, when Commissioner Bull Connor ordered his troops 
to meet Black children singing freedom songs with police 
dogs and water hoses. 

Story: The Students vs. The University 
As a young person, J saw this imbalance Qf'power clearly 

. enforced in 1968. 

I was a college student at Columbia University. We staged 
a 1iJeek-long sit-in to oppose two policies: Its 
position on the war in Vietnam and its decision to build 
a college gym in a public park. 

What we learned: That the owner of our classrooms, the 
university, had the power to call the police to beat us 
bloody, break our bones, throw us in jail, and haul us into 
court. In our classrooms, we had studied this phenomenon 
and learned that its name was "'-.-.'~~ ..- -~- -_ ...,. ---~ ..-." 

Power can come from making the rules. The rules are then 
just assumed to be "the way things are," although there is 
nothing God-given, just, right, or natural about them. They 
are simply the result of some people having the power to 
set up rules in their own favor. 
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I saw this imbalance-in a less dramatic and violent way­
when I worked as an elected judge in Rutland, Vermont, in 
1975. When cases involving customers and businesses 
came before the court, my job was to issue judgments 
based on the regulations encoded in the Un'~form COTn­
Tnercial Code. It soon became obvious to me that the laws, 
as written in the Code, were biased toward the interests of 
the owners of businesses. 

Why Organizing? 

After my grandmother's mother died in the early part of the 
twentieth centUIY, her father was often unemployed-as 
were thousands of other poor immigrants. The only job he 
could find was mining coal in Pittsburgh. So, to survive, he 
went to Pittsburgh. He left his six-year-old son in the 
Hebrew Orphanage. His eight-year-old daughter, my grand­
mother, went to live with and work for strangers. 

(My grand/mother always kept he'r vaudeviUian sense of 
hUTnor. When I was a little boy I asked her, "Your father 
went to Pittsburgh?"-which see/ned very far away. Min­
nie replied, "What do you think? Pittsbu1yh would COTne 
to h'iTn?!") 

The Hebrew Orphanage (a service, provided by wealthier 
Jews to help the less fortunate) kept Minnie's brother shel­
tered and fed. But it was a poor substitute for a family 
home. If anyone would have given my eight-year-old grand­
mother good food to eat, that certainly would have been 
welcome-better than the coffee and stale roll she usually 
got for breakfast. Helping disadvantaged people is a good 
thing. No argument with that. Hungry people can't wait to 
eat until an organization is built. 

But to be more effective, it takes an organization with the 
power to get what people really need. Without the power 
that organizing can provide, people like my grandmother's 
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brother are stuck in orphanages and eight-year-olds like my 
grandmother are stuck with whatever food, housing, and 
work they can get to survive. 

If there had been Unemployment Insurance and Social 
Security survivor benefits at the time, my grandmother's 
father would have been able to maintain a home for his 
fanlily. But those improvements came only 30 years later, 
and only ·after thousands of unemployed people built 
organizations to fight for Unemployment Insurance and 
Social Security. Thousands of people joined labor unions, 
Townsend Clubs (the forerunners of Social Security), new 
political organizations, Unemployed Workers Councils, and 
other organizations to pressure the federal government to 
provide these New Deal improvements. 

Powerful Organizations 
Don't "Just Happen" 
There are many ways to improve the world. I focus on one 
way, the strategy of organizing-building powerful, 
ongoing groups that can change the world, or at least your 
part of it-because I think organizing holds the most prom­
ise to be effective. Problems get solved and improvements 
in the world come from powerful organizations. This book 
is about how to build those powerful organizations. The 
details are here because effective and powerful organiza­
tions that make a difference in the world don't "just hap­
pen." Making a difference takes organizers, leaders, vision, 
goals, planning, recruiting, experience, money, informa­
tion, action, negotiation, learning, evaluation, and attention 
to many details. 

Here Today, Here Tomorrow 
An organizing strategy understands that powerful organiza­
tions are those that will be around for a long time. They are 
not just temporarily arranged to solve immediate problems. 
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There are always going to be problems for people without 
power. There always will be imbalances of power. Some 
people will be born with money and power. Others will not. 

The world will never be perfectlv just-but it can be better. 
This takes an ongoing organization, so that when the next 
problem springs up, the organization (the people, relation­
ships, staff, information, phone trees, precinct captains, e­
mail lists, etc.) can get to work right away. No need to start 
from scratch and build an organization. You will already 
have the skills, experience, regular funding, staff, office, 
computer databases, mailing lists, networks, relationships, 
and trust to get to work and solve the problem. 

You also need an ongoing organization to ensure that any 
solution is implemented well-that the devil does not come 
back in the details to haunt you. You can never guarantee 
that a solution you plan or negotiate will not run into prob­
lems down the road. Most solutions run into unexpected 
problems over time. You need the organization to spring 
into action to solve the problem without going through all 
the time and trouble of building the organization again 
from scratch. 

Too often, too much energy is spent on the specific issue 
that is urgent right now. It can be easy to focus only on the 
immediate action needed to solve a particular problem. But 
you need to divide your time and attention so that you also 
continue to develop resources to sustain the organization 
for the long haul. That way, you'll be able to address not 
only today's problem, but also the next problem, and the 
next, and the next. 

An organizing strategy focuses on building the organiza­
tion. There may be immediate problems, even critical prob­
lems, you want to address. In fact, your organization may 
well have arisen in reaction to a very immediate problem­
like the Camfield Tenants Association's reaction to the 
threat of the sale of their homes. When you undertake an 
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organizing strategy, your overall path or plan (strategy) is 
first to solve the immediate problem (you certainly need to 
do that!) and then to move on to build a powerful ongoing 
organization. 

Organizing Ignored 
I also emphasize the strategy of building community 
groups because popular culture, the media, and public and 
professional schools ignore it. Schools ofmanagement and 
public policy train managers to exercise authority in gov­
ernment and teach the analytic skills to develop policies to 
fIx problems from the top down. The "community service" 
practiced in high schools and colleges provides charity 
(direct service) rather than building ongoing organizations 
to solve problems and foster a sense of community. TV and 
Hollywood depict social change as the work of lone 
rangers, heroes, heroines, politicians, speechmakers, and 
brave crusaders. 

We see film clips of Martin Luther King, Jr., making a 
speech before thousands of people. We never see how all 
those people got there. No scenes of all the phone calls 
made to the bus and porta-potty companies; all the work to 
raise the money, publicize the march, set up the sound sys­
tem; the millions of meetings, planning sessions, and orga­
nizational details that brought all those people there at the 
same time on the same day. 

Try this test: Ask someone if they have ever heard of Sig­
mund Freud, the father of individual psychology. Then ask 
them if they have ever heard of Kurt Lewin, the father of 
group dynamics. (In case you skipped Chapter One, you 
can look there to fInd out about Lewin.) Then ask yourself: 
Why do we have hundreds of magazines, news articles, and 
television shows about what individuals have done, but so 
few about what groups have accomplished? When you have 
the answer, send it to me on a postcard. The winner gets a 
free dinner and a year's supply of spaghetti. 
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eD Story: Top-Down Problem-Solving 

In 1990 I attended the Mid-Career Program at the 
Kennedy Solwol of Government at Harvard 
After working for more than twenty years, it was a pleas­
ure to take a year offand be in school, studying, reading, 
and reflecting. In one ofmy first classes, we read a case 
study of "the under-funded health center in Central 
America." In the case, there was a long line of women 
waiting for care. From the back of the room, I raised my 
hand. "I think it would be a good idea to go down the line 
and ask the women waiting in the line what they think 
would be the best way to redesign the schedule." That 
seemed reasonable to me: It was in line with my twenty 
years of community organizing experience, and, as I 
was soon to learn studying academic research on group 
behavior, it was in line with organizational theory. The 
teacher (who later went on to run a 
human service agency), replied, "No, that is the wrong 
approach. You, have the expertise to decide. 171,at is not 
1Vhat you should do. " 

I was stunned. The wrong answer? Who do these people 
think they are? No one in the class, which included many 
veteran government officials, thought my approach made 
sense. The class moved on to discuss ways to rearrange 
the center's schedule and analyze its budget. The women 
standing in line were irrelevant. The school taught that 
analytic tools couldfigure out the solutionfrom on high, 
without listening to the people closest to the problem. No 
wonder so many government services do not work for the 
people they serve. Schools like this are where nn11PrYlmP'YIt 

bureaucrats lea'm their trade. 
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... 	Organizing Strategy: 
The Nuts and Bolts 

The Premises of Organizing 
as a Strategy 

1. Those closest to the problem are the 
experts in solving their problems. They know 
what is best for themselves and must be involved 
in the details of planning and implementing any 
solution. 

2. Those closest to and aJjected by the prob­
lem need a poweiful ongoing organization to 
solve the problem. Without the power of a group 
to represent them, they can't effectively influence 
policy and manage the planning and implementa­
tion of any improvements. 

Organizations with a core organizing strategy may provide 
services to their members or the public. They may advo­
cate on behalf of members having trouble with complex 
bureaucracies. They may mobilize people to demoI1.'>trate 
their power. However, in all these activities, building a 
powerful organization and developing leaders are the 
underlying goals. The organizers see every service pro­
vided, every person advocated for, and every mobilization 
through this lens. The long-term goal of any specific activ­
ity is to develop leaders and to build a more powerful 
organization-in other words, to be building up the 
group's power. 
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CASE STUDY 

The Tutoring Project 

Story: Ask Why You Are Doing What You Are Doing 

I once spoke to a group of college students who volun­
teered in a tutoring program in a nearby low-income 
neighborhood elementary school. Ten college students 
sat around a table. 

I asked, "If your children were having trouble reading 
at grade level, what would you want for them?" 

Each student said the same thing: They all would want 
an experienced reading specialist to help their child. 

"So," I asked them, "why are you doing this? Would you 
want a local college student to tutor your child?" 

"No, " they all said. 

I pressed them. "So why are you doing this?" 

There was a long silence. They looked at each other and 
then back at me. They said they had not thought about 
that. I asked them what their goals were in tutoring. 
More silence. They had not really thought about it in 
this way, they said. They had no specific goals. 

After more discussion, they asked if I could come back 
to talk to them again about what they were doing. They 
had been doing something that seemed helpful, but they 
recognized that they had not thoroughly examined their 
motivations, clarified their goals, or considered the 
effectiveness of their actions in reaching their goals 
(whatever they were). 

It wasn't that they needed to cancel their program. They 
needed to build a set of actions that would clearly con­
tribute toward an identified goal that both they and those 
being helped could jointly embrace. 
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How Was the Strategy Chosen? 

When you want to help, it may be uncomfortable, or seem 
unnecessary, to choose a strategy. It seems obvious that 
reading to the children helps them. It makes the tutors 
feel good. However, if they do not clarify the goal of the 
reading and evaluate its effectiveness in reaching that 
goal, how helpful is the help? Who is being served? 

They might ask: What is the goal of a tutoring program? 
Is it to help the children read better? To read at the level 
of children who go to schools in wealthy suburbs? To 
improve the schools? To evaluate effectiveness, first clar­
ify the goal. 

Embedded in their activity (tutoring) is a strategy of how 
to improve the world. In this case, the students came with 
a solution, reading to the children, rather than asking 
those closest to the problem (teachers, principals, par­
ents, and maybe even the children themselves) how the 
college volunteers might be most useful. This approach 
assumes that reading to students is an effective way to 
deal with the problem of an under-performing school. But 
is it? There was no investigation of the problem or of 
other possible solutions. The tutoring solution came first. 

Other Possible Solutions to the 
Same Problem? 

There are other solutions to deal with ineffective schools 
or with children who are not learning to read well. These 
include: training teachers better, changing formulas for 
public school funding, developing different kinds of 
schools, creating smaller schools, increasing parent 
involvement, supporting multiple teaching styles, and 
introducing different school management techniques. 
Before committing many volunteer hours over several 
years to a project to solve a problem, the students might 
have investigated the most effective means (strategy) to 
solve the problem. They did not do this. We may not 
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know the best solution to this problem. We do, however, 
know that the solution to this or any problem requires the 
active participation of those closest to the problem. 

When I asked two people close to the problems in one 
city school system what they would ask such volunteers 
to focus on, they suggested improving the physical con­
ditions of the worst school buildings. In their opinion, 
this would be the best use of volunteers. The two experts 
also had specific suggestions about how to do this work. 

It was not hard to get this information. I just called them, 
asked for a meeting, and asked them what they thought 
would be the most helpful use of the volunteers. A simple 
approach, but one not often taken. 

Story: Ask Before You Act 

Chanel Dubofsky, who works at Oberlin College, told me ~ 
this story. 

W 

® 

® 
Some students at Oberlin College wanted to help the local 

@ Boys and Girls Club. They got together and made 250 
peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. They brought them 

,. ¢ 

over to the club. When they got there, the staff said they 
" did not need the sandwiches. They had plenty of food. 

@ 

Q They said they wished the students had come and played 
" with the kids. " 

& '$ $ @ @ " @" 

The people closest to the problem are the experts. But 
sometimes it is easy to forget to ask them. 

~ 

$ 

$ 

" 

# 

~ 
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Analysis of What's Missing 

If one performs an act of kindness for a living person, 
it is impossible to know if it is indeed such. There are 
those who think they are helping another person, and in 
the end it is found that that action was bad for the 
one they had hoped to help. 

-Ohel Yakov (1Sth century) 

Organizing is the missing piece in the puzzle of how to 
improve the world. Too much emphasis is placed on good 
policies or on electing the right people to office. Smart poli­
cies and good elected officials can certainly help, but these 
alone cannot solve our problems. What is missing is the 
group intelligence of those closest to the problem. 

Business Knows Better 

Although public policy managers generally ignore those 
closest to the problem, the best managers in the corporate 
world understand the importance of bringing the decision­
making directly to those closest to the problem. 

Story: Smart Businesses Know the 
Real Experts 

The story about the under-funded health center case from 
the curriculum of the Kennedy School of Government is all 
the more remarkable because just a couple hundred yards 
away at the Harvard Business School, the for-profit sec­
tor-or at least some of its smarter business managers­
knows that it makes sense to go to those closest to the 
problem in solving business problems. I heard this story 
from a professor at the Harvard Business School: 

The entire assembly line of a major auto plant in Detroit 
had shut down. The engineers and managers came 
crowding around, trying to figure out what was wrong. 
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No one could get the machines working. The company ~.~* 

~ was losing miUions of doUars a day. 


bucket 
paint and a brush. He painted a yeUow line around the 
entire assembly unit. Then he said, "Only those who work 
direcUy on the machines can across the line to touch 
the machines." The managrrrs and engineers backed oif 
Then he said to the assembly line workers, "Here's 
$10,000. Get the machines working today and it's yours." 

A consultant was called in. He 

The engineers and managers watched. The workers got 
the machines running in a few hours. The managers 
thought the consultant was a genius. He had just saved 
the company several miUion doUars. 

... 	Other Strategies for Improving 
the World 

In order to understand organizing, it helps to compare it to 
other related strategies for social change. Following are 
brief descriptions of the other ma..ior strategies. Although 
set out as distinct, within real organizations these 
approaches often overlap. Many real-world organizations 
use a complex mix of strategies. The definitions are not 
meant to caricature actual organizations or to limit how we 
understand them. The definitions are meant to provide a 
common language. The assumptions underlying the strate­
gies are also key. The definitions and assumptions I 
describe here can help us to think about why we are using 
a particular strategy, the long-term effect.<; of an approach 
on the people we work with, and the potential effective­
ness of alternate strategies. This analysis also reminds us to 
look at how an organization actually behaves-not just at 
what it says it does. Sometimes it can take a bit of digging 
to understand what strategy or strategies an organization is 
using. What matters most is an organization's actual atti­
tudes and practices. 
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Some Basic Strategies for Making 
a Difference 
Service provides programs or direct, immediate material 
help to people in need. You have something. Others lack it. 
You give what you have. It could be money, books, clothing, 
or furniture. It could be your time to clean up a vacant lot 
or re-paint a homeless shelter. It could be time spent read­
ing to a child, sitting with an elderly person, or bringing 
someone a meal. 

With a service strategy, if the problem is lack of food, the 
solution is a food pantry or soup kitchen. If the problem is 
poor schools, we might tutor children or provide text­
books. People assume personal responsibility to provide 
what is lacking. Service providers typically come with a 
solution they have designed, rather than asking those clos­
est to the problem for their solutions. 

The advantage of this approach is that it fills an immediate 
need. Hungry people can't wait for long-term solutions. The 
disadvantage is that this is not a long-term solution. The 
next day, next week, and next year, the problem is still 
there. Another disadvantage is that the need filled may not 
be what is really needed. You get peanut butter and 
sandwiches at the Boys and Girls Club when what 
really need is people to play with the boys and girls. 

Advocacy involves well-trained experts speaking on behalf 
ofpeople in need. Lobbyists do this in legislatures. Lawyers 
and other experts do this in courts, police stations, hospi­
tals, and government agencies. Advocates often untangle 
complex webs of regulations and laws to help their clients 
navigate bureaucracies. Lawyers often exert more influ­
ence with businesses, landlords, and government ageneies 
than private citizens do. 
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Story: More Than One Way to Heal a Child 

Barry Zuckerman, a pediatrician at Boston Medical Cen­~ 
ter, had been treating children for years. Many children 
had come in over and over with the same chronic prob­
lems, such as asthma-often caused by roaches and mold 

~ 

$ in their apartments. One day a lawyer friend ofhis asked 
him, ''Isn't there a law against that?" 

Zuckerman, a doctor, had not thought about that. He was 
a healer, a doctor, not a lawyer. The question led him to 
found the Family Advocacy Project, where lawyers., 
(advocates) team up with doctors and nurses to use the 

1> 
law to get rid of mold, roaches, and other building code 

., 
and public health violations, to improve life for children 

® and their families. He has found that sometimes a 
lawyer going after the source of the problem through the 

% 

* courts or city agencies can do as much to cure children ~ 

as the doctors can. " 
o 
% *'*w** ,*~%'2?,* 

Mobilizing brings people (often many people) together for 
a short period of time to express their opinion. The 1963 
March on Washington for civil rights is a classic example in 
modem American history of an effective mobilization. The 
Million Man March, Stand for Children, and other marches, 
vigils, and rallies are more recent examples. 

Community Development creates homes and new jobs 
and provides education, loans, and other resources to 
address inequities in the market economy. The assump­
tions underlying a strategy of community development are 
that the free market does not work well for many people 
and that cooperative efforts can improve their living condi­
tions. Cooperative loan societies, job training programs, 
development of affordable housing, and micro-enterprise 
lending are examples of this strategy. 
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Embedded in this strategy is the assumption that an afford­
able home and ajob with a living wage are central to a bet­
ter life. This work requires experts in the complex business 
of coordinating the market and government agencies to 
create affordable housing or business ventures. The tech­
nical nature of this strategy requires highly trained profes­
sionals. The time sensitivity of housing development often 
clashes with the timeline required for leadership develop­
ment and the slower process of community participation. 

Electoral Politics are a common strategy to improve con­
ditions in any democratic country. This strategy assumes 
that the decisions of elected officials affect people in 
important ways . 

Electoral politics in America focus on the person running 
for office. Personality, charisma, and biography take center 
stage. Political parties involve people only during a specific 
election campaign. The lack of a strong ongoing political 
organization makes it difficult for average citizens to pro­
vide meaningful input or to hold elected officials account­
able until the next election. Except for the minor public 
offices, more often it is money, not organizational support, 
that is the key to electoral success. 

The core problem facing progressives is the declining 
participation of their constituency: the falling voting 
rates and declining political activity ofpeople below the 
median in the income distribution. ... The solution lies 
not in crafting a better message to beam from Washing­
ton, but rather, in effective local mobilization. What is 
missing are opportunities for poor and working people 
to participate and learn firsthand about politics and to 
become connected in an ongoing way to a political 
organization. 

-Paul Osterman, Gathering Power 
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People today are into participatory activities. They 
want to have influence over a decision that's made. 
They don't want to just sit and passively absorb. 
They want to be involved and a political program 
ought to realize that. 

-Ken Mehlman, Campaign Director, 
George W. Bush for President 2004 

Education and Study are other important ways of 
improving the world. Education includes educating both 
the general public and your own organization's members. 
'This strategy recognizes the importance of understanding 
the broader picture and the changing environment in which 
we work. 

Education can be a powerful tool for changing the world. It 
can include classes, public lectures, mass advertising cam­
paigns, and small study groups. Knowledge is power. 
Inequities in power often are maintained through inten­
tional mis-education and mis-information. Most schools do 
not prepare students to think critically or to figure out how 
to change the conditions that affect their lives. The current 
interest in many public schools on community service 
focuses on charitable acts, often without analyzing the root 
causes of the problems. Most people get their news from 
the mass media, which provides little in-depth understand­
ing of world or local events. 

or small-group study can help us to understand com­
plex systems in health care, education funding, public 
transportation, taxation, and other areas that affect our 
families. We need to learn the details to know how to 
change them. 

SECTION III: MAKING CHANGE • 283 

~ Assumptions, Effectiveness, and Values 
of the Strategies 

Each of the social change strategies described here incor­
porates implicit assumptions about people and their devel­
opment, about power, and about how and what we want to 
change in our world. 

Service 

Service delivery rests at least in part on the assumption 
that people mostly have needs. The service organization's 
strategy presumes that the service providers are more 
capable of meeting those needs than the people them­
selves. The service strategy can shape the views of those 
providing the service, so that it is easy for them to begin to 
view those whom they serve as bundles of needs. 

Needs and Assets 

Service providers typically conduct "needs assessments" in 
order to design appropriate services. Needs assessments 
ignore the resources of these same people "in need." A 
more balanced approach would include an "assets assess­

determine what assets, strengths, and resources 
the same people have. Looking only at "needs" overlooks 
important resources of a community. 

For example, rather than conducting a traditional needs 
assessment of a low-income neighborhood, organizer 
Cheryl Bardoe looked at it.') assets. She reported: 

Grand Boulevard is a poor, mostly African American 
community of36,000 on Chicago's South Side. Its 
unemployment rate was 34 percent and 82 percent of its 
children were living belO1v the poverty line . ... A recent 
survey shows that Grand BoulevG,rd has more than 320 
local associations, groups of citizens working together to 
improve life in their neighborhood . .. everything from 

! 
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a church hand bell choir to a mothers' support gro'up, 
from a senior citizens' social club to a youth group 
organized by a local postal worker. 

Bardoe, "Asset Management" 

Attitudes and assumptions count. If one assumes that 
people have needs, then one provides a service to fill those 
needs. If one focuses on the assets, resources, or gifts of 
those same people or community, then one looks for ways 
to use and strengthen those a'3sets and resources. 

Advocacy 

Traditional advocacy assumes that people are not compe­
tent to speak for themselves. Advocates speak on their 
behalf. With this assumption an advocate may overlook 
opportunities for the person to speak up for him or herself, 
or to learn how to understand and navigate an agency's 
complex rules so that the person is more self-sufficient the 
next time. 

Such advocacy also blocks the agency from learning the 
impact of its policies and regulations directly from those 
closest to the problem. This is counterproductive, especially 
if we assume that people in authority can learn and possibly 
change their behavior when personally confronted with 
information from the most credible source--the people the 
agency directly affects. 

Mobilizing 

This strategy assumes that a public display of large numbers 
of people will influence authorities or public opinion, and 
thereby will further the mobilizers' goals. Some mobiliza­
tions are very effective. However, it is not uncommon for 
organizers to make the mistake of substituting mobilization 
alone for a fuller plan of action that draws uponthe mixture 
of power sources that are needed to make real change. 
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Clarify Your Goals 

With mobilizations, timing, goal, and target all need to be 
clear and agreed upon by all involved. Why this mobiliza­
tion now? Some may think that the goal is to change the 
governor's mind. Others may think that the goal is to 
change public opinion. Others may think it is to inspire 
those already convinced. Success is elusive if you don't 
know what you want. A group considering mobilizing as a 
strategy should clarify its goals and question its assump­
tions. The group should ask: 

What exactly is the goal of this mobilization? To inspire 
members? To gain med'ia attention? To enlist new sup­
porters? To irifluence a public official? 

How l'ikely is the mobilization to create the intended 
result? (Or does the group mobilize ,just because this is 
what it has always done?) 

If the goal of the mobilization is to influence a public offi­
cial, the group should analyze how susceptible that official 
is to public pressure at the time. A mayor trying to attract a 
political convention might be susceptible to a mobilization 
just before the convention decision is made. At another 
time the mobilization may have less influence. A 
official in a close upcoming election race can be more influ­
enced by a public mobilization than a candidate with no 
credible opponent. 
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.... 	 Real-World Complexities of the 
Different Strategies 

Groups May Mix Strategies 
Organizations may use elements or mixtures of several 
strategies. A community organization with an organizing 
strategy may also provide home-delivered meals, rides to 
the doctor, or legal advice for a member having trouble 
with an immigration visa. These activities foster mutual 
support and a sense of community. 

Some advocates provide maximum opportunities for people 
to speak on their own behalf. Legal Aid attorneys used to 
call this "being on tap rather than on top." This mantra 
helped attorneys to remember that their role was to educate 
and empower clients as well as to advocate on their behalf. 

An organization may provide home-ownership counseling' 
and also may make every effort to get each participant to 
contribute time or work to the organization. A group with 
an strategy strives not only to deliver a service 
but also to develop members' participation--even in the 
smallest ways. It assumes that all members can give, not 

receive. 

CASE STUDY 

From Advocacy to Organizing 
Strong organizations reflect upon their effectiveness and 
may change strategies over time. I once. worked with a 
community development corporation that had used an 
advocacy strategy for years to improve the business dis­
trict in one low-income neighborhood. The group relied 
on the expertise of a few well-educated neighborhood 
leaders and their personal contacts with City Hall. But as 
the organization grew, its leaders realized that many 
problems affecting the neighborhood were not being 
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touched by the organization. Women had been raped in a 
vacant lot. Abandoned buildings dotted the streets just a 
few blocks from the business district. The main street 
had some new construction and some of the old build­
ings had been renovated, but life for most residents was 
not improving. 

reflection, they realized that they needed more 
power if they were going to make improvements in the 
lives of most of the neighborhood's residents. The 
amount of power that was available from the City Hall 
contacts of a few well-educated people in the neighbor­
hood was not enough. They decided to bring more of an 
organizing strategy into their organization. This move 
would require bringing many new residents into the 
organization as members and leaders-and not just as 
"puppet leaders. " 

Limitations and Challenges of Changing and 
~ixing Strategies 

This change was going to require a new orientation for the 
organization as well as a significant investment of time 
and money put into organizing. It was going to take a 
whole new way of thinking and a willingness on the part 
of the old "leader-advocates" to relinquish some of their 
power and status in the organization. It meant that the 
new organizing staff would have to be paid on par with 
the housing development staff-something very new. 
Without the raises, the organizing work would be seen as 
less important. (And indeed, it would be!) It meant a 
change in the composition of the Board of Directors and 
a change of priorities that put the (slower) pace of getting 
neighborhood input into any proposed development deal 
ahead of the need to close development deals that could 
drive new construction. There had to be changes in the 
culture, communication, and language used in Board 
meetings and other meetings. It meant more than just 
adding on a new organizing component. The whole organ­
ization had to change. It would not be easy or quick. 
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The payoff for the organization was greater power, based 
on many new members who voted, rather than on the less 
stable power that came from the advocacy strategy of a 
few neighborhood "advocates" who sometimes could 
convince City Hall to address neighborhood needs. The 
new power that grew from the expanded neighborhood 
base might eventually lead to more and bigger property 
development opportunities. But this would be a long-term 
gain that could only be achieved at the expense of giving 
up business-as-usual practices for the organization. 

There were difficulties with this strategy. fUnding for 
organizing is much harder to attract than funding that 
comes with the development of new housing. Develop­
ment fees generate income, so the organization has a 
financial incentive to do more property development in 
order to generate the fees-instead of attending to 
recruitment and leaderShip development. Without a clear 
commitment from the Board and the Executive Director 
to maintain and fund an organizing strategy, it would be 
difficult, if not impossible, to do real organizing. 

Organizing Elements Within 
Service Agencies 
Sometimes there is room for elements of an organizing 
strategy within a more service-oriented agency. 

For example, a homeless shelter, which primarily uses a 
service strategy, might also have a program to develop the 
leadership of its homeless guests. The shelter may nurture 
guests' voices by teaching them how to write and encour­
aging them to tell their stories in the shelter's newsletter. 
One homeless shelter created a "Guest Advisory Panel" so 
that the guests could help to design the services of the shel­
ter. In doing so, participants learned group facilitation, 
negotiating, and other skills. The shelter also used an 
organizing strategy when it brought shelter guests into a 

\!1 
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group, educated them about state and federal housing 
policy, and supported them in setting up meetings with 
state representatives and human service agency leaders to 
advocate for changes in housing policy. 

Remember, the primary goals of any organizing strategy are 
to develop leaders and to practice the "Iron Rule of Organiz­

-never do for people what they can do for themselves. 
a service-focused organization, there can be opportu­

nities to practice this kind of leadership development. 

Story: The Organizer in the Homeless Shelter 

working a.<; an organizer jor thTee months at a tTan­
sitionalshelter JOT Latina women in Boston, Ayla (not 
heT Teal name) noted that stTess was a common problem 
oj the single parents at the shelter. 

Rather than speaking with all oj the guests herself about 
the problems that she thought they shared and coming up 
with solutions that she thought would work jor them, Ayla 
decided to speak with a jew oj the guests and ask them to 
speak with others. This way, the guests would do the work 
to uncover if this was a shaTed problem and what others 
thought about it. Prom heT actions, the women understood 
that Ayla trusted them to do this work and to come up with 
t!wiT own ideas about how to address their concerns. 

As time went by, Ayla got nervous. She thought that noth­
ing was happening to come up with solutions jor the per­
vasive pTOblem oj stress. A couple oj weeks later, the 
women decided that they wanted to go to the YMCA and 
ask jor a reduced-cost membership jor guests, so that 
women jTOm the shelter could go to the Y to get exercise. 
Exercise is a gTeat way to reduce the negative impact 
oj st'ress. 

They asked Ayla what she thought oj this and whether she 
would go and make this request jor them. She said she 
would help them pTactice what they wanted to say, but that 
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she didn't need to speakfor them because they would do it 
weU. So instead of speaking for them (as an advocate), 
Ayla acted as a coach (organizer). She helped the women 
whom the group chose as representatives to practice what 
they would say to the director ofmembership at the YMCA. 

By serving as their coach rather than their advocate, Ayla 
helped the group members to understand that they wer'e 
capable of achieving the changes ~hat they wanted for 
themselves. Had she spoken for them, they would have 
learned that Ayla had made it possible and that the'y we're 
not capable of achieving such a Goal themselves. 

As a result ofAyla's organizing, the group secured YMCA 
memberships. These women and Ayla created a new 
opportunity for the women who follow in their footsteps. 
In owning the power to organize themselves, they were 
able to see that they can make positive changes in their 
lives and in the lives of other women like them. 

(From a case study by Emily Weitzman-Rosenbaum. A dif­
ferent version ofthis case story was published in the Jewish 
Organizing Initiative newsletter.) 

This use of an organizing strategy occurred within a serv­
ice organization because one staff member had the skills 
and·in.'·,ight to· use it and because the organization allowed 
her to do so. However, it was not an integral part of the 
organization's mission or its daily work Such "organizing" 
depends on the presence of an extraordinary individual 
and on the organization's willingness to allow this person 
to operate outside of normative organizational practices. 

Need to Look Deeper 
To understand the actual strategy of a group requires care­
ful observation. An organization may appear to be using an 
organizing strategy, but upon careful examination, may be 
doing something else. A membership-based community 
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organization may in reality be staff-driven. It may have 
what my coUeague Horace SmaU caUs "puppet leaders." 

en Story: Organizing Is More than Skin Deep 

A community group had invited all the city councilor'S to 
a meeting to address an issue. Only one accepted. I was 
her volunteer driver. We arrived at the meeting site and 
were ushered quickly into the basement storefront. We sat 
on hard plastic chairs for fifteen minutes before being 
escorted upstairs to sit around a conference table. The 
group's leaders sat across from the councilor. A young 
man, obviously a stajJ person, was dashing through the 
group, whispering into the ears of the leaders, and hand­
ing out pieces of paper. The "leaders" asked the councilor 
whether she would support their position. "Yes or No? 
What is your answer?" they asked. 

The councilor tried to explain the complexity of the issue. 
She said that even ifshe agreed with them, they would not 
get the result they wanted. The leaders only repeated, "Yes 
or No? What is your answer?" 

There are times when an unjriendly elected official 
evades a question. This was not the case here. It was clear 
to me that the organizer running around the room was 
orchestrating the meeting, and that the "leaders" had 
little or no understanding of how the City Council ran, 
who this councilor was, or what the issue was. The group, 
ostensibly a membership-based o'rganization with an 
organizing strategy, was using a classic direct action 
tactic. But the leader's were clearly not leading. 

One needs to look carefully at an organization to see what 
is really going on. A membership-based community organi­
zation, like the one described above, lnight seem, on the 
surface, to be using an organizing strategy, but the home­
less shelter, seemingly using a service strategy, might be 
doing more real organizing. 
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Different Strategies for Different Times 

Although I describe organizing as the most effective strat­
egy for solving problems and changing the world, there are 
times when other might make more sense. Time 
is one factor. No one would ask hungry people to wait to 
eat until you can build a big organization that can solve the 
nation's long-term hunger problem. If someone is about to 
be deported, it would make a lot of sense to hire a good 
lawyer and use a classic advocacy strategy to help that per­
son avoid deportation. 

Some people-and I have seen this especially with middle­
class people of faith-will be willing to pay thousands of 
dollars to fly thousands of miles away to rebuild a health 
clinic in EI Salvador but won't want to drive to their state 
capital to ask their state representative to support funding 
for health care for their uninsured neighbors. In that case, 
it might make sense to go with what people will actually do. 
Support their motives and their efforts in EI Salvador, and 
during that week in El Salvador, help them to reflect, learn, 
and plan what they can do back home. Help them to make 
the cormection between what they see in Central America 
and what they can see back in the U.S. 

I have seen this work: I know a number of people who 
have gone to underdeveloped countries for various "serv­
ice projects." What they encountered there was starkly dif­
ferent from what they had grown up believing. The trip 
gave them time away from home to learn and reflect. They 
came back with a different view of their own government, 
inspired to change conditions for poor people closer to 
home. Sometimes it takes serving (and learning) far away 
from hqme to learn what it is possible to do when one 
returns. But this only happens if someone (you!) pays care­
ful attention to the learning that goes on in the service 
project and extends that learning to encompass intensive 
and persistent follow-up. 
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... 	For Service Organizations That Want 
to Move Beyond Service 

Some organizations provide services to individuals. You 
may want to move an organization toward a broader vision 
of help. How can the group move beyond providing indi­
vidual assistance to changing public policies so that it can 
help more people? 

Helping Service Organizations to 

Embrace a Broader Vision 


You start moving an organization from helping individuals 
to helping groups of people by asking many questions. The 
questions that follow suggest how you might approach this 
shift. You will need to walk your group through a process 
of reflection, analysis, and decision-making in order to 
identify a new direction (or to re-affirm your existing direc­

if that is the choice you make). You can use the meth­
ods described in this book to go through this process. 

L Start bv asking the basic question: 

Does our organization want to do more than provide 
individual services to our members (or clients)? 

This question gets to the heart ofwho you are and what you 
are about, so be sure to devote ample time to it and make 
sure that all perspectives get voiced. 

2. The first question needs to be discussed in the context of 
the other basic question: 

Is changing the conditions that affect people's lives 
consistent with the mission of our organization? 

If the organization wants to go beyond service, then it first 
needs to clarify that such work is a of the organization 
and part of its mission. (If necessary, you may need to mod­
ify your mission.) 
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Ifyou decide that you don't want to expand beyond service, 
that is okay. It is fine for the group to affirm that it only 
wants to help individuals in its own organization and that it 
doesn't have the time, interest, or resources to do more. All 
organizations need to set boundaries in order to be effec­
tive. Mission, goals, and limits are critical parts of an orga­
nization's structure. 

3. If the organization has decided that it wants to affect 
more people than it can reach through direct service provi­
sion and that it wants to have longer-term impact on the 
conditions of their lives, then its members and leaders need 
to dig deeper. You heed to figure out if you can be effective 
in organizing, and how: 

What strengths and skills could we bring to creating 
systemic change for people over the long haul? How 
can our organization be effective using an organizing 
strategy? 

For example, if one member of the organization is out of 
work and his or her unemployment benefits have run 
can the organization extend unemployment benefits for all 
members who have exhausted their current benefits? Can 
it help to change the unemployment funding or policies in 
the state? 

Ifone elderly couple is having trouble staying in their home 
because of a recent hike in property taxes, can the organi­
zation develop a policy in the town that would allow all 
low-income residents to stay in their homes in spite of the 
big jump in property taxes? 

Figuring out how to move an organization from helping 
individuals with immediate problems to helping many 
people come closer to lifelong improvements requires 
asking the many questions that flow from this major ques­
tion. Here are just a few: 

• What problem or inequity do we want to address through 
organizing? 
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• 	 How does this build on our strengths and expertise; how 
does it flow from what we have done in the past? 

• 	 Who else is in the same situation 
• 	 What would be helpful to everyone like him or her? 
• 	 What power do we have in our group? 
• 	 Can we be effective in changing this specific policy? 
• 	 Who else could we possibly join with to accomplish 

what we want'? 

4. You also need to look at the risks to your organization if 
you shift from service to longer-term solutions: 

What might we lose through this shift, and are we 
willing to accept these losses? 

Questions might include: 

• 	 Who in our current organization might we lose if we 
enter a more political or policy-oriented arena? 

• 	 Are we willing to take on a long-term campaign that will 
not yield the immediate satisfaction of helping those in 
obvious need right now? 

• 	 What will it mean for our funding, and can we manage 
those changes? 

5. If the answer is still yes and you want to go ahead and try 
to create long-term solutions, then you are ready to start 
planning your approach: 

What might be effective in helping more people in 
a more systemic way, so that we create change for 
:t>eople over the long haul? What would be the most 
effective help we can offer? 

To come up with the answer, you should break this ques­
tion do;,VIl into many sub-questions, such as: 

• 	 What is our goal? 
• 	 What are our specific objectives? 
• 	 Who is closest to the problem? 
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• 	 How can we ask them for their advice, suggestions, and 
. ')expenence. 

• 	 What do they think is a good solution? 
• 	 What would they want us to do? 

Once you go through all these questions in a thoughtful 
manner-and with a major shift such as this it will take 
your group quite a while to wade through all the ques­
tions-you will be ready to incorporate an organizing strat­
egy into your organization's work One of the powerful 
benefits of taking the time to answer all these questions is 
that you have been building "member ownership" in your 
new direction all along the way, by asking all of the people 
~~TT~lTT~A to think through this shift together. 

EXERCISE 

• Personal Reflection on Service 
and Organizing 

This exercise is designed to help you think about your own 
motivations, the focus of your organization, the operating val­
ues and assumptions implicit in your group's structure and 

culture, and the impact of your work. Compare your answers 
to the choices listed below each question, which describe 

how pure service and pure organizing strategies might 
address the same question. For each question, take a minute 
to think about the similarities and differences. 

Most people and most groups are more complex than the 
oversimplified opposites printed here. Most likely, you're no 
exception.The purpose of this exercise is to push you to think 
about your work in terms of service vs. organizing, so the dis­

tinction between the two is highlighted. The intention is not 
to describe your reality in all its real-life complexity. but to 
increase your understanding of the strategy or strategies your 
organization uses. 
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I. 	Why am I doing this? 

Service: For personal growth only. 


Organizing: To develop the leadership of others as part 

of a group. 


2. 	What skills do I use and develop in others? 

Service: "Technical" skills (reading, computer literacy, 

health education, etc.). 


Organizing: Critical thinking, group process, political 

awareness, negotiation with public figures, 

strategy, campaign planning. 


3. 	What methods do I use? 

Service: Individual volunteers or professionals in agen­

cies helping others who are seen as having 

limitations or needs. 


Organizing: Organizing membership-based associations 

and groups and developing grassroots lead­

ership to conduct public negotiations, etc. 


4. 	 How are the problems that are addressed 
identified or chosen? 

Service: By the agency, through "needs assessment." 

Organizing: Through priorities that are democratically 

and publicly determined by the community 

and by person-to-person interviews. 
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5. Who "owns" the project? 

Service: The agency and the individual providing the 
service. 

Organizing: The membership-based community 
organization. 

6. To whom is the project accountable? 

Service: To the agency and the funders. 

Organizing: To the community organization. 

7. What is my self-interest? 

Service: Feeling good by helping others, personal skill 
development. 

Organizing: Feeling good about developing the leader­
ship of others, acting from deeply held 
beliefs or anger, changing relations of power. 

8. What connection to civic life does the work 
develop? 

Service: Little involvement or change. 

Organizing: Intimately connected to civic life, 
developing "public relationships" with 
business leaders and public officials 
(City Councilors, the mayor; your senators, 
police officers, and government regulators, 
for example). 

Based in part on a discussion tool from the Institute for the Arts 
of Democracy, San Rafael, CA. 
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~ The Minnie Test 
The WOTd I hate most in the English language 
is 'sumvathv. " 

-Minnie Jacoby 

Strategy and the Minnie Test 
When I think about any strategy I ntight use to make the 
world a better place, I use the Minnie test. I ask, "How 
would this help my grandmother, Minnie?" I ntix my love 
for my grandmother, telling me stories in our house, with 
my fury at the world that could not make life any better for 
her as a little girl, or as a young woman. And I know that 
there were-and still are-thousands like her. 

Sympathy 
Minnie never wanted sympathy. It would be easy to pity 
her, a poor eight-year-old girl whose mother had died. She 
had no money. She lived with strangers. She worked for 
people who treated her as a pair of hands to do whatever 
they wanted for as little money as possible. What would 

her? Who could help her? 

What did actually help her? Today I might ask, "What 
strategy would be most helpful to her? Or to people like 
her today'?" 

EXERCISE 

Identifying Real Help 
This exercise is an opportunity to practice figuring out what 
would really help someone to make permanent life improve­
ments. It shows you how to draw on what you have already 
seen and already know in order to envision a better future. 

I. Think of someone you know who is like Minnie, someone 
with no resources or family who can help him or her. Who 
are you thinking about? ______________ 
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2. What would be most helpful to him or her? Sometimes his­
tory can help us to design a strategy for today. It may help to 
look at what you judge to have been effective in the past 
(either in personal experience or in historical experience). 
Or you can answer with all new ideas. 

Unemployment insurance for Minnie's father would have 
helped Minnie, so he could have afforded a home when he was 

What Actually Did Help Minnie? 
When I go back and look at the specific things that my 
grandmother told me bothered her, I can see that 
unions helped. They allowed her bathroom breaks without 
being timed. They helped her (and many others) get better 
wages. They stopped the worst conditions in the factories.' 
That was real help, not sympathy. 

Social Security and Medicaid helped. That gave her money 
and medical care. 

When she was older, public housing gave her a safe, afford­
able apartment. 

Other things could have helped her when she was a girl. 
Kind teachers would have helped. A decent-paying iob for 
her father would have helped most of all. 
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What Would Help Her or People Like 
Her Today? 
Take the Minnie test. Would any action, project, campaign, 
legislation, or organization help Minnie or someone like 
her? What would she say? What would it do for that little 
girl left without her mother? What would it do for the 
young woman trying to get an education, find a place to 
live, get useful and safe work, and find some way to use her 
talents and feel respected in the world? 



CHAPTER 

Taking Action, 
Solving Problems, 

Getting Results 

If architects want to strengthen a decrep'it arch, they 
increase the load which is laid upon it, for thereby the 

are joined more firmly together. 

-Viktor Frankl, Man's Search for Mea,ning 

.... Actions: Setting Change In Motion 

What Are Actions? 
Every organization has a program, often referred to in the 
organizing world as an "action." Common types of actions 
include: 

1. Forums or panels. These are educational. Experts dis­
cuss a topic. The goal is to educate those 

2. Public hearings. These are opportunities for the public to 
testify about an issue. Hearings can be convened by public 
officials or by a community organization. Who runs the hear­
ing is critical, as this group shapes both the process and the 
outcomes of the hearing. Time limits and decisions about who 
testifies matter, as do the location of the meeting and the 
selection of the person who will serve as the meeting's chair. 
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3. Research actions. You can organize an action around 
getting information. This is often a useful step. Members of 
the group go in an organized fashion to retrieve informa­
tion about their problem. This might be a group visit to the 
Department of Public Health to fmd out what division con­
trols the drinking water in the town or what acceptable 
lead levels are, or a meeting with the Housing Authority 
Director to find out how maintenance budgeting decisions 
are made and who will be present at the next budgeting 
meeting. These types of programs are useful because they 

the group with the information it needs to take a 
more confrontational action later on. In addition, these 
actions are themselves steps in the mobilization of the 
group, a.<; they are the interim that educate, inspire, 
and motivate the members of the group. Members can 
learn a lot about the problem, about the institutions they 
are fighting, and about conducting actions from participat­
ing in research actions. 

4. Accountability sessions. These are carefully orches­
trated public negotiation sessions. They generally include 
specific questions directed to individuals who have the 
authority to effect some improvement in the lives of those 
who attend the session. The action may be a public session 
asking a mayor to agree to fund school supplies and text­
books. It may be a session where 1,000 people ask a bank 
president to fund low-interest loans for first-time home 
buyers. Whatever the topic, the essential ingredient is a 
clear agenda to ask an individual who has the authority 
(power) to deliver to make a specific improvement in the 
public arena. 

Such face-to-face negotiations with public or corporate 
authority are based on the assumption that power is not 
absolute. Accountability sessions assume that those in 
authority can be influenced and can change their behavior 
or decisions when personally confronted by people who 
make a specific request of them. Accountability sessions 
further assume that those in authority are more likely to 

302 
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agree to such requests when the requests are made by large 
numbers of organized, disciplined people. This approach 
relies on the propositions-which experience bears out­
that the public presence of many people influences the per­
son in authority and that the power of the group is directly 
proportional to the number of people it turns out for the 
meeting. Such sessions also provide those who attend with 
a sense of increased power to influence the decisions that 
affect their lives and an increased sense of confidence in 
their ability to act in public. This strengthens the group, an 
important goal of any action. 

Story: Ask for What You Want 

For years, students in Boston's public schools complained 
about dirty, smelly bathrooms. The stalls lacked doors. 
There was no toilet paper. They were rarely cleaned. 

Then the Boston Youth Organizing Project started organ­
izing high school students. Number One on the students' 
list of concerns was still the smelly bathrooms. After 
weeks and months of planning and recruiting, they 
invited the Superintendent of Schools to a meeting at a 
church, where they turned out over 50 students. 

The Superintendent came with two of his assistants. The 
students were orderly and organized. They went through 
an agenda that included testimony from students about 
their experience in the bathrooms, with dates, times, and 
details. They had a very specific request of the Superin­
tendent: to fix the bathrooms in one specific school by a 
certain date. He agreed. 

" " 

The students' research, orderliness, and attention to 
details, along with their specific request and the presence 
of a large number of students, plus clergy and other com­
munity members, got them what they wanted. 
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Story: Accountability Sessions Can Also 
Help Hold Members Accountable 

I recently attended a meeting of1,000 people, convened 
by a group working to pass state legislation to set up 
health insurance for hundreds of thousands ofuninsured 
people. The plan was to put on a statewide ballot a ques­
tion authorizing such a health insurance plan. To get the 
question on the ballot would require 40,000 signatures. At 
the rally, leaders on stage asked for 200 people to sign 
pledge cards promising to each get 200 signatures. Such 
a big meeting, where the power of 1,000 people all in one 
room is palpable and inspiring, can lead to more 
accountability. It inspired me: I signed the card. 

And again, accountability means counting. Since it 
would take 40,000 signatures-not 20,000 or 2,000 or 
even 38,000-to get the question on the ballot, I knew that 
I needed to stick to my word and get my 200, in order for 
the entire effort to work. 

® 

It's the Goal 
Whatever the program or action, it's the goal of the action 
that matters. The fIrst rule of any action is to ask: What is 
its goal? Make the goal crystal-clear and put it in writing. 
Too many groups conduct a certain kind of action because 
that is what they have always done. It may not be working, 
but habits die hard, even when they are no longer effective. 

Story: Winning is Different from Being 
Right-or Righteous 

A group of affordable housing advocates was angry over 
rising rents. They went to some sympathetic city coun­
cilors and wrote a rent control regulation. Four of eleven 
councilors supported them. They pressed for a vote, and 
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when the vote came, they lost. They screamed, ''Shame, 
~ 	 shame!" But they had never lined up the votes to win. 

They thought that they were right and that those who 
voted against them were wrong. They did not take the 
time to try to negotiate a compromise. 

~ 

Ii!@ *' *'l1'li$ @* 

Being "right" did not mean that they would win. Winning is 
different from being right. In this case, winning required a 
majority of the Council, which they did not have. Some 
people may want to be right more than they want to be 
effective. Unfortunately, their action did nothing to affect 
rising rents in the city. 

~ Actions Cause Tension; Tension Leads 
to Change 

Any social change or improvement project requires action. 
Action brings increased tension. Without increased ten­
sion, nothing changes. 

An action may be a meeting with a person in authority, an 
election, a boycott, a press conference, a rally, a teach-in, 
or some other activity to affect social change. The orga­
nizer's job includes not only teaching leaders how to plan 
and conduct actions, but also how to evaluate and learn 
from the action. 

Action Requires Confrontation, 
Face-to-Face 
Repressive social structures are maintained in part 
because authorities masquerade as benevolent, define 
inequalities as too complex for resolution, and hide real 
conflicts of interest in afairy tale ofpaternal benevolence. 
An organizer, therefore, seeks out confrontations and con­
flict; for the organizer understands that only in conflict 
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situations do issues become clear, with real interests no 
longer camouflaged; only in conflict situations does the 
rhetoric of the powerfuL lie exposed and the mobilization 
of a movement become possible. Yet the organizer is also 
aware that all conflict is partially premature; that in the 
polarization that ensues some members and potential 
members will be frightened, choosing the side ofauthority 
against their "true" interests. And in the need for instant 
decisions in crises, participation in decision-making is 
narrowed. Yet here new leadership is also tested. 

-Richard Rothstein, "What is an Organizer?" 

Actions Bring Contradictions to Light 

Orgahizers, often in dramatic ways, bring to light the con­
tradictions between generally accepted assumptions about 
how people should be treated and the reality of their living 
conditions. That's why tenants have brought rats from their 
apartments to City Hall. That's why people with disabilities 
have camped out in the State House when politicians have 
cut needed services. That's why citizens brought samples 
of polluted drinldng water from across the country to Con­
gress. They know it is not socially acceptable in our coun­
try for people to live with rats in their homes, with no 
access to basic services, or with polluted drinking water 
pouring out of their faucets. Yet these conditions exist. 
Most people just don't see them. Action makes them visible 
and makes the contradictions apparent. 

Actions are Experiences for Learning 

People learn through action. Without action and the 
inevitable reaction, no situation improves. No person 
changes. There is no learning. With organizing, the learning 
and personal growth happen within a group. The individual 
member learns and hopefully teaches others in the group. 
Then the group itself learns, and this learning becomes part 
of the group's norms and culture. 
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Organizers facilitate experiences for learning, for people to 
see the hidden reality. This often happens most effectively 
with face-to-face interaction. 

change what they do less because they are given 
analysis that shifts their thinking than because they are 
shown a truth that irifl,uences theirfeelings. 

-John P. Kotter, The Heart of Change 

Story: Learning the Truth­
Even When It Hurts\JJ 

I was training a new VISTA organizer at an anti-poverty 
agency working with low-income people at the 
Street public housing development in Malden, a small 

q, 	

just outside Boston. The city government failed to deliver 
basic services to this neighborhood. Most people in this 
public housing development were not registered to vote. At 
that time, to register to vote, one either had to go to City 
Hall or else t1))enty people to sign a special form 
requesting that a voter registrar come to their location. It 
took a trip to City Hall to get the form. 

Because offederal restrictions, the VISTA volunteer could 
not directly help anyone register to vote. She could, how­

" ever, inform the public housing residents of the lav) and 
tell them where to get the voter registration petition. She 
did this, and so the resident leader from the public hous­
ing development took the bus downtown and went to see 
the voter registrevr at City Hall. The VISTA organizer and 
I waited for her in a coffee shop across the street. 

As the woman from the residents' group told us later in 
the coffee shop, the conversation with the registrar went 
like this: 

"Good ",naming" she said. "I 
I would like a voter registralu so we can have 
someone come down to register votm-s. " 
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"Oh," the clerk replied, "those people on Franklin Street, 
~~ they never vote. You are wasting your time. They will 

never vote. They are all so lazy. All they do is sit around 
$ all day, drink, get into trouble, and collect welfare. They 

are all no good. " 

The woman from Franklin Street was stunned. She ba'rely 
knew what to say. She managed to pick up the petition 
and walk out of City Hall, a bit dazed. 

I knew the was to say somethina like this. 
That was why we had stationed ourselves at the doughnut 
shop across from City Hall-to go overwhat happened. 

The woman walked into the doughnut shop. She was frus­
trated and depressed. She had never been talked to like 
that. It took us over an hour to review what had happened 
and why. We pointed out that the clerk worked for the pub­
lic, which included her, and tha.t, in fact, she paid the 
taxes that paid the clerk's salary. We said that no one had 
a right to talk to her, or anyone, like that. Gradually, the 
tenant leader became more angry than depressed. She was 
getting annoyed and wanted to do something. She was 
determined to get. all twenty signatures on that petition 
and show the registrar that people on Franklin Street did 
care, did want to vote, and did count for something. 

Organizers seek out such confrontations. From experience, 
I had a good idea of how the registrar might treat the 
woman from public hou~ing. I wanted her to be treated that 
way-not because that is the way she should be treated, but 
because that is the reality behind the image the public offi­
cials display. That is what the registrar really thought of her, 
although it is not publicly declared. The tenant leader would 
not learn it if I simply told her, "People in City Hall don't 
respect you." Even if she believed me, my telling her would 
not have the impact of the registrar telling her to her face. 
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... Tips for Making Actions Work 


Action/Reaction 

This action allowed the public housing leader from 
Franklin Street to uncover the ma.<>querade of City Hall 
benevolence and then her a chance to test her leader­
ship. How would she react to being called those names? 
How would she feel? What would she do? 

She went back to her development and got the required 
signatures to bring the voter registrar out to her street. 

We need personal experiences to learn and develop in ways 
that differ from how we habitually act. Bodies at rest tend 
to remain at rest. Sir Isaac Newton discovered that. Bodies 
in motion tend to remain in motion. He also discovered that. 
Use Newton's Laws of Inertia and Motion to get people mov­
ing and keep them moving. We need experiences outside of 
our normal routine to make change and learn. Then we 
need to take the time to evaluate, learn from the 
and move on to further action, more improvements in our 
lives and communities, and greater leaming. 

Ask for What You Want 
Action often involves negotiation. Just like in fundraising, 

ask, you don't get. The asking creates a tension 
and reaction from the person you ask The tension and 
reaction will be forces for change. Even if the reaction is no 
action, the tension alone will lead to some sort of change. 
The change might be in your organization (re-grouping for 
another action that does lead to change), or in the person 
or institution whom you are confronting, or in the sur­
rounding community where you are doing the organizing. 

This is where Newton's Third Law comes in. For every 
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. You have to 
initiate an action ifyou want a reaction. Ifyou ask for what 
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you want, you can be sure that something will happen. It 
may take time to understand exactly what the reaction is, 
but I guarantee there will be an effect if you take action. 

Evaluate the Experience 
Do not let the experience of an action fallon one person 
alone. Make sure that it is a group experience, even if only 
a few representatives from your group actually sit face-to­
face with the person you are confronting. Before the 
action, agree to a time and place when you will meet to 
evaluate the experience. We had arranged the meeting in 
the doughnut shop allead of time because we knew that the 
Franklin Street leader's would likely be difficult 
and that it would be important to evaluate the experience 
together. We first asked her how she felt. Then we led her 
through a process to see that she had a right to be angry 
rather than depressed. Then, hopefully, she would act. In 
this case, she did. 

... Information Is a Cornerstone of Action 

Information + People Create Power 

Knowledge is power. 

-Francis Bacon 

What was good for Sir .Francis Bacon is good for commu­
nity organizing efforts, too. If you look carefully at the sto­
ries throughout this book, you'll see that organizers often 
use information in combination with other strategies when 

want to build their power. For example, as you'll read 
later in this chapter, a neighborhood group in East Boston 
went down to the State Office Building to get a copy of a 
grant that was supposed to benefit their neighborhood 
They found out the amount of the money that was sup­
posed to be used to benefit their neighborhood, the speci­
fications of the grant, and its term. This information, 
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combined with a strong community organization that suc­
cessfully mobilized people, provided them with a source of 
power that they otherwise would not have had. 

The Right Information Can Guide 
Your Action(s) 
Although information is a source of power, simply having 
the right information is not enough. You need to do some­
thing with the information in order to leverage power. 
Otherwise, you could be right and still be powerless. 

Story: Paying Attention to the Top Dog 

Some of my 	neighbors have recently come together to ~ 
oppose a proposed dog park down the block from our 
house. They started making all kinds ofarguments-that 
a dog park could create a health hazard, that the neigh­
bors don't want it, that it was a threa,t to young children, 
that the noise and trqffic would disturb the peace, that 
the dogs could damage the nearby socce1' field. Their 
am'1ll?nenT;S were interesting, and they certainly fanned 
the flames selj-rightRousness, but no one stopped to 

out who in the town had the authority to make the 
decision for or against the park and what kind of infor­
mation would be important or persy,asive to that deci­
sion-maker. Just having a lot of information about dog 
pa,rks wasn't enoy,gh. 

So I called the Town Hall and asked who has the decision­
making power about by,ilding the dog park. The answer: 
Our Town Manager, who operates under the direction of 
our towns Board ofSelectmen. 

So now we're talking. Now we have a target for our efforts. 
We may have a lot of interesting arguments, but the only 
ones that matter if we want to make change are the ones 
that will influence the Town Manager or the Bom'd of 

lJ! Selectmen. So our next step is to find out what the Town 
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Manager and the Board of Selectmen are worried about. 
~ 	 Public health issues? Public opinion? ThR expense? Once 

we get this in/ormation, we'll be ready to roll out an 
action 

Which Information Is the "Right" 
Information? 
The information you need may be more than the simple 
facts of the case. One of the first questions you usually ask 
in organizing is: Who has the legal authority to make the 
decision? That leads you directly to the second question: 
Who (or what) would likely have influence on that person? 
You then need to find out what process that person will use 
for making the decision. 

Story: Getting the Right Information 

A number of years back there was a campaign to raise 
the minimum wage in California. Organizers found out 
that the Board with legal decision-making authority over 
the minimum wage had three members. One member 
was in favor of the increase, one was opposed, and one 
was undecided. 

Now it was clear what information the organizers needed 
to guide their actions: The campaign needed to know 
what kind.'J ofarguments would be most likely to sway the 
one swing voter on the Board. They found out that eco­
nomic arguments carried the 1nost weight with him, so 
they recruited a number of academic economists to help 
them make their case. 

It is possible to collect all kinds of information, possibly 
even too much. With the Internet, massive amounts of 
information are readily available. Whatever issue you are 

you may want to start by collecting just the infor­
mational to give yourself some general back­
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ground. Then stop and assess where you're at. Ask the 
questions about legal authority and how to influence the 
decision-makers. Now's the time to start thinking strategi­
cally about what additional information you'll need and 
how you're going to use the information to shape your 
actions. Once you have the information, you ean link it 
with some of the other sourees of power to shape an 
aetion that will have impaet. 

EXERCISE 

Information as a Source of Power 
There are all kinds of information that can be useful as sources 
of power. One very common type is about who has the author­
ity to make the change. We sometimes call this "Decision-maker 
Research:' 

Think of one problem your group is facing right now: 

I. What do you want to accomplish? __________ 

2. Who has the legal authority to make the decision? 

3. What is the decision-making process? _________ 

4. Who could influence that person? _________ 
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5. What kinds of arguments would influence that person? 

6. What are the relevant laws that might restrict or support the 
change you want? 

7. What are the "accepted practices"? _________ 

8. Is there any particular history behind this? _______ 

9. 	Write down three next steps you could take right now to 
get you closer to answering those questions: 

a. __________________________ 

b. _________________ 

c. __________________________ 

31S 
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~ Action and Learning 

Organizers Evaluate the Action 
The plight is worsened by a network of "citizen commit­
tees, " "health and welfare councils, " and other blue ribbon 
citizen packages claiming to represent people who have 
given them no mandate, and, as often as not, are ignorant 
of the fact that others are speaking in their name. 

-Saul Alinsky 

Story: Action, Reaction, and Evaluation 

Sometimes When You Take Action, ~ 
the Reaction Is Nothing 

In this story, just having the information didn't mean we got 
our way. 

The neighbors around Maverick Square in East Boston 
had worked hard to get a walking beat patrolman assigned 
to their neighborhood. The patrolman got to know the 

" neighbors and was able to recognize the drug dealers. He 
worked with Pastor Don Nanstad of Our Saviour's 

'" Lutheran Church and some elderly residents in a nearby 
public housing development to get rid ofmuch of the drug­" 
dealing in the neighborhood. Then the walking patrolman " 


" 
 was pulled off the job. The neighbors were not happy. 

Getting the Information Helps 
® 	

A special grant had paidfor the patrolman. The neighbors 
wanted to know why the officer was taken away. If a spe­

'" 	 cial grant was payingfor the patrolman, why would he be 
taken off this assignment? We decided to do a "research 
action"-to go downtown to visit the agency that admin­
istered the grant, to read it for ourselves and find out 
what the grant required. 

(Don was smart: Before we went downtown, he called the 
" agency responsible for monitoring the grant's progress to 

SECTION III: MAKING CHANGE • 317 

see if anyone there knew how the grant was going. The ~.~: 
woman on the phone said, ''J would like to know myself!" ~" 
Don thought she sounded a little annoyed. He figured he 
might have found an ally.) 

" So we gathered at Don's church and took the subway 
downtown to the state office building. We rode the eleva­
tor to the office that had given out the grant. The woman 
from that agency was glad to see the neighbors once she 
realized what they were doing. She was frustrated, too, 

~ because the District Attorney had not made progress 
Q 

reports as required by the grant. '" 

As we crowded around the counter, the clerk found the 
grant application. There it was in black and white: The 
grant included "$21,000 toward a walking beat patrol­
man in Maverick Square." The clerk made a copy of the 
grant application for us. 

Armed with the information we needed about what the 
grant required as regards the walking beat patrolman, we 
took the subway back to East Boston. 

If one state agency is not giving you what you want, don't 
assume that all the other state agencies are on their side. " 
Each agency has a different bureaucratic responsibility. In 
this case, one state agency could help citizens to get what 
they wanted from another state agency. There may well be 

" 	 some internal competition or inter-agency dispute that can 
work to your advantage-as it did here. " 

Go to the Person Who Can Give You 
What You Want 

" 	 The District Attorney's office had received the grant, so 
our next step, we decided, would be to ask the District 

<. 	
Attorney why the money was not being spent on what the 
grant specified. We tried to set up an appointment with 
the D.A. We could not get one. The group debated what to 
do next. Most wanted to go downtown to confront the D.A. 

" 	 about losing the patrolman. One woman in the group 
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refused. She didn't want to upset the District Attorney. 
The group talked things out and made decisions on the 
basis of the informal influence of the individual mem­
bers. They decided to keep this woman happy and not go 
downtown, at least for the time being. In retrospect, 
trying to keep one person happy led to a bad decision, 
because the group lost momentum. In organizing for 
change, it is important to keep members' energy levels 
high to empower and propel them to take action that 
otherwise might feel frightening or overwhelming. 

In the meantime, the local Assistant District Attorney had 
set up a new "Neighborhood Advisory Group. " The neigh­
bors thought that this allowed the D.A. to look like he was 
involving the neighborhood when, infact, he was not. He 
chose the members of the group, but Don was the only 
member out of the fifteen who was a neighborhood resi­
dent. The meetings were public. The neighbors often 
showed up at these meetings. The chair .would not recog­
nize them to speak. Sometimes the meetings were held in 
non-wheelchair accessible sites, a problem for the elderly 
residents and also a violation of the law. The residents 
complained. Nothing was done. They were getting pretty 
discouraged. 

When Don complained, they kicked him off and posted 
a security guard at the door to stop him from coming to 
the meetings. (That did not stop him. The security guard 
played basketball with Don and just waved him in.) 

After months of attending the local meetings with no 
results and getting no response to their requests for a 
meeting with the D.A., the members of the neighborhood 
association decided to go downtown again to try to meet 
with the District Attorney. 

Sometimes You Come Up Empty 

They still could not get an appointment with the D.A., so 
they trooped down to his office in the musty old court­
house. They knocked on the door and were told, "The Dis-
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trict Attorney is busy. Do you have an appointment?" ~~: 
~" 	 They said they had tried to get one. They asked to speak to 

the public relations officer who often responded to them. 
They were told that the public relations officer was out of 
the office. They took seats on a bench and waited. One or 
two would occasionally go out to go to the bathroom or the 
water fountain. They asked again if the public relations 
officer was there and again were told she was not in the 
office. Then, as they looked out the door into the hallway, 
they saw her walk down the hall and disappear into the 
elevator. She had been there all the time and had taken 
another door to avoid meeting them. When they saw this, 
they realized that they were not going to get a meeting. 
They had been there for over an hour, sitting on a hard 
wooden bench. They decided to leave. 

I had asked the neighbors to reserve time after the meet­
ing to get coffee and talk about what had happened. I 
knew that, whatever happened, we needed time to talk 
about it. We found a lunch place near the courthouse and 
ordered coffee and sandwiches. 

The Evaluation: What Do You Do With Nothing?" c 

"How did you feel?" I asked. ''Disrespected,'' they said. 
Some were feeling pretty down. They had tried to meet 

" " someone who could help them and did not succeed. I asked 
., them, "Why do you feel that way?" "Whose fault was it 

that the meeting did not happen?" "Who does the District 
$ Attorney work for?" "Who pays his salary?" (Answer: 

Their taxes. He works, at least theoretically, for them.) 
Slowly, they started getting a little angry, rather than 

" depressed, about what had happened. I looked for any 
sparks of anger I could fan. Isn't this supposed to be a 

~ ''government of the people, by the people, for the people"? 
Has it "perishedfrom the earth"? Isn't that what we learn 
in school? But what happened here? Slowly, instead of 
seeing their own inadequacies as the problem, they recog­
nized that the District Attorney was not doing his job-at 
least not in the way they thought he should be doing it. He 

" 
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was not even adhering to the grant he himself had writ­
ten, which they had seen with their own eyes. The knowl­
edge of the grant and having seen it gave them a little 
more confidence that they were right. Having done their 
homework helped tremendously. 

It took over an lwur to evaluate what happfmed. If we had 
just gotten on the subway and gone back home, we 1.l}ould 
have left with a sour taste in our mouth.f>, like we had 
failed. Instead, after evaluating what had happened, the 
group saw that there was nothing wrong with them. There 
was something wrong with a system that could not pro­
vide the walking beat patrolman, especially when a grant 
specifically required it. Even though they did not imme­
diately win back the walking beat patrolman, they stayed 
energized and ready for mo're (lction. 

How to Evaluate an Action 
Start by asking how people felt. After an action, some 
people are likely to feel good about the action, others not 
so good. Some may feel bad. Explore how everyone felt 
and why. Make sure everyone gets a chance to talk. Start 
with the feelings, and then move to what people are think­
ing and why. Your job is to help them examine their feelings 
and, if necessary, help them move beyond them. You want 
them to leave the evaluation with an understanding of what 

think about the experience and with motivation to 
take further action. 
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Learning From Action 

When we take a public action (going to see the District 
Attorney), we get a reaction (no one will see us). How we 
understand that reaction is essential to our learning. 

Do we learn that we are not worthy of the District Attor­
ney's attention? Do we have a right to ask the government 
to do what it says it will do-in this case, to spend the 
$21,000 on the walking beat patrolman in the neighborhood 
as the grant specified? 

Action makes it possible to win improvements in peoples' 
lives. It also helps people to move away from hopelessness, 
to step outside of their feeling that they are unable to 
change their living conditions. It is often people's feeling 
that the~ can't act, rather than any innate inability or objec­
tive conditions, that stops them from acting. So doing your 
job often means encouraging people to act. Just as you 
might do when you are developing individual leaders, think 
about what the next step might be for the group to develop 
more capacity and confidence in exercising its power. 

Story: When No One Listens, Why Talk? 

David Trietsch, who worked as a planner for the city, tells 
this story: 

It was the first meeting between the newly-formed pubUc 
housing Tenants' Association and the surrounding com­
munity to discuss the future development of a "super" 
block that was to contain the housing development, a com­
m.1J.nit1J church, and the surrounding residential neigh­

the agenda turned to better integrating the 
Imblic housing community into the larger ne'ighborhood, 
local neighborhood residents stood up one after another 
Q,nd tQ,lked about "those people. " The neighborhood resi­
dents sto,ted that the housing development residents "don't 
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care about the same things we do." They went on to say 
~ tha,t the people who lived in lJUblic housing were respon­

sible for the garbage on the streets and for the run-down 
state of their hous'ing. 

To my dismay, not one tenant responded. Not one mem­
ber of the Tenants' AssoC'iat'ion demanded to be heard. The 
public housing tenants looked at their feet and remained 
silent thro'ughout the meeting. 

Later that night, I sat with the tena,nts in their associa­
" tion office and asked, "How co'uld you hear what they 

were saying and not reslJOnd?" 

The'ir answer: "Who would have listened to us? What right 
did we have to talk?" 

That night began our real work together. 

You have to constantly take the time to ask, "What have we 
learned from this action?" The evaluation of the action is as 
important as the action itself. Without the evaluation and 
the learning that comes from it, the group will lack a com­
mon understanding and the basis to plan what to do next. 
The evaluation provides not only individual learning but 
also group learning. The group then can learn how the 
world works and plan accordingly. Action, evaluation, and 
learning lead to more effective action. 

People experience action in different ways. Your job is to 
help people see any action they take-and the reaction 
they confirmation that they have the potential to 
make a difference in the world. You want people to leave 
actions prepared to continue to act in the future in even 
more effective or powerful ways. 
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Action Means Face-to-Face Negotiation 

Sometimes you have no time to build an organization. The 
wolf is at the door and you have to act fast. Knowing how 
to do this helps. This story illustrates the importance of 
face-to-face communication with those who have the 
authority to give you what you want. 

Story: Asking Face-to-Face 

Cheri Andes, an or-ganizer with the Greater Boston Inter­
faith Or-ganization, an affiliate of the Industrial 
Foundation, lives in Fr-amingham, Massachusetts. Her 
son had benejUed from the "Reading Recovery" progr-am 
in the schools. The town was planning to cut the progr-am. 

The teacher-s planned to attend the meeting where the 
School Committee would make the decision about cutting 
the Reading Recovery pr-ogr-am. But the teacher's couldn't 
get on the aaenda" 

Cheri offered her adv'ice to the teachers for- how to advo­
cate to save the pr-ogmm. Cheri told the teachers to speak 
dir-ectly to the School Committee members. If they wanted 
to affect the decision, it wouldn't be enough simply to be 
pr-esent in the room. Cheri told them to go up to the School 
Committee members, intr-oduce theYnselves, and ask them 
to keep the Reading Recovery progmm. At a br-eak in the 
meeting, the teachers walked up to the School ComrnUtee 
member-s, shook their- hands, introduced themselves, and 
asked them to keep the pr-ogmm. The School Committee 
voted to keep the pr-ogmm. 

., $ ., 

The personal approach kept the program. The results may 
not always be so successful, but your chances of success 
improve with a face-to-face meeting. 
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Social scientists recognize the power of personal commu­
nication in negotiations: 

Minorities r-ece'ived the highest level ofpositive attention 
and the gr-eatest influence on the private opinions of 
members of the majority and on 
when they communicated face-to-face. 

-Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point 

A Positive Reaction: 
Another Kind of Surprise 
Sometimes the reaction you receive in an action will sur­
prise you. 

Story: "I love Italians!" 
or 
Don't Underestimate the Power of 
Your Presence 
In the ear-ly 1980s the leader-s ofRevere Fair- Shar-e were 
fr-ustmted by the increasing costs of utility bills. Them 
seemed to be no end ,in sight. They wanted to get a hear-­
ing in their- own city, several miles outside of Boston, 
fr-om the state agency that r-egulated the utilities, the 
Depar-tment of Public Ut'ilities (the DPU, as it was com­
monly knoum). They had tried all the conventional chan­
nels ofcommunication to r-equest a local hearing, all to no 
avail. They were annoyed and feeling powerless. 

the DPU was a rnan named Jon Bonsall. 
They had never- rnet him, but he began to assume mythic 

of power in the'ir- eyes. After several months 
r-esponse to all their- entr-eaties, afew leaders-a car-­

penter, a r-etir-ed saleswoman married to a r-etir-ed postal 
wor-ker, and a woman who was the mother offive grown 

The 
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children and the wife of a retired steelworker-and1.!l 	 I decided to pay the DPU a visit. We figured we had lUtle 
to lose. 

We took the subway into downtown Boston and then rode 
the elevator 'up to the DPU o.ffices in the high-rise State 
Office Building. When we got there we asked for Jon Bon­
sall. We had tried to get an appointment, we explained, 
but had been turned down. The receptionist asked who we 
were and what we wanted. We told her. She asked us to 
wait. in a little while, Jon Bonsall appeared. He was not, 
as we had assumed, ten feet tall. He was short and thin. 
He invited us into a small conference room. 

We said we were from Revere. Then he fell all over himself 
telling us how much he liked Italians. (Revere was well 
knownfor being a largely italian community, although the 
folks I had come with were irish.) He went on about how 
much he loved Italians, how his Wife wasjrom and 
lww he would be delighted to come out to Revere to hold a 
hearing on the gas incr'ease.$. it was like "The Wizard of 
Oz"; The supposedly all-powerful man behind the curtain 
was all-too-human and seemed almost afraid of our little 
party. We got a date for the hearing in Revere and went 
back home on the subway. Mission accomplished. Unless 
:/jou act, yO'u never know the power you have. 
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.... 	 Putting It All Together­
From Organizing to Action 
to Evaluation 

CASE STUDY 

From the Ground Up-
Building An Organization to Solve a. 
Shared Problem 

Introduction: Back to the Basics 

the basic steps of building 
an orgaruzatlOn: the Idea, telling your story, listening to 
others, forming a core group, developing goa1s, objectives, 
and a structure, mobilizing resources, moving to action, 
evaluating, reflecting, and re-assessing. These events took 
place in the late 1970s in Brattleboro, Vermont. I was 
working as an organizer for the Vermont Alliance. 

Story: Creating a Powerful Tenants Association 

The tenants in Mountain Home Mobile Home Park had 
problems. They owned their trailers but rented the land 
on which the trailers stood. They expected the landlord 
to maintain the roads and utilities in the park, but rain­
water swamped the dips in the roads. Some telephone 
wires hung so low that they hit pedestrians. The roads 
were rutted and poorly graded. 

The Idea 

Dave lived in the park with his wife Beth. * He called our 
office and I went to visit them. Dave offered me 
and something to eat. Then he explained to me that he 
was angry at the conditions in the park and that he cared 
about what was happening to others, especially the many 

* Not their real names 

I 
j 
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elderly people who lived in the park. He was angry, but 
not only angry. He had a sense of humor and a sense of 
right and wrong. It seemed just plain wrong to him that 
he should be paying rent while the landlord was doing 
such a poor job of maintaining the park. 

Developing a Core Group 

Recognizing the Signs of a Leader 

Dave had lived at Mountain Home a number of years and 
knew a lot of people. He was likeable and friendly. His 
house was orderly. I sensed he could keep track of things 
and do what he said he would do. He seemed honest and 
direct. He looked me in the eye when we spoke. 

Dave brought some other tenants to his home. This told 
me that he was connected to people and that others 
would follow him. The ability to bring people together is 
often a test for any potential leader. The fact that his 
house was not a mess reassured me that his mind was 

not a mess. 

The people he invjted seemed reasonable. They wanted 
what was reasonable: They were willing to pay their rent 
for a decent place to live, but felt that the landlord had 
not lived up to his end of the bargain. 

The Long March Through the Kitchens 

After this first meeting, Dave and I visited other people in 
the park. Many were concerned about the lack of main­
tenance. Before long we had formed the core group of 
the Mountain Home Tenants Association. We held meet-

in the various trailers, trying to figure out what to do, 
and gathered information about what was wrong in vari­
ous areas of the park. 

Numbers Mean Clout 

We needed enough tenants to make the landlord listen. 
This took time. There were several hundred trailers in the 
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A few tenants and I went door-to-door in the park, 
listening to other tenants, hearing their complaints, and 
encouraging them to join the association. We asked for 
$10 for membership. We drank coffee and Kool-Aid in 
many kitchens. 

Listen ... To a Lot of People 

We listened to many people. Some were too afraid to do 
anything. Some didn't think things were so bad that they 
had to take action. Some thought nothing could be done. 
"It has always been this way and I once spoke to the land­
lord and it didn't do any good," one said. Some left for 
Florida in the winter and were not very invested in fixing 
the problems. 

By the time several dozen people had joined we had a 
sense that at least half the people were willing to try to do 
something to improve conditions. 

You Don't Need Everyone 

You don't need everyone. With a supportive minority you 
can get a lot done. A substantial minority that agrees to 
pay dues to join and to put their names on the organiza­
tion's membership list gives the group enough legitimacy. 
You will never get everyone to join, and not all members 
will take action. But an organized minority that has done 
its research, knows its rights, and is willing to negotiate 
for its beliefs can get a lot done. Even if only six people 
do the actual negotiating, the landlord knows that they 
represent others. The organization-along with their per­
sonal presence, their knowledge of the public health and 
building codes, and their willingness to take action­
gives the group's representatives their power. 

Action also helps in recruiting new people-especially the 
kind of people who like getting things done more than 
talking about getting things done. When you act to 
improve your livjng conditions, you are likely to get some­
thing, although you may not get everything that you 
wanted. You can let those who have not joined know what 
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you won. This demonstrates to them the power of your 
organization and encourages them to join and participate. 

Getting Ready: figure Out Exactly What 
You Want Before You Take It On The Road 

After several months of going door-to-door, listening to 
problems, getting people to join, and meeting to 

discuss the specific improvements, the Mountain Home 
group felt ready to negotiate with the landlord. They 
spoke with his secretary many times and fmally were 
able to set up a meeting in his office in the center of th~ 
park. Most tenants had been in the reception room only 
to hand their check to the secretary through a hole in a 
glass window. 

The team included four tenants plus me, the organizer. 
The tenants' team included men and women from Moun­
tain Home, people of different generations and in differ­
ent living situations: Dave; a young, single woman; a 
middle-aged woman who was married; and an older, 
retired woman. 

Everyone was nervous. What would the landlord do? 
Would he try to kick the leaders out of the park? 

Make the Goals and Objectives Clear 

The Mountain Home tenants wanted the landlord to fix 
up the park, but vague demands (such as, "Fix up the 
park") don't help. The tenants and the landlord could eas­
ily differ on what "fix up" meant. 

The tenants would also likely differ among themselves 
about what such a vague demand meant. In setting out 
what an organization wants, you must combat all vague­
ness. It may seem unnecessarily picky, especially when 
any improvement would be welcomed, but vague goals 
breed future disagreements among the group. There may 
be improvements, but not necessarily the specific 
'improvements that some wanted. 

SECTION III: MAKING CHANGE • 

Then, although you have the improvements, your organ­
ization may still fall apart. The improvement'S might help 
some people and not others. If you do not write down 
your specific request"> with agonizing specificity you 
might not get the solution you need. If you know you 
need a culvert on the Hill Road, specify a steel twelve­
inch culvert set at the low point of the road, encased 
with number three gravel. You have to be as specific as 
necessary if you are not going to argue with the result. If 
you ask for "a culvert" and get a six-inch culvert that 
allows the water to back up, you still have a problem. If 
you want the telephone wires raised, don't just say you 
want them "raised." Specify, "Raised to 18 feet and 
attached so that they will not fall down in an 80-mile-an­
hour wind." 

These solutions need to be in writing. Writing keeps a 
record and avoids misunderstandings. Putting your 
requests for solutions in writing forces you to take the 
time to see if that is the solution that everyone wants. In 
small groups people think they know what others mean. 
It is easy to be mi<staken. Putting the solutions in writing 
avoids confusion, division, and potential harm to the 
organization. 

You may need to research culverts, road specifications, 
requirements, and other details. Master the techni­

cal detail'S. Otherwise you get a useless culvert or a 
falling phone line. 

Ultimate Goal: To Build the Organization 

You make the requests so specific because you want to 
get exactly what you need, but also because you want to 
build the organization. If the improvements you want 
are not specific enough or if the improvements satisfy 
some members but antagonize others, the results can 
divide the group. So, you may win some improvements 
but divide your organization in the process. 
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This is no good. You need the organization not only to 
win the agreement, but also to monitor and follow up on 
the agreement. You want the organization to be around 
for a long time, to follow up and insure that the improve­
ments are installed correctly. You need the organization 
for the long haul because you also are likely to face other 
problems in the future. 

Preparation for the Meeting 

Before the meeting, we went over in detail what everyone 
would say. Who would start off? Who would say what? 
What would we do if the landlord said this or that? How 
would we respond? We sat on the couch in Dave and Beth's 
trailer and role-played the negotiation session. I played the 
landlord. We tried to think of everything that could possi­
bly go wrong and planned what to do in each case. 

Like a School Play 

Preparation is essential. Think of negotiations as if they 
were a school play. You need as much preparation and 
rehearsal time. Think of all the possible things that could 
go wrong and make contingency plans. 

I knew that the landlord was not fond of me, calling me 
an "outside agitator," although it was his tenants who 
were upset and leading the group. (People in authority 
often invoke the devil of the "outside agitator." It is sup­
posed to be bad for people without power or money to 
get outside help. People with power and money, how­
ever, routinely employ outside agitators. They are called 
consultants, lawyers, lobbyists, or advisors. They pay 
them well and don't see anything wrong when they get 
outside help.) 

The landlord had seen me often in the park and had 
made nasty conunents about me to tenants. I thought he 
might ask me to leave. He might threaten not to talk to 
them if I stayed in the room. It would be one way to 
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divide us. The tenants had to decide how to handle that. 
We agreed that I would leave if the landlord requested it. 
Then we role-played how they would handle that and 
other requests. 

The Results 

The Negotiation Session 

The day of the meeting with the landlord, we all gathered 
at Dave's trailer and walked down the hill and into the 
office. The secretary asked us if we had an appointment. 
We said we did. We were ushered into the landlord's 
office and sat down. Right away the landlord asked me to 
leave. We did what we had planned. I waited outside in 
the parking lot. Knowing that this was likely, I had 
arranged to have a friend meet me in the parking lot. She 
kept me laughing about being an outside agitator. 

Inside, the negotiating team stuck together. They got the 
landlord to agree in writing to a number of specific 
improvements. They followed up later with the town's 
Health and Building Inspector to make sure that he was 
monitoring the trailer park's compliance with the codes 
and regulations. In the following years, they met with 
other trailer park tenant associations and organized a 
statewide mobile home tenants association. 

Half a Loaf is Better than No Loaf 

The residents did not get everything they wanted, but 
some improvements are better than none. And they can 
always go back for more. Some people refuse to compro­
mise in the name of "principle." But what principle? What 
is the principle of getting nothing when you can get some­
thing? Ifyou are hungry, half a loaf is better than no loaf: 
At least with half a loaf, you won't starve to death. With 
an all-or-nothing attitude you may get nothing. How does 
that help you? 

3JJ 
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Reflection 

Do With Others 

The Mountain Home tenants were doing with others what 
they could not do alone: getting improvements in their 
trailer park. My role was to help them to think about how 
to negotiate with the landlord, to encourage them, to go 
with them to get their neighbors to join the a.ssociation, to 
remind them of their legal rights, and to help them to see 
that if they worked together they could accomplish what 
they could not do alone. I was not going to do it for them. 
There was no guarantee they would succeed. The only 
guarantee I could give them was that if they did nothing 
they would get nothing, 

I Needed Help, Too 

I also needed help. With my friend in the parking 
someone who knew that I'd be worried about how the 
negotiation session would go without me, I did better 
than I would have done alone, waiting out the meeting 
and thinking about possible next steps for the associa­
tion. If the Iron Rule of Organizing is, "Never do for some­
one else what they can do for themselves," I should add, 
"Don't be afraid to do with someone else what you can't 
do so well by yourself." A'>k for help when you need it. 

Don't Forget the Ice Cream 

People also need to have a good time in the organization. 
If it is all work, problems, and planning meetings, you 
will have a dull organization that few people will want to 
call their own. The core group used to go down to Page's 
Ice Cream at the bottom of the hill after our meetings, 
especially in the summer. Hanging out with ice cream 
was helpfuL Meeting people and eI\ioying each other's 
company is part of the organizing process. 

CHAPTER 

Building Community 

Organizin,fJ is just a fancy term for building relationships. 

-Ernesto Cortes 

In building a community organization, you want to develop 
a sense of community as well as achieve improvements in 
the world. These two goals are interdependent. People are 
more likely to show up when they feel a sense of belonging 
and community. AChieving common goals develops that 
sense of community. 

How do you foster community? It starts with the intention 
to build a sense of community in addition to your organiza­
tion's work out in the world; 

Story: Build the World You Want Right Now 

This story illustrates how one organization helped its mem­\!l 
bers, recognized their personal needs, and developed a 
sense of community, while addressing real problems out in 
the world. 

When I started working as a community organizer in the 
1970s for an organization in Vermont whose p'rimary 
goals included utility rate and tax reform, I had a young 
child. That made it easy for me to see how lack of child 
care prevented parents from participating in the organi­

* zation. So we hired, out of the organization's funds, 
someone to take care of children brought to meetings. If a 
parent had a young child who needed care, but could not 
bring the child to the meeting, the organization paid for 
a babysitter at home. 

JJ5 
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The organization was in the business of reforming state 
policies. It also was in the business of building a sense of 
caring and community among its members. Paying for child 
care helped the organization do its basic business. 

~ Organizations Are a Two-Way Street 
The organization helps you. You help it. The organization 
meets you halfway. The organization helps us to help each 
other. Most people have something to offer the organiza­
tion, but sometimes real-life concerns get in the way. In 
Vermont, we did not want to set up barriers that would 
keep parents from participating. The relationship between 
the organization and its members is a two-way street. 

When a community organization helps an IndlVIdUal mem­
ber address a problem with a hospital, government agency, 
utility, or other big institution, it is saying that it is not just 
up to individuals to what is due them from the institu­
tion. In fact, it often is impossible for individuals to do so. 
Lone individuals do not have the power to force change 
from a large company or agency. 

The community organization becomes a mediating organi­
zation between the individual and the institution. It tries to 
level the playing field. One individual against a government 
agency or utility company is not a fair fight. 

Group Responsibility for 
Individual Security 
The value underlying the mediating organization is that 
there is group responsibility for individual security. The 
organization provides for people what they cannot provide 
for themselves by themselves alone. The existence of the 
organization is a statement about group resvmu;ibilitu 
individuals' problems. 
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We do not live by bread alone. We also do not live by our­
selves alone. I do not and cannot live-or certainly not 
well-without the relationships and support of others. The 
value that this expresses is: We have a responsibility to 

other. 

An organization's primary goal may be to improve the local 
schools, provide affordable housing, or protect the envi­
ronment. But members also bring home-cooked casseroles 
for the family with a new baby. They drive a sick member 
to the doctor. People show up to carry boxes when a mem­
ber moves to a new home. They celebrate at a birthday, 
wedding, new job, or graduation. They take up a collection 
for someone who is out of work who has to pay the land­
lord for the rent or pay the dentist for a broken tooth. They 
don't do this out of pity. The action comes from personal 
connection. Also, they know they might be in a similar 
position some day. 

~ Organizing and Mutual Assistance 

In Service to One Another 

Friends are people who know each other. They are free 
to give and receive help. In our professionalized ser­
vants are people who are limited by the unknowing 
friendlessness of their help. Friends, on the other hand, 
are people liberated by the possibilities of knowing 
how to help each other. 

-John McKnight, The Careless Society 

Many unions and community groups started out practicing 
mutual responsibility. Some changed so that their members 
now pay dues to hire staff who service them. The members 
exchange their dues for service. Dues become the mem­
bers' only contribution. 
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It is easy to see how an organization can change from 
organizing and mutual assistance to service, how it can 
stop developing new leaders or building a sense of com­
munity. It is what we have learned to expect. The media 
encourages us to consume. It is what we see all around us. 
Civic participation takes time. It also takes an intention to 
build a sense of community and mutual responsibility­

the group's needs and others' needs on the same 
plane as our own. 

There is little public support for civic engagement. The 
only advertising we see for participating in civic life 
involves the annual rite of voting, giving money to charities, 
or volunteering to "serve the needy." We do not see public 
service advertising encouraging us to attend City Council 
meetings, join the board of a local community organization, 
or run for public office. 

How do you build a powerful organization that can negoti­
ate for its members with those in authority and also nurture 
a community ofmutual support? It starts with knowing that 
thi..,> is where we want to go, letting members know this, 
and then asking how we are doing on this goal. It continues 
with many little actions that let members know that we 
care about each other. 

Story: "Serving" and Building Community 
It is not in .groups but in isolation that people are rrwre1.il apt to be horrwgenized. 

-Robert Bellah, et al., Habits of the Heart 

For two years I served as chair of my congregation s 
Social Action Committee. We had a sub-committee 
responsible for helping people in the congregation when 
they needed help. 

This was a suburban congregation. Most of its members 
were middle- oru,pper-income. The main complaint of the 
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sub-committees coord'inator was that "no one ever called til to ask for help." When people were sick they could order 
or Ch/inese food, rather than call the congre­

gation for someone to deliver a lasagna casserole. Jj they 
needed a ride to the doctor, they could call a cab, rather 
than bother someone from the congregat:ion for a ride. 

People Need to Be Needed 

Several years later our family needed help. A new baby 
and complications with the birth made life d'ifjicult. We 
could have gotten by with only help from our immediate 
family and by ordering out for food. But I remembered 
the complaint of the sub-committees coordinator and 
made a special point of asking for 

lots ofhelp-from people we knew and from others 
whfYm we did not know. People cooked food and del'ivered 
it. They went shopp'ing. We got to know some people better 
and discovered the culinary talents of others. 

I asked for help not only because we needed 'it, but also 
because I thought that those helping needed a dif­
ferent way. It is good to be needed. They wanted to be 
needed and useful. Too often we cannot discover how to be 
useful in the world. It feels good to help, and I wanted 
more people to feel good. It may soundfunny, but asking 
for help not only helped us but also helped them-and it 
helped to build a sense Qf community in the congregation. 

We Need Reminders of Our Connections 
Every time someone in the organization plays a useful role 
because of his or her membership in the organization, the 
organization becomes stronger. The bonds of usefulness 
and friendship grow. We are reminded that even though we 
might be able to offer help now, we might need help later 
on. It reminds us of our connections to each other, of our 
interdependence. Such action builds community. In going 
to another's horne-sometimes a horne we have never 
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seen-we strengthen the bonds between us. Too often we 
are lmder the illusion that we can get along without others, 
that we are fine just by ourselves. But we really need each 
other and are responsible for one another. 

.... 	 Powerful Organizations Exercise Both 
Heart and Muscle 

What is Real Support? 
How do you develop mutual support and a sense of com­

One way is to ask. A question like, "What do you 
need to make this organization work for you?" will evoke a 
list of the real support that people need. If you take the 
time to ask and to listen to the answer to a simple question 
like this, you'll hear the little things that people need to 
make the organization work for them. For one person it 
might be some extra training in how to manage time. For 
another, a day off with the child he doesn't see very often. 
For someone else, a more flexible schedule to accommo­
date child care arrangements. For someone else, the trust 
and freedom to work on her own to complete a project. 

Balance 
You need to balance individual and organizational needs. 
But people are likely to complete organizational tasks 
when they have the support within the organization for 
their own needs. 
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EXERCISE
O 

• Fostering a Group that Meets 
Its Members' Needs 
Gather your members (or leadership committee, or subset of 
members) in a group. 

First have each person answer this question 
individually: 

What needs is your organization not meeting that would 
make you a more productive or committed member? 

Then, turn to the group: 

Using large post-it notes, ask every member of the group to 
write down what his or her answer was to the above ques­
tion. Collect the post-its and put them on the wall or on a 
large flip chart. Allow the group time to look at them so they 
can see what others want. 

Now discuss what you have seen. Ask any clarifying questions. 
See if some people will make commitments to do what 
others want. See if the organization can make any changes to 
do what people want. 
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Praise: A Simple Concept, But Often 
Overlooked 
One of the most overlooked ways to support others is sim­
ply to praise them when they do a good job. Wally Roberts 
told me this story: 

Story: Real Thank You's Help 

"I've been working hard for the last couple of months to 
round up support for locating a new town office in an 
historic mill here in our village instead ofwa:y the hell out 
in nowhere on a dirt road, which is the choice of the 
Building Committee. I've been working with a group 
people who've been very supportive. At various times 
they've praised me for different of the work I have 
done--gathering signatures on a petition, speaking in 
public meetings, 'researching information and lining up 
support and grant money from other organizations, etc. I 
don't think many of us work to be praised or to be recog­
nized. We usually do it because we believe in what we are 
doing. So when the praise comes, it:') very sweet and it 
gives us a boost to continue. In that way it reinforces our 
commitment and determination to continue the work." 

~ 

The Power of Community 
To build community and mutual support, groups have to go 
beyond helping the individuals in the groups. They have to 
help all members to see themselves as part of a community 
that can help each other in many ways, and to use the 
power of the group to do this. 

Story: Discovering Our Overlapping Selves 

Nursing home workers in Greater Boston, mostly Hait­
ian immigrants, are poorly paid, have few benefits, and 
often are forbidden from calling the'ir homes during their 
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shifts. Even for emergencies. The nursing homes, many 
now part offor-profit national chains, are often under­
staffed. The Greater Boston Interfaith OrganizatIon 
(GBIO) has begun a campaign to improve conditions for 
the workers. Many of the elderly patients they serve are 
the parents or grandparent..<; of middle-class people who 
rive in the suburbs. It is in the self-interest of both the 
Haitian workers and the middle-class families to have 
better staffed nursing homes and better paid nursing 
home workers. So GBIO brought together middle-class 
suburbanites and city dwellers, African America:ns, 
Irish Catholics, Protestants, and Jews, to meet the nurs­
ing home workers (mostly Haitian). Then they brought 
GBIO member teams to meet with the nursing home 
supervisors and managers to tell them of the'ir concerns 
and ask for better conditions for the workers. They have 
contacted the state Attorney General's office for legal 
sanct'ion of their concerns. 

They are sta:rting to build a community of caring and 
concern based on the long-term mutual self-interest 
varied groups of people with 'very d'ifferent economic 
needs and backgrounds. At meetings, people from all 
backgrounds tell their stories. Haitian nursing home 
workers tell of not being able to see their children, ofget­

up at 5:00 a.m., ofhaving to work a double shift, and 
coming home, exhausted, at 11:00 p.m., only able to 

kiss the foreheads of their sleeping children. Suburban 
churchgoers tell ofpa'rents in nursing homes, hoping that 
they will be well ca:red for by the nursing home statf 
Slowly, people are building a community of mutual sup­
port and caring, based not on sympathy, but on mutual 
self-interest and on understanding ofeach other's storie.c;. 

A community is more than a group of people who exchange 
goods and services with an eye toward making an equal 
exchange. Building community into our organizations 
means more than the group providing support for individu­
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als' needs. A community looks for ways that all can use 
their gifts. It raises everyone up. It is not just "tit" for you 
so that later, I will get "tat" for me. That kind of exchange 
is useful, but it lacks staying power. I will stay in such a 
group only as long as my needs are being met; I won't 
develop a sense of loyalty that makes me want to stay 
because I care about someone else's needs. 

In fact, we need community because we never know what 
we will need. Most of us recognize that we cannot get by 
with just our own personal resources. Many of us want to 
live in a world where we help each other out of love and 
respect and feel part of something bigger than ourselves. 
That is the kind of community that powerful organizations 
can build. 

Community as a National Value 

Just as the group has responsibility for each individual 
("You are not in this alone"), community organizations can 
be models for the creation of a more caring nation and soci­
ety. By helping individuals, community groups promote the 
values of community that we would like to see in state and 
federal policies. Community organizations can advocate 
for policies that ensure group (e.g., government) responsi­
bility for things that the individual cannot provide for 
herlhimself. Our government already takes care of the indi­
vidual in many arenas: police and fire protection for indi­
viduals, water and sewer service for the public health of 
everyone, good public education for all children, health 
care for all, a respectful retirement plan through Social 
Security when people are too old or disabled to work, 
unemployment insurance if you lose your job, and paid 
time off of work when children are born or adopted so that 
families can be strong. As a society we provide public parks 
and other spaces where people can recreate and meet each 
other. We have sidewalks where people can walk safely. All 
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of these are instances of the larger group taking responsi­
bility for meeting the needs of its community of members. 

This understanding of the value of community groups con­
trasts with the view often prevalent in popular discourse 
during the presidency of George W. Bush. The other view 
invokes an image of the "ownership society," where every 
person will "own" his or her own security. In contrast, pow­
erful community organizations promote a vision of shared 
ownership of the common good and mutual responsibility 
for the welfare of all. This is the kind of community vision 
that organizers are pursuing as they nurture powerful, 
effective, and strong community groups. 



SECTION 


OUR FUTURE 
Shy people seldom learn. 

-Old saying 

Now you have an organization. It i"> working. It has won 
some improvement"> in the lives of its members. It has 
developed a sense of community. Now what? Where does 
this take you? 

It can take you lot,,> of places. And you need not go it alone. 
Others who have gone before you have 1earned a few 
things. So take a look at the Bibliography and Resources at 
the back of this book to see what has been written and who 
is around who might be able to help you. There is a lot of 

for you there. You only have to ask and be available to 
others when they ask. 

This kind of help is like any action in organizing: The 
guarantee I can give you is that ifyou don't ask, you won't 
get. That goes for money, for improvements in your neigh­
borhood, your workplace, or any other system. It also goes 
for getting help around your particular situation or prob­
lem. So don't be shy about asking anyone, including me, 
for help. 

The possibilities and promise of groups are beyond the 
vision of anyone of us. That is why we fonn groups in 
the flrst place. If we could flgure out how to change the 
world by ourselves, if we had the power to do it alone, we 
wouldn't need an organization. But we can't flgure it out by 
ourselves. We are fortunate to have the power to create 
community organizations to help us get there collectively. 
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This section looks toward an unknown future. The basic 
approach to organizing I've outlined in this book-based 
on my past thirty years of experience plus the wisdom of 
many others who have gone before me or who have 
worked alongside me--won't change in these post-modem 
times, but some of the techniques and applications can be 
modified to fit today's (and tomorrow's) realities. What that 
will look like is anybody's guess. It is limited only by our 
own creativity. Together, we will be shaping this future as 
we go. One thing's for certain: The world need,,> powerfu 
community organizations and the efforts of organizers now 
more than ever. With problems on a global scale, there's 
never been a more urgent need for the activism, leadership, 
and vi"ion of powerful community organizations. 

CHAPTER 


Where Do We Go 
From Here? 

.... Looking Outward and Forward 
No matter how talented you are, no matter how successful 
you have been in developing a vision, core group, structure, 
strategy, mission, goals, resources, and action, circum­
stances change. Forces beyond your control will affect 
your organization. As you continue to act, evaluate, and 
learn, you have to pay attention not only to all the complex 
internal dynamics that groups and people always bring, but 
also to the changes in the external political and economic 
environment. 

Beyond Your Doorstep 

This may mean that you will have to organize on a much 
bigger scale than you had imagined. Federal and state poli­
cies may affect you when you try to improve the schools, 

safety, or transportation in your city or town. If you 
want to build affordable housing, federal law may set up 
roadblocks. If you breathe the air in Pennsylvania, federal 
environmental regulations for a power plant in Indiana may 
affect you. If you pay an electric bill in California, federal 
regulatory policies made in Wa.<;hinf,rton, D.C., or corporate 
greed in Houston may double your bill. 
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The Free Market May Not Be "Free" For 
Your Group 

The power of the free market also affects you. Modern cor­
porations operate in a global market. They calculate the 
price of hiring a software engineer in India instead of Indi­
ana and move operations to New Delhi. They calculate the 
cost of a factory worker in Mexico City instead of Milwau­
kee and move production to Mexico. If the job can be done 
cheaper elsewhere, it goes there. With high-speed Internet 
technology, satellite communication, and air travel, corpo­
rations can move where they find the cheapest labor, the 
best tax deal, and the least restrictive environmental regu­
lations. No matter where you live in America, the global 
market affects you and your family. 

The free market has marvelous power to produce effi­
ciently and develop new products and processes. It has 
brought us wonderful products at prices we can afford. 
Just walk around any supermarket or electroni.cs store and 
see for yourself. 

The market also brings less attractive results. It allows 
tremendous inequalities of wealth, opportunity, and free­
dom. Some children are born into great wealth and oppor­
tunity. Many are not. The efficiencies of the market fail to 
factor in many of the market's effects on families and com­
munities. The market also produces what economists call 
"externalities"-such as pollution and inequality. Such 
externalities may land on your head-in jobs lost, schools 
that are overcrowded, polluted air and water, and other 
problems that affect your family and neighborhood. For 
you, these effects are anything but "external." 
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.. The Impact of Community Organizations 

Governments Protect You Because 
of the Community Organizing 
that Came Before You 

Ijyou think the economy is working, 
ask someone who isn't. 

-Bumper sticker 

Governments restrain the market. People have built 
organizations to force govemment to regulate monopolies 
and corporations so that the "externalities" don't hurt or 
kill people. They have forced government to establish 
unemployment insUI'ance, minimum wages, and health, 
safety, and environmental rules that provide security 
for the majority who exercise little power in a market 
economy. 

These improvements did not happen because those in 
authority decided to be nice to the less fortunate. They hap­
pened because people built organizations that developed 
enough power to force the changes. They pressed govern­
ment for these protections and improvements for their fam­
ilies and communities. 

Think Globally-And Start Acting Locally 
Today we face many of the same challenges, but the scope 
is international. This means that we are going to have to 
develop relationships with people and organizations across 
town, across the state, across the nation, and around the 
world. This will not be quick or easy. It cert.ainly will not be 
cheap. The forms and structures are to be built. 

This book focuses on the specific skills, methods, and com­
plexities of building organizations. These remain impor­
tant. All organizing starts with an idea and a vision. This is 

http:electroni.cs
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where we begin. It makes little sense to start with global 
issues, or even citywide concerns, when people's immedi­
ate needs are on their doorsteps. You need to re-open the 
library or bring back the reading teachers before tackling 
the global issues. The library or reading teachers may be all 
you can handle right now. 

But, to solve some of the problems you at some point 
you are likely to need to hook up across town, across the 
state, and even across the border. Your town or city may 
want to keep the library open and add more reading teach­
ers, but cutbacks in revenue from the state and federal 
governments may stop them. This means that you will 
need to think ahead-to imagine eventually having the 
power, the numbers of organized people and organized 
money, to get the results you want. It means you need to 
keep learning about the larger situation while you are deal­
ing with the more immediate problems that you have the 
power to solve now. 

The Proof Is In the Pudding 

Even in recent U.s. history, many changes in national pol­
icy came about because large numbers of people started 
organizing at the local leveL The Civil Rights Movement, 
which led to changes in federal law, began with local bus 
boycotts and sit-ins against local department stores. These 
were local issues. The Black parents who shopped in the 
Nashville department stores could buy what they wanted 
but they could not sit down and take a rest with their chil­
dren. People faced these problems every day. Courageous, 
organized action over many years in many places eventu­
ally led to changes in federal laws. 

was also the case in the development of unemploy­
ment insurance. 
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Story: How "Crazy" Ideas Become the Norm 

In the 1930s, Rose Chernin, a Bronx housewife and com­
munit:1J activist, went door-to-door in the apartment 
buildings in her neighborhood. She would knock on a 
door, and once the tenants wer-e satisfied that she was not 
the landlord asking for rent, she 'would ask them if any­
one in the family was out of work. l"'here was always 
someone out of work. Then she would ask them to sign a 
petition asking their Congressman to sponsor a biU to 
pay people who were not working. "Jobs or money" was 
the demand. 

$ 	 Most people thought she was crazy, that such a demand 
was impossible. "You want the government to pay us for 
not working?" they asked, incredulous. "l"'hat is social­
ism. They 'wiU never do that." 

But Rose Chernin persisted, as did thousands of others, 
forming Unemployment Councils ofunemployed workers 
who forced the United States government to create unem­
ployment insurance programs. Today, unemployment 
in.,>'Urance is an accepted fact of economic life in the u.s. 
It did not happen by itself or from the kindness of benev­
olent politicians. It only came about from the patient, 
day-to-day and door-by-door wor'k of thousands oforgan­
izers and neighborhood leaders like Rose Chernin. 

(From Kim Chemin's wonderful book, In My Mother's House.) 

The efforts of mothers concerned about the impact on their 
children's health from corporate dumping of toxins led to 
"Right to Know" laws and the federal Superfund bill. The 
work of neighborhood organizers to stop predatory lending 
in low-income neighborhoods eventually led variOtL.'3 small 
neighborhood organizations to band together to get the fed­
eral Community Reinvestment Act passed. This landmark 
national legislation made banks disclose their lending prac­
tices in the areas where they did business. These improve­
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ments came about when people realized that they needed 
changes in laws that were beyond the power of anyone 
community organization, and a national coalition, organ­
ized by National Peoples' Action in Chicago, led the fight to 
Wa..<;hington, D.C. 

When farmers in the Midwest in· the late 18008 found 
themselves at the mercy of the railroads, they organized 
their local Grange Halls into a national organization to pres­
sure the federal government to regulate the railroads. These 
regulations allowed them to get their produce to market at 
prices that would not bankrupt them. The railroads had 
already organized across state lines. The fanners had to do 
the same. When janitors cleaning a building in Boston 
owned by a company in Chicago wanted a fair wage, they 
needed to link up with janitors in New York and Los Angeles 
cleaning buildings owned by the same Chicago company. 

... 	New Technologies, New Approaches, 
New Opportunities 

The Internet: The More Things Change, 
the More They Stay the Same 

. The Internet has changed how we shop, communicate, 
gather information, and even find dates and mates. It is 
changing some aspects of how we build and strengthen 
organizations, although the basic steps and skills are likely 
to remain unchanged. 

Some Internet start-up companies thought we would do all 
our shopping on the Internet. Unfortunately for some 
investors, most people still want to squeeze melons before 
they buy them. People will still need to meet you eyeball-to­
eyeball before they will trust you and invest themselves in 
your organization. The Internet may help you make contact 
with new people, it can provide information about any sub-
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ject worldwide, but, to build a strong organization, at some 
point, you are going to have to sit down and have that cup 
of coffee. 

A"l people's lives become less connected by neighborhoods, 
as people's daily schedules become more crowded and 
stressed, the Internet is likely to provide a place for people 
to "meet." People already are less likely to run into each 
other in the town common (if there even is such a place any 
more), as suburbs and strip malls cover the landscape and 
Americans spend so much time in their cars. The Internet 
provides opportunities to communicate and to organize 
around common interests for people who may live near 
each other but find it difficult to meet. 

Even with so much virtual access, people's needs for affIli­
ation and for solving common problems remain. The Inter­
net provides new ways for people to get together around 
common interests-about everything from stamp collect­
ing to electing candidates to public office. "Meeting" on the 
Internet might encourage people to then get out of their 
cars and houses and meet face-to-face. Once people who 
share common concerns about equality, about solving a 
shared problem, or about making a difference get in the 
same room, they will still need an organizer--even if they 
first met on the Internet. Someone has to run the meeting 
and make sure it does not drag on all night. Someone has 
to set organizational boundaries, collect dues, and help the 
group make decisions. People's need for a sense of com­
munity will remain-if not increa..'3e-a..'3 everyday opportu­
nities for community diminish. No website or list-serv 
provides this. 

The Internet allows a thousand websites to bloom. It 

allows people to gather and disseminate information from 

many sources. E-mail lists and electronic newsletters allow 

people to communicate quickly with thousands of people 

around the world. It does not mean that all messages are 

read and digested, but the potential is there. It is now much 
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ea"ier for two (or three, or four, or many more) to commu­
nicate with each other, nationally and internationally. The 
Internet allows back-and-forth communication with a 
much wider audience, maybe even a "community" of com­
mon purpose. 

The Internet is used most effectively when there is a sense 
of an immediate need for broad-based communication. An 
upcoming Presidential election, a pending war, or another 
crisis that grabs the attention of many people are times 
when the Internet's potential is best mined. In the 2004 pres­
idential election race, the Howard Dean for President Cam­
paign made skillful use of the Internet. Using the website 
Meetup.com, it helped people connect over the Internet, 
donate money, and engage in a national electoral campaign. 

However, this took more than the Internet. It took the skill­
ful use of old-fashioned house meetings to galvanize most 
Dean supporters. As one close observer of the Dean cam­
paign noted: 

The notion that the Dean campaign for the Democratic 
nomination is primarily an Internet-fueled phenome­
non seems absurd when viewedfrom the living rooms of 
New Hampshire. Here it plays o'ut like some sort of 
secular tent revival, w'inning over individual souls one 
at a time, 

-Hanna Rosin, Washington Post, December 9, 

Electoral Campaigns Fade. 
Community Organizations Can Stay. 
It is unlikely that such "meeting up" organized by the 
toral campaign will continue once the electoral season con­
cludes and the paid staffers leave. Other electoral 
campaigns have brought people together around a common 
purpose, the election of their candidate. After a winning 
campaign, some stay connected through employment by 
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the candidate. Losers go their separate ways-perhaps 
connecting again around another candidate. Lacking a 
staffed effort to connect beyond Election Day, electoral 
campaigns rarely maintain an ongoing organization. 

The Internet and e-mail overload are likely to increase the 
importance of face-to-face personal commmucation-not 
relegate it to the dustbin of history. 

We are about to enter the age of word of mouth, and . .. 
parado:.rically . .. all the lim'itless access to information 
. . . is going to lead us to rely more and more on very 
primitive kinds ofsocial contacts. We will have even more 
needs for 'in/ormation we can rely on from people we 
know and trust. 

-Malcolm Gladwell, The Tipping Point 

If the Internet becomes a more efficient way to collect cam­
paign donations or get people to meet up and feel involved 
during campaign season and possibly after, we will still 
need organizations more than individual candidates to 
solve our problems. Ongoing organizations were common 
years ago in many of our cities-where elected officials 

control by vast networks ("machines") that 
ensured them continuous election. They still exist in some 
cities and counties. Their legacy and impact give us a 
glimpse of the potential for influence on civic life that com­
mitted, ongoing organizations could have. 

Community Organizations Can Hold 
Elected Officials Accountable 

Today, elected officials are more likely to stay in 
office by access to money from large donors, enabling 
them to scare away potential opponents. Increased involve­
ment in electoral campaigns will require more than new 
technology that offers a new means of communi.cation. It 

http:Meetup.com


358 • BUILDING POWERFUL COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 

also will require new organizations and probably a new 
kind of elected official. 

This new type of public official will need to make a com­
mitment to being acco'l1mtable to and listening to her or his 
constituents (the voters), not only repre..senting them. 
Elected leaders will need to solicit ideas, to educate, and to 
involve citizens actively. If public officials are going to be 
part of grassroots community organizations, they will have 
to be part of the larger effort to strengthen civic engage­
ment at all levels. Candidates and public officials are going 
to have to maintain a strong, long-lasting commitment to 
developing leadership at the grassroots instead of building 
up their own power at the top. The legacy of this kind of 
public official will be seen in strong organizations that hold 
the power to make change, rather than in a disempowered 
electorate at the mercy of the decisions of a disconnected 
officialdom. This type of civic engagement-an elected 
official who collaborates with community groups to advo­
cate for change--is the type of leadership we need in order 
to solve problems and change the world. 

This might happen if community organizations see them­
selves as institutions in which candidates are recruited and 
held accountable, and if elected official" embrace this 
same view. 

Story: One Elected Official Accountable to 
a Grassroots OrganizationetJ 

The Connecticut Citizen Action Group (CCAG) and the 
Legislative Electoral Action Program (LEAP) did some­
thing like this in the 1980s.' They actively recruited candi­
dates for public office. 

One of these candidates, Doreen DelBianco, proudly" 
declared at a public forum that she .was "owned lock, 
stock, and barrel by CG.AG. "Most candidates would never 
make such a statement. It would mean they were bO'l1,ght 
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by a special interest. Bu,t in this case the special interest 
~ 	 was not a group ofwealthy donors. It was a broad-based 

citizens' group that had helped a woman to develop lead­
ership skills and had encouraged her to run for public 
office. CGLlG and LEAP then held her accountable-and 
she welcomed that. 

... 	Coming Full Circle: It Takes an 

Organization to Raise a Village 


Real democracy means more than voting once every year 
or two and then hoping that the people we elect do the job. 
If we believe the theory that those closest to the problems 
need to plan and implement solutions, then those closest to 
the problems need information, resources, and grassroots 
organizations where they have power. Government offi­
cials and experts can help tremendously by enacting good 
policies, but they can't solve all our problems from on 

Solving the problems we face takes organizations. Organi­
zations require organizers and leaders-people who under­
stand the need for organizations, have the skills, patience, 
and corrunitment to build them, and exhibit the willingness 
to reflect upon their actions and learn from them. 

Even with our American adoration of individual celebrities, 
we recognize that no matter how smart or rich we may 
become, there are many things an individual cannot accom­
plish alone. Most of us do not want to go it alone. We are 
looking for corrununity. We are looking for meaning. We 
want to improve our lives and the lives of our families and 
friends. To do this we are going to have to build-and in 
many cases re-build-our community organizations. 



AFTER WORD 

Your Turn 

If you want to be healthier, or wealthier, or a smaller 
you can find whole sections of bookstores with advice on 
how to do this. If you want to learn how to raise your chil­
dren, lower your stress, manage your time, make money in 
real estate, or deal with your mid-life crisis, there are 
shelves of books to guide you. 

But if you want to help your community, not only yourself, 
it is much tougher to find the right infonnation to guide 
you. There are some good books, but nowhere near the 
depth and breadth of choices you can fmd when you want 
"self-help." 

This grassroots, bottom-up knowledge-the lessons of 
those closest to the problems-is not respected in many 
quarters. Especially, in my experience, when it comes to 
public policy. So, if those of us who value this knowledge 
want to spread it, we need to do it ourselves. 

So far, we haven't done a very good job of this. People busy 
changing the world rarely take the time to write down all 
they have learned. (I know. It took me twelve years to write 
this book, and much of it was written while riding the sub­
way to or from work or meetings or between 4:00 and 6:00 
a.m.) Many times people who have made a difference in their 
world do not recognize how much they have learned or how 
valuable their stories and lessons are. But ifyou have solved 
a problem, built a group, built a sense of community-in 
your neighborhood, town, school, workplace, congregation, 
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professional or community group, city, state, or county­
you probably have learned some important lessons. 

Much of the wisdom about community organizing is only 
available orally. Which brings me back to my grandmother. 
Through her stories, she taught me much of what I know 
about community organizing. Even today, her stories guide 
me in my work. However, this is a problem for newer gen­
erations of organizers because not enough of the Minnies 
of today are telling stories to their grandchildren, as they 
did a generation or two ago. 

Your Stories and Advice 

Wendy . .. wa,s ,just slightly disappointed when he admit­
ted that he came to the nursery window not to see her but 
to listen to ston:es. "You see, I don't know any stories. 
None of the lost boys knows any sto'ries." "How perfectly 
awful, " Wendy said. 

-J. M. Barrie, Peter Pan 

This book started with a story, and then I proceeded to fill 
each of the chapters with stories. TIlat is no coincidence. 
We remember stOlies that tell us who people are. Stories 
show what people do. Stories connect us to actions. not 
abstractions. 

This book is an effort to start spreading our stories to a 
wider audience. My intention is to link the stories to learn­
ing, reflection, analysis, and more action. But tlus book is 
limited to my experience, my contacts, and what I have 
read. That is why we need you! 

I propose that we, the people working at the grassroots to 
solve community problems and change the world, commit 
to sharing our stories. We can increase the likelihood of 
our success in making the world a better place by collect­
ing and telling the many stories and lessons we have 
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learned about how to build powerful organizations and 
make a difference. 

To do this, we need a shared soapbox where we can stand 
(either virtually or literally) and exchange stories, so that 
the experience of many and the wisdom that has grown 
from the grassroots are accessible to many. We need a con­
text-a place, a supportive environment, a habit, a com­
fortable pattern for fitting storytelling into our vocational 
or avocationallives-for swapping stories. 

This is where I-no, we-need your help. Your community 
of fellow organizers, volunteers, coordinators, directors, 
family, and staff (including the readers ofthis book) wants 
your stories and the lessons you have learned. We need 
stories of successes and stories of failures. Stories that 
teach. Stories from all kinds of people from allover the 
world. Just as you need the perspectives and power of 
many people to build a powerful organization, the set of 
community organizing ideas and practices that we are 
developing here needs you. 

A New Storytellers' Commons 
As for creating a context, there are three things you can do: 

1. Just start-in your own neighborhood, in your own 
back yard. When you get together with your members, 
when you get together with the person or people whom you 
are developing as leaders, when you get together with 
other organizers ... Tell stories! Help to create an oral tra" 
dition for the work of building powerful community organ­
izations. Help to shape a habit and a culture of sharing 
stories as a part of community organizing work. 

2. Share and hear stories from around the country 
and around the world. I have started a website, 
www.BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganizations.com. 
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where your stories and lessons will be posted. People who 
are looking for camaraderie, ideas, inspiration, or guidance 
for building powerful community organizations and solving 
community problems can tum there to find stories and sug­
gestions about every step and all the details. It will be an 
interactive storehouse of stories and lessons, a guide for all 
sorts of people in all sorts of situations about how to make 
a difference in the world. 

With your contributions of wisdom and stories, this web­
site can become a dynamic, ongoing, interactive resource 
where visitors have the opportunity both to learn and to 
teach. The website can bring together the many lessons 
that are out there (right where you work!)-but that never 
have been written down-about building powerful groups 
to improve the world. 

So send me your stories. They need not be long. In fact, 
short is beautiful. We will put them on the website, so that 
other organizers or people hoping to start or strengthen 
community organizations can tum to them for guidance. 
You can see the website at www.BuildingPowerfuICommu­
nityOrganizations.com. It is one place to start. 

3. Get published in the next edition of this book. I 
also will incorporate your stories into future editions of 
this book, making this collection that much richer by virtue 
of your input. 

So, please write, call, shout, signal, or e-mail me to tell me 
what you find useful, useless, relevant, redundant, inspira­
tional, puzzling, accurate, incorrect, surprising, or missing 
in this book. Let me know what you think should be 
changed or challenged. Send me your stories. Your feed­
back and reflections will make this community learning 
more useful. I'll incorporate your comments in the second 
edition, and I'll also post them on the website to spur fur­
ther learning. 

http:nityOrganizations.com
www.BuildingPowerfuICommu
http:www.BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganizations.com
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You can write to me or use the form in of this book. 

Michael Jacoby Brown 
Long Haul Press 
10 Brattle Terrace 
Arlington, MA 02474 
U.S.A 
Telephone: 781-648-1508 
E-mail: 
Comments@BuildingPowerfulCommunityOrganizations.com 
Or you can contact me through the website: 
www.BuildingPowerfulCommunityOrganizations.com 

I hope you will contribute to help all of us learn more about 
how to nurture powerful community groups that can solve 
problems and change the world. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Community Organizing: 
A Very Annotated 

Bibliography 

So many books, so little time. There is a lot you can read 
about creating groups that can solve problems and change 
the world. It is a complicated business and many people 
have had plenty to say in print about how to do it. 

But where to start reading and when to stop? That is the 
question. 

Sorry, there is no easy answer. In this Bibliography I will lay 
out some of my recommendations for what you can read 
that mi2ht help. 

When I was a boy my mother would often recommend 
books for me to read. She was almost always right. I 
trusted her and so I trusted the books. There is no substi­
tute for a personal guide you can trust. Reading opened for 
me a world that I could never experience first-hand. You 
still have that opportunity today: to read what you can 
never experience. 

No Substitute for Experience 

But that leads me to the next important point. No book can 
substitute for experience. To learn how to change the world 
you have to go out there yourself and do it. Yes, it helps to 
read what others have done. Yes, it helps to read books that 
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can provide guidance. But to learn you have to act. You have 
to mix it up in the real world, and use what you have learned 
and do the best you can. If reading becomes a substitute for 
action you have not learned much. 

As with any subject that people care deeply about, there 
will be differences and sharp disagreements about strategy 
and effectiveness of various approaches. When the needs 
and problems are great, when progress seems slow, when 
the issues are complicated and the players are diverse, 
there will be lots of arguments over the best way to achieve 
similar ends. 

So books can offer some guidance. The Internet also offers 
us expanded access to written knowledge and very specific 
infonnation. Still, it is often hard to know what is worth 
reading and what is not. I try to sift through some of 
here. Although, since I have not read everything and don't 
plan to (and can't), I am bound to leave out some very good 
sources. Hopefully, you, my will enlighten me and 
I can add these resources in later editions of this,book or 
on the website, www.BuildingPowerfulCommunitvOrgani­

... Recommended Reading 
Alinsky, Saul. Rules for Radicals: A Practical Primerfor Realis­
tic Radicals and ReveiUefor Radicals. New York: Vintage Books, 
1989 and 1991. These are the books that inspired a generation of 
community organizers. Full of no-nonsense advice and hard-hit­

stories. I read these when I was sixteen and got hooked. 

Andringa, Robert C., and Engstrom, Ted W. Nonprofit Board 
Answer Book. Washington, D.C.: BoardSource, 2002. The "non­
profit" category includes everything from Harvard University to 
your local neighborhood group, so some of the information is 
hard to apply to specific situations. But this book contains a lot 
of helpful information about nonprofits in general. 
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Argyris, Chris, and Schon, Donald. Organ'izational Leaming. 
MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1978. Pretty 

dense academic language, but one of the best books you'll fmd 
about how to communicate in organizations and how to learn 
from action. A tough read, but worth the wade. 

Bai, Matti. The Multilevel Marketing of the Pr-esident. The New 
York Times Magazine, April 25, 2004. This article describes how 
the 2004 Republican campaign for President went right to the 
grassroots to enlist people to register and turn out voters. Most 
people in the business of politics seem to know that people 
bring people. 

Bardoe, Cheryl. "Asset Management." 
Feb. 1996, p. 17. When you look for something, you are 
find it. If you look for a community's needs and problems, sur­
prise!-you will find them. Ifyou look for its those are what 
you will see. This article, like the work ofJohn McKnight, looks at 
a community in terms of its strengths instead of its deficits. 

Beckwith, Dave; with Stults, Karen; Williams, Charlene; and 
Williams, Roxanne. Transjorming Lives 'and Commun'it'ies: 
Community Organizing for YOU! Washington, DC: Center for 
Community Change, 2000. Voices of experience share their 
wisdom in this extremely practical curriculum guide to training 
community organizers. You can get this three-volume set of work­
books (about 75 pages each) through the Center for Community 
Change, 1000 Wi....,consin Avenue, NW, Washinltton. D.C. 
202-342-0519; www.communitychange.org . 

et. al. Ho,bits of the Heart: Individualism and 
Commitment in American Life. Berkeley, CA: University of Cal­
ifornia 1996. An in-depth exploration of the intersection of 
individualism and community in modem America. Based on 
detailed interviews with a cross section of Amerieans. This is not 
dry and detached academics. The work of committed people, it is 
a wonderful blend of psychology and politics. 

Bobo, Kim; Kendall, Jackie; and Max, Steve. Organizing jOr' 
Social Change: .Midwest Academy Manual for Activists, 3rd edi­
tion. Santa Ana, CA: Seven Locks Press, 2001. A practical guide to 
direct action organizing as practiced by the Midwest Academy, a 
community organizing training institute in Chicago that has 
trained thousands of community organizers over the 25 years. 

...__. __ ... __..L-_____________________________________________~ 
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Boyer, Richard 0., and Morais, Herbert M. Labor's Untold Story. 
New York: United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of 
America, 1955. The story of a remarkable labor union. By policy, 
its president can never be paid more than the highest paid worker 
on the shop floor. 

Branch, Taylor. Parting the Waters: America in the King Years 
1954-1963. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1988. A history of 
Martin Luther King, Jr., and the early Civil Rights movement. 
Reads like a novel, but tells the story of the movement in detail, 
making clear that there was more planning, action, and risk­
taking than "dreaming" in that movement. For those who roman­
ticize the Civil Rights era, this book will help to de-romanticize 
the struggle for freedom. The Civil Rights movement was not only 
speeches and marches; this book highlights how much of it was 
planning and organizing. 

Chambers, Edward T. Roots for Radicals: Organizing for Power, 
Action, and Justice. New York: Continuum, 2003. In this book, 
the director of the Industrial Areas Foundation reflects on the 
stories and lessons of his own experience and of the Industrial 
Areas Foundation, founded by his mentor, Saul Alinsky. This is a 
thoughtful work from a thoughtful man who has spent his lifetime 
organizing. The meaning behind the methods. 

Chernin, Kim. In My Mother's House. New York: Harper, 1983. A 
biographical account of the author's mother, an American Com­
munist activist whose grassroots activism in the 1930s and after 
led to unemployment insurance and other important improve­
ments in millions of people's lives. An important piece of history, 
often overlooked by those who think that only famous people 
make history. 

Doyle, Michael, and Straus, David. How to Make Meetings Work. 
New York: Jove Books, 1982. A terrific hands-on book that tells 
you everything you need to know about how to run meetings. 
Full of practical, nitty-gritty details, from flip charts to colored 
markers. The meeting maker's bible. 

Eisenberg, Pablo. Challenges for Nonprofits and Philanthropy: 
The Courage to Change. Medford, MA: Tufts University Press, 
2005. Eisenberg is among the most insightful critics of the 
world of philanthropy and how it uses and abuses its power in the 
world of social change. No armchair observer, Eisenberg was 
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director of the Center for Community Change for many years. His 
columns also appear regularly in the Chronicle of Philanthropy. 

Fellner, Kim. "Is Nothing Sacred?!" The Ark (the newsletter of the 
National Organizers Alliance), no. 10, January 1998, pp. 12-16. A 
good article about reflecting on strategy. 

Flanagan, Joan. The Grass Roots Fund Raising Book: How to 
Raise Money in Your Community. Chicago: Contemporary 
Books, 1995. A basic book on what you need to know to raise 
money at the grassroots level. 

Frankl, Victor E. Man's Search for Meaning. New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1984. This is an autobiographical account of the 
author's survival in a Nazi death camp during World War II and a 
contemplation on the role of meaning in modern life from a psy­
chological point of view. An indispensable read for anyone who 
thinks meaning is more important than money. 

Freeman, Jo. "The Tyranny of Structurelessness." Berkeley 
Journal ofSociology 17 (1972-73): 151-165. A brilliant and time­
less explanation for why there is no such thing as a "structure­
less group." 

Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum, 
2004. A classic by the leader in popular education. Helpful for 
anyone trying to help adults learn through reflection and action. 

Gecan, Michael. Going Public: An Organizer's Guide to Citizen 
Action. New York: Random House, 2002. A seasoned organizer 
writes about the Industrial Areas Foundation in New York, an 
important organization that has made a big difference in many 
people's lives. Great stories in an easy-to-read style. 

Gladwell, Malcolm. The TIpping Point. New York: Little, Brown, 
2002. Rich analysis, drawing on historical as well as current trends, 
of how to get your ideas to the point where they become popular, 
if not accepted, wisdom. Good insights about group psychology. 

Greene, Melissa Kay. Praying for Sheetrock: A Work of Non­
Fiction. New York: Ballantine Books, 1991. This book about a 
small Southern town during the Civil Rights movement reads like 
a novel, covering the complications of leadership, electoral poli­
tics, racism, and being human. 
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.I..I.elleLL., Ronald. Without Ea,sy Answers. Cambridge, 
MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1994. 
Includes one of the best discussions I've seen about the difference 
between leadership and authority. Not written from a community 
perspective but good on how to lead groups in innovative ways. 

Hertz, Judy. Organizing for Change: Stories ofSuccess. Unpub­
lished manuscript. March 2002. A good description of four organ­
izing campaigns. Available from the COMM-ORG website, 
www.comm-org.wisc.edu. 

Hoerr, John. We Can't Eat Prestige: The Women Who Organized 
Harvard. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, Labor and Social 
Change Series, 1997. This volume tells the story of how a deter­
mined group of women (and some men) organized a new kind of 
union at Harvard University. to read, it flows like a novel. 

The Hyams Foundation. "Joining Forces: Community Organiza­
tions and Labor Unions Form New Collaborations." A report, 
written by Lisa Ranghelli. Boston, March 2005. The Hyams Foun­
dation just completed this study of its community organizing 
grantees that collabomte with labor. The report is 
available on their or from 
The Hyams Foundation, 175 Federal 

617-426-5600. 

Kahn, Si. Organizing: A Guide fO'r Grassroots Leaders. Washing­
ton, D.C.: NASW Press, 1991. An guide in a question­
and-answer format, by a veteran organizer. Kahn is the director of 
Grassroots Leadership in Charlotte, N.C. A classic. 

Klein, Kim. Pundmising for Social Change, 4th edition. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Chardon Press series, 2001. Lots of infor­
mation and a good attitude toward the process of fmldraising for 
grassroots groups. Just about everything you needed to know 
about fundraising but were afraid to ask 

Kotter, John P., and Cohen, Dan S. The Heart ofChange: Real Life 
Stories of How People Change Their Organizat'ions. Boston: 
Harvard Business School Press, 2002. Written for business man­
agers who want to know how for-profit businesses can make 
change in their organizations, this book offers another take on 
the truth that people must feel the need in their hearts-not their 
heads-in order to really change. Much of the theory is the same 
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as that behind the need for action and reflection in community or 
social change groups. 

Kretzmann, John P., and. McKnight, John L. Bu'ilding Communi­
ties front the Inside Out: A Path Toward Findina and Mobiliz­

a Gomm'umty's Assets. Chicago: ACTA Publications, 1993. A 
good resource for anyone who wants to work in a community and 
see the glass as half full, not half empty. The authors turn the 
usual "needs assessment" process on its head, demonstrating 
how to view a community by its strengths instead of its problems. 

Kuttner, Robert. "Philanthropy and Movements." The American 
Prospect 13:13, July 15, 2002. On Michael Jacoby Brown's 
required reading list for every foundation officer and everyone 
who solicits foundations for money. 

Lappe, Frances Moore, and Du Bois, Paul Martin. The Quickening 
ofAmerica. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1994. A well-written and 
well-thought-out guide to revitalizing democracy, with an orienta­
tion toward public life. You can order this book from the Center for 
Living Democracy, RR #1, Black Fox Road, Brattleboro, VT 05301. 

Lewis, John, with D'Orso, Michael. Walking with the Wind: A 
Memoir of the Movement. New York Simon and Schuster, 1998. A 
powerful story of one man who made a huge difference in the lives 
of millions of people. John Lewis, now a Congressman from Geor­
gia, was a leader in the Civil Rights movement. His life and jour­
ney have been an inspiration to me and I am sure to many others. 

Marrow, Alfred J. The Practical Theorist: The Life and Work 
Kurt Lewin. New York Basic Books, 1969. A wonderful 
phy of a man too few people know about. Lewin revolutionized 
the theory and practice of building groups. He is the father of vir­
tually all the modem management theory practiced in h"",,,,.<\,,,O 

although Lewin himself had wide interests and was very con­
cerned about ethnic and racial justice. 

John. The Ca,reless Society. New York: Basic Books, 
1995. More good views from an important thinker. 

MoveOn.org. 50 Ways to Love Your Country: How to Find Your 
Political Voice and Beco-rne a Catalyst for Change. Maui: Inner 
Ocean Publishing, 2004. A practical book by MoveOn.org, an 

http:MoveOn.org
http:MoveOn.org
www.comm-org.wisc.edu
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organization that uses the Internet to connect millions of people 
for political activism and political change. 

Oshry, Barry. Seeing Systems. San Francisco: Berrett-Koel 
1996. Oshry is the founder of Power and Systems, a terrific train­
ing program that simulates how power and people in real­
life organizations. This book shows how things go "the way 
usually go" and how you might be able to change them. 

Osterman, PauL Gathering Power: The FUture ofProgressive Pol­
itics in America. Boston: Beacon Press, 2002. This book describes 
the work of the Industrial Areas Foundation and argues that pro­
<1r<,,,,,,,-j,,.., politics needs to pay more attention to developing grass­
roots leadership than to broadcasting a better message through the 
media. It contains some meaty stories about organizing. 

iregory F. Augustine, Activism That Makes Sense: Con­
(w(:!(lnt1'()rJS and Community Organization. Chicago: ACTA Pub­

1984. A commonsensical, practical approach to 
organizing congregations. Good advice in a small }J,,"~-,,",1'5C. 

Putnam, Robert D. Bowling Alone: The G'o,ualose 
Amt.ncan Community. New York: Simon and 
big book by an academic, containing lots of data about the 
decline of what Putnam and other theorist"! call "social capital." 
A provocative, if over-generalized, review of how community life 
declined in the last part of the 20th century. 

Putnam, Robert D., and. Feldstein, Lewis M. Better Together: 
Restoring the American Community. New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 2003. A collection of success stories of community 
groups across America. 

Robinson, Andy. Grassroots Grants: An Activist's Guide to Pro­
Berkeley, CA: Chardon Press, 1996. Specific guid­

ance on writing proposals, with some good examples. If your 
group wanL'") funding from foundations, you will need to learn 
how to write proposals. 

Rosenfeld, Jona M., and Tardieu, Bruno. Artisans ofDemocracy: 
How Ordinary People, Families in Extreme and 8o(~ial 
Institutions Become Allies to Overcome Social Exclusion. Lan­
ham, MD: University Press of America, 2000. A terrific book with 
insightful case studies about how the Fourth World Movement. an 
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organization that works with very poor people, mounted effective 
campaigns around education, electricity cut-offs, and other 
issues. This excellent example of thoughtful organizing and 
reflection in action deserves a wide reading. 

Rothstein, Richard. "What is an Organizer?" Unpublished, 1972. 
Available :from the Midwest Academy, 28 East Jackson St. #605, 
Chicago, IL 60604; 312-427-2304; www.midwestacademy.org. 
A classic short article on what organizers actually do, not what 
people-including some organizers-often imagine that they do. 

Ryan, Charlotte. Prime Time Activism: Media Strategie.s for 
Grassroots Boston: South End Press, 1990. Written 
in the beginning of the 1990s, this book is still very helpful for 
community groups with an organizing orientation. Full of "W'H"'''. 
Ryan's book an organizer's perspective on workin2: with 
the media. 

Salzman, Jason. Making the News: A Guide for Activists and 
Nonprofits. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2003. Easy to read, 
direct, full of practical advice for getting media attention. The 
author is a former Greenpeace organizer. 

Schon, Donald A. The R!?Jlective Practitioner. How Professionals 
Think in Action. New York: Basic Books, 1983. A great book for 
learning how to reflect on action and for understanding how your 
own "theories" might impede your effectiveness or that of your 
group. Schon's writing L"! key for anyone who does not want to 

the same mistakes. 

Sen, Rinku. 8t'ir It Lessons in Commun:ity Organizing and 
Advocacy. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Chardon Press 
2003. Describes the work of twelve Ms. Foundation dr<lnr,c>"," 

Offers important lessons on cutting-edge issues in community 
organizing and excellent case studies of current work in the field. 

Shaw, Randy. The Activist's Handbook: A Primer for the 1990s 
and Beyond. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996. 
Based on the author's experience organizing in San Francisco, this 
handbook tells how to put together strategic community campaigns. 

Slaughter, Jane (ed.). A Troublemaker;., Handbook 2: How to 
Back Where You Work-And Win! Detroit: Labor Notes 

Books, 2005. The best guide around for labor activists. 

http:www.midwestacademy.org
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Staples, Lee D. Roots to Power: A Manual for (fi'assroots Orga­
nizing. 2nd edition. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2005. Full of practical 
information and detailed guidance. 

Stoecker, Randy. "Cyberspace vs. Face to Face: Community Orga­
nizing in the New Millennium." Unpublished. A history and evalu­
ation of the use of the Internet in community organizing. 
Available on-line at: http://www.vcn.bc.ca/citizens-handbookJ 
cyberorganize.html. 

Trapp, Shel. Dynamics ofOrganizing: Building Power by Devel­
oping the Human Spirit. Self published: 2003. The story of Shel 
Trapp and National People's Action is a series of hard-hitting sto­
ries, up close and personal, that will make you think about how 
and why to go about the business of making the world a better 
place without wearing rose-colored glasses. It includes the his­
tory of the Community Reinvestment Act and how grassroots 
local action led to national legislation that has helped millions of 
people. This important book is hard to find; you can order it from 
the National Training and Information Center in Chicago, Illinois, 
by calling NTIC at 312-243-3035. 

Wallack. Lawrence; Woodruff, Katie; Dorfman, Lori; and Diaz, 
Iris. News for a Change: An Advocate's Guide to Working with 
the Media. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1999. 
Thoughtful and strategic, this book describes how media can be 
part of a campaign strategy. 

Weisbord, Marvin. Productive Workplaces: Organizing and 
Managing for Dignity, Meaning, and Community. San Fran­
cisco: Jossey-Bass, 1987. Probably the best book I know for 
describing the history and practice of group and organizational 
behavior. Although written about businesses and workplaces, the 
material has much in common with other types of organizations, 
including community groups. 

Yoon, Sam; Traynor, Bill; and Marks, Nancy (eds.). Journal of 
Community Power Building: Reflections from Community 
Development Leaders and Practitioners, May 2004. Eight 
instructive stories from people doing community development 
work about the specific challenges they face. Available from 
Massachusetts Association of Community Development Corpora­
tions through its website, www.macdc.on!. 

OTHER RESOURCES 

Applied Research Center 
3781 Broadway 
Oakland, CA 94611 
Phone: 510-653-3415 
Website: www.arc.org 
This organization produces some excellent research and writing 
about organizing. 

BoardSource 
Suite 900 
1828 L Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20036-5104 
Phone: 202-452-6262 
E-mail: boardsource@boardsource.org 
Website: www.boardsource.org 
A wealth of published information about how to serve effectively 
as a member of a Board of Directors of a nonprofit organization. 
In general, their material is geared toward more established non­
profits, but it is very useful to look at if you are thinking of start­
ing a nonprofit or joining a nonprofit Board, no matter the size. 

BuildingPowerfulCommunityOrganizations.com 
Website: www.BuildingPowerfuICommunitvOrganizations.com 
This is the website for this book. It is designed to serve as a useful 
resource where organizers can exchange ideas and get information. 

Center for Community Change 
1536 U Street, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20009 
Phone: 202-339-9300 or (toll-free) 877-777-1536 
Email: info@communitychange.org 
Website: www.communitychange.org 
Headquartered in Washington, D.C., this organization holds con­
ferences and distributes materials on organizing, providing con­
sulting and training to community groups across the country. 
CCC also develops campaigns on a variety of topics. 
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Center for Health, Environment and Justice 
150 S. Washington Street, Suite 300 
P.O. Box 6806, Falls Church, VA 22040 
Phone: 703-237-2249 . 

CHEJ provides groups with training and consultation, including 
technical assistance, with a special focus on working with those 
concerned about threats to health and the environment. The 
CHEJ's Executive Director, Lois Gibbs, says: "For n'i"(m/fi~j.~1;.?1n 

help, the best thing 1,8 to caU us. If you can't afford to caU us, 
send us an e-rnail or a postcard and we will call you. Organiz­
ing is organizing. If we can't help you, we will find sorneone 
who can. We have a huge network. " 

Center for Third World Organizing 
1218 East 21st Street 
Oakland, CA 94606 
Phone: 510-533-7583 
Website: www.ctwo.org 
Provides training in community organizing specifically for people 
of color. 

The Chronicle ofPhilanthropy 
Published by the Chronicle ofHigher Education 
Website: www.philanthropy.com 
$72 per year 
This biweekly news-magazine is targeted primarily to large-scale 
nonprofits, with information about grants, nonprofits, and 
national political that affect the nonprofit world. 

Direct Action Research and Thaining 
P.O. Box 370791 

Miami, FL 33137-0791 

Phone: 305-576-8020 

Website: www.thedartcenter.org 

Focus on congregations. 


Gamaliel Foundation 
203 N. Wabash Avenue, Suite 808 
Chicago, II, 60601 
Phone: ~H2-397-5015 
Website: .!!...!.!2.!..!~~~~-li> 


Focus on congregations. 
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Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees 

Website: www.gcir.org 

This group's website has some excellent materials and resources 

about leadership development and community organizing. 


Grassroots Fundraising Journal 
Kim KJein, Publisher 

Stephanie Roth, Editor-in-chief 

3781 Broadway 

Oakland CA 91611 

Phone: 888-458-8588 (for subscription orders) 

Website: www.grassrootsfundraising.org 


per year for six issues 

Grassroots Leadership 
P.O. Box 36006 

Charlotte, NC 28236 

Phone: 704-332-3090 

Website: www.grassrootsleadership.org 

Provides community organizing training in the South. 


Industrial Areas Foundation 

220 W. Kinzie St., 5th floor 

Chicago, IL 60610 

Phone: 312-245-9211 

Website: www.industrialareasfoundation.org 

The lAF offers intensive national and regional trainings a couple 

of times each year in variom, locations. Mike Gecan, lAF organ­

. izer says: "If you are interested in IAF training, contact the lead 
organizer of the group in your area to discuss dates, costs, and 
adrnission to the training." 

InterValley Project 

Lead Organizer: Ken Galdston 

1075 Washington Street 

West Newton, MA 02465 

Phone: 617-796-8836 

E-mail: intervalleyp@aol.com 

IVP is the regional organizing network of the Granite State Orga­

nizing Project, Kennebec Valley Organization Sponsoring Com-


Merrimack Valley Project, 

Pioneer Valley Project, and Rhode Island Organizing Project 

These six New England organizations are patterned after the 

model pioneered by the Naugatuck Valley Project, which com­

mailto:intervalleyp@aol.com
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bines citizen action organizing and democratic economic devel­
opment-worker-owned companies, cooperative housing and 
community land trusts-in regional organizations of congrega­

labor union locals, and tenant, community, and small busi­
ness groups. 

Jewish Organizing Initiative 
99 Chauncy St., Suite 600 
Boston, MA 02111 
Phone: 617-350-9994 
Website: www.Jewishorganizing.org 
Provides community organizing training and fellowship program 
to young Jewish adults. 

The Midwest Academy 
28 East Jackson St. #605 
Chicago, IL 60604 
Phone: 312-427 2304 
Website: .YU:~c!!.!!~~~~;a!l)',J,lU;; 
The Midwest Academy runs trainings in various parts of the coun­
tryon direct action organizing. Their website ha.'i an excellent 
guide on holding accountability sessions with public officials. 

National Environmental Justice Resource Center 
Clark Atlanta University 
223 James P. Dr. 
Atlanta, GA 30314 
Phone: 404-880-6911 
Website: .l"!:J~,!;;J!.l,;&~~!JL 

National Organizers Alliance 
715 G. Street, SE 
Washington, DC 20003 
Phone: 202-543-6603 
Website: m~IlQJ~:!J.tI:s!L!Qrg 
A national clearinghouse for community and labor organizers, 
dedicated to improving the lives and learning of those working in 
this field. Offers a portable pension plan for organizers. 

The Neighborhood Funders Group 
Website: ..!!...!!...!.!.l""""l"""'''-I:> 

This website offers some good resources, including "The Com­
munity Organizing Toolbox: A Fuuder's Guide to Community 
Organizing. " 
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The On-line Conference on Community Organizing and 
Development 
Website: m~QQ!lli!!o::QIg,}'l~;.&.Q!1! 
"COMM-ORG," as this website is called, offers articles and many 
other resources for community organizers. Moderated and edited 
by University of Wisconsin professor Randy Stoecker, COMM­
ORG also operates a list-serv with regular news of jobs and 
queries about topics in community organizing. 

Organizing Apprenticeship Project 
2525 E. Franklin Suite 301 
Minneapolis, MN 55406 
Phone: 612-746-4224 

internships in community organizing 
in Minnesota. 

People's (formerly Pacific) Institute for 
Community Organizing 
171 Santa Rosa Ave. 
Oakland, CA 94910 
Phone: 510-655-2801 
Website: www.picocalifornia.org 
Focuses primarily on congregations. 

Power and Systems, Inc. 
P.O. Box 000288 
Prudential Station 
Boston, MA 02109-0288 
Phone: 800-241-0508 or 617-437-1640 
Website: ~!J'lJQ.ill~i1ill~~!J:lSmm 
E-mail: info@powerandsystems.com 
Terrific training about how power works in real organizations for 
"tops, middles, bottoms, and customers." Although the primary 
audience has been business leaders, Power and Systems and its 
founders, Karen and Barry have a strong commitment to 
nonprofits and social 

Southern Empowerment Project 
343 Ellis Avenue 
Maryville, TN 37804 
Phone: 865-984-6500 
Website: www.southernempowerment.org 
Provides training in community organizing for people throughout 
the South. 

http:www.southernempowerment.org
mailto:info@powerandsystems.com
http:www.picocalifornia.org
http:www.Jewishorganizing.org
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United for a Fair Economy 
41 Winter Street 
Boston, MA 02111 
Phone: 617-423-2148 
Website: www.ufenet.org 
Offers training on economic issues in our society and about the 
growing divide in the U.S. between rich and poor. 

Western States Center 
P.O. Box 40305 
Portland, OR 97204 
Phone: 508-228-8866 
Website: www.westemstatescenter.org 
Holds an annual training conference. 

APPENDIX 

How to Get 
Tax-Exempt Status 

Many organizations start off informally. The organization is 
us, whoever is in the room. Little thought is given to money 
or to long-term funding. But if you want your organization 
to be around for any length of time, you will want to incor­
porate in your state and also become a tax-exempt organi­
zation in accordance with the regulations of the federal 
Internal Revenue Service. Tax-exempt status allows donors 
to take a tax deduction on their donations to your organi­
zation. Anyone who is going to make a substantial donation 
will want and expect this. For foundation funding and 
many federal grants, you are not even eligible to apply with­
out this designation. 

If you want to accept tax-deductible donations right away, 
or you have a potential donor who wants to give you a sub­
stantial donation right now and wants the tax deduction, 
you may want to start off by arranging for a "fiscal agent" 
(another tax-exempt organization) to act as a conduit for 
your contribution. Fiscal agents will take a percentage of 
all funds that they manage, normally five to ten percent, 
in exchange for their fiscal management services. If your 
fiscal agent wants to take any more than this, find another 
fiscal agent or start the process of getting your own tax­
exempt status. 

Getting tax-exempt status-called "501(c)(3) status" in refer­
ence to the section of the tax code that authorizes this sta­
tus-takes time. It requires a lawyer with experience in this 
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specific area of tax law. Many lawyers will do this for free. 
They call this "pro bono"-a Latin term meaning "for good" 
which is short for ''pro bono publico," or "for the public 
good." So ask if they will do the work for you pro bono..(This 
sounds cooler than asking, "Can you do this for free?") 

The federal goverrnnent grants the privilege of tax-exempt 
status to organizations that it deems to be working for the 
public good. It draws a strict (but complicated) line 
between working for the public good and being involved in 
partisan politics. Specifically, the federal government does 
not want tax-exempt organizations to be involved in 

influencing government decisions. Such activity 
would be considered a violation of 501(c)(3) status. How­
ever, the precise definition of what constitutes political 
influence is an area of intense political debate and contro­
versy. The arena of non-profit organizations, tax law, and 
regulations about electoral politics and public policy is 
vast, ever-changing, and beyond the scope of this book. 

What I can tell you, in brief, is that working to get specific 
candidates elected to public is the real no-no. 
want to be especially careful not to endorse or do anything 
to support any specific candidates. 501(c)(3) organizations 
are not permitted to engage in that kind of activity if they 
want to keep their tax-exempt status. 

The rules for "educating" the public or your members 
(often two different categories according to IRS rules) 
about public policy, legislation, or electoral-related matters 
are complex and, again, change often. There is some lee­
way here, but you should get a lawyer to advise you on 
exactly what activities are permissible under the tax law 
and what proportion of your overall activities can be 
devoted to such efIorts. 

Spending your organization's money to influence legislation 
or to lobby may present problems. Consult a lawyer spe­
cializing in this area ifyou intend to spend a lot of your time 

\JJ 
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and money influencing legislation. IRS regulations generally 
allow some tax-exempt money to be spent on activities that 
seek to influence public policy or legislation, but these reg­
ulations are very complex and frequently change! 

If you are opposing policies of a current 
remember that they have the power to make your life mis­
erable with tax audits and requests for your accounting 
records. If you think you might be a target because of the 
nature of your work, be very careful to consult a lawyer 
experienced in this specialized area of the law. 

Story: Tax Regulations Can Be Used As a 
Political Tool 

In the 1.980s, during President Reagan's administmtion, 
the Internal Revenue Service promulgated new regulations 
about how m'UCh of a tax-exempt organization's funds 
cou'zd be spent on influencing legislation. The IRS 
launched grueling audits of the books of various progres­
sive organizations that were using some of their money to 
influence legislation. The same organizations were trying 
to keep 'within the law by setting up 501(c)(4) organiza­
tion.<; that could receive other money to do more lobbying. 
I worked for the Jobs with Peace campaign at the time. I 
remember spending hours fiUing in forms to account for 
how I spent every hour of every day. All the bookkeeping 
and e.xtm accounting was defensive action we had to take 
to avoid losing our tax-exempt status. It also took 
hours away from our real work every 

Getting your 501(c)(3) status will take you at least six 
months-and that's ifyou are lucky. The timing depends on 
the Internal Revenue Service and how busy it is, as well as 
on how skillfully your application is written. You may get a 
reply a'3king for more information. IIiring a competent 
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lawyer makes all the difference in how many times you 
may have to amend your application. It is best to be careful 
the frrst time. 

When you have been granted your tax-exempt status you 
will receive a "letter of determination" from the IRS. You'll 
see your IRS number at the top of the letter. Keep the orig­
inalletter safe and make lots of copies to use. Every foun­
dation that you ask for money will want a copy. Some 
individual donors will. too. 

Congratulations! You are now a grown-up organization. You 
have just become eligible to accept tax-deductible contri­
butions. This is a big deal. This is also a good time to cele­
brate. Every organization needs to party. 
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Alliance, Massachusetts Fair Share, the Jobs with Peace 
Campaign, and B'nai B'rith. He mostly had fun and learned 
a lot throughout it all. He also has made thousands of mis­
takes, sometimes over and over again, until he finally 
learned not to make those same mistakes. One motive for 
writing this book is a desire to help others avoid the same 
mistakes he made. 
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In addition to decades of on-the-job training, Brown also 
has studied organizational development and behavior. He 
holds a B.A. from Columbia University and an M.P.A. from 
the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. 
In his work and in his writing, he has tried to bridge the 
academic world of theory and the daily reality of practice 
at the community level. 

Brown also has served as an elected official (in Rutland 
County, Vermont) and as the founder and editor of the Rut­
land Voice, a community newspaper. In 1998 he founded 
the Jewish Organizing Initiative, where he has raised and 
leveraged several million dollars to train dozens of young 
people as community organizers. He lives in Boston, Mass­
achusetts, is married, and has two children. 

FEEDBACK FORMS 

Adding Your Stories 

Your Turn, Your Stories, 

Your Lessons Learned 

"The destiny of the world is determined less by the battles 
that are lost and won than by the stories it loves and 
believes in." 

-Harold Goddard, The Meaning ofShakespeare 

If you have a story that teaches a lesson that you think 
would be useful to others, we want it to add it to future edi­
tions of Building Powerful Community Organizations 
and to our website, www.BuildingPowerfulCommunity 
Organizations. com. 

Many important lessons in building groups that can solve 
problems and change the world are never shared widely. As 
a result, many efforts are not as effective as they could be. 
We want to change that. You may have an important story or 
lesson learned that could be helpful to others. It may be 
a tale of success or failure. (We often learn more from our 
mistakes than from our successes.) It's a big and diverse 
world. To be effective we need many stories from all com­
munities. If you have a story or idea you think we should 
add, please let me know. Please fill out the form on the next 
page and send it in. You also can e-mail me your stories at 
Comments@BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganizations.com 
or log on to the website and submit the story electronically. 
Again, that's www.BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganiza­
tions.com. 
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Adding Your Stories 
Name:*____________________________ 


Address:___________________________ 


City: State: Zip:______ 

Home Phone: Work Phone: __________ 

Cell phone: Fax:,____________ 

E-mail address: ________________________ 

Website (if you have one): ____________________ 

Category of my story or lesson learned: 

o 	The idea arrives or the problem o Developing a structure 
finds you o Recruiting people 

o 	Crafting a vision o Developing leaders 
o 	Telling your story o Raising money 
o 	Listening to others o Using and understanding strategy 
o 	PlItting your idea into writing o Action 
o 	Developing a sponsoring o Evaluation 

committee o 	Reflection 
o 	Bringing together a core group o 	Other 
o 	Drafting a mission, goals, 

and objectives 

Story: Lesson 	Learned: 
o 	Attached. o Attached. 

Please attach a separate page with your story and lessons learned. 

Permissions: (check one) 

o 	I give permission to use my name and story in future editions of Building 
Powerful Community Organizations and to place this story with my name 
on the website. 

o 	I give permission to use this story in future editions of Building Powerful 
Community Organizations and to place this story on the website, but I do 
not want my name used. 

Signature 	 Date 

*All personal information will be kept confidential 

Time for Your Feedback 

What do you think of the book? 

What was helpful? ______________________ 

What should be changed? ___________________ 

What should be added? ____________________ 

I disagree with _________________________ 

Other: __________________________ 

I would like more information about: 0 Speaking/Seminars 0 Consulting 

Possible topics include: 

o 	Recruiting o Making your organization more of 
o 	Fundraising a community 

o 	Starting a new organization o Finding your stories, listening to 
your storieso 	Planning a campaign 

o 	Planning a campaign that iso 	Lessons learned for building 
rooted in your community's needspowerful community 

organizations o For middle class activists who 
want to helpo 	How to use this book and its 

exercises to build powerful o And others 
community organizations 

Please send me your thoughts. You can use this form, or just write me 
in your own words: 

Michael Brown, Long Haul Press, 10 Brattle Terrace Arlington, MA 02474 

Or e-mail meatComments@BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganizations.com 

The form is on www.BuildingPowerfuICommunityOrganizations.com website 
as well, so you also can fill it out there. 

Thanks, 
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Quick Book Order Form 

Phone orders: 781-648-1508 

Or mail your order to: 	Long Haul Press 
10 Brattle Terrace 
Arlington, MA 02474 

Or order on..line, via our website: 
www.BuildingPowerfulCommunityOrganizations.com 

o 	Please add me to your mailing list: 

.____ Zip:______ 

E-mail 

o I would like to order more books: 

Price: $19.95 per book. 

Bulk orders: 10 19 books: $17.00 each 20 or more: $15.00 each 

Shipping: $5 shipping for first book. $2 for each additional book. 


Number of books ordered: ___ Total amount enclosed: ,,____ 

Shipping Address: 

Name:__________________________ 

\,
Payment: 0 Check (enclosed) 

o 	Credit Card 

Visa 0 MasterCard 0 AMEX 0 Discover 


Card 

Name on card (please Exp. Date 


Billing address on card, if different from shipping address above: 


Name:___________________________ 


:______________ State:,___ 
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