Statewide Organizing
10 Recommendations
Larry Bresler, Organize! Ohio

From my experiences involved with organizing around a statewide issue or campaign, I have participated in some major successes and some disappointing breakdowns.  Drawing from my experiences of social justice statewide organizing, I offer the following 10 recommendations.
1. Have an understandable simple message:  a message that can be communicated easily by your supporters and volunteers, and readily understood by those you are trying convince to join your campaign/efforts.
2. Have a moral, values based foundation for your message and campaign:  A critical asset to our campaigns and statewide efforts is that we know that we are fighting for vital social justice and human rights issues.  By understanding and being able to communicate the principled, values based framework of our message (e.g. concept of economic human rights), it provides moral weight to our campaigns and helps to instill passion into our participants. 
3. Must build strong coalitions and collaborations: The opposition to the campaigns and statewide efforts for which we are organizing are always going to have more money and individual power at their disposal.  Our biggest strength should be that we can mobilize large numbers of people affected by the issues or are true believers in our objectives.  To do this effectively we must build effective coalitions and collaborations  that can work in a coordinated effort to achieve our goals.  Potential constituencies to organize as part of these coalitions and collaborations include the following: 
a) Low-income groups – As the individuals and families most directly affected by the policies being addressed, these are our core constituencies.  They should not only be mobilized for action, but should be the prime constituency for leadership development.
b) Community groups dealing with local issues – Most community groups are consumed with such local issues as  neighborhood safety and bad housing issues.  However, many members of these groups are being victimized by the broader statewide policies that we are addressing.  We need to be targeting our efforts to these groups by demonstrating that they can impact these issues on a broader basis as they are doing with local issues. 
c) Church based/faith based organizations – Much of the church based organizing in recent years has been from the right wing.  However, the main line churches and denominations can be fertile ground to organize broad based support and involvement. State and local dioceses, synods, ecumenical and interfaith organizations should be targeted.  Many have very strong and sophisticated social action agendas and networks that are compatible with our efforts.  In addition there is very active multi-congregational group issue organizing  on a local basis stemming from such national networks as Gamaliel Foundation, PICO and DART.  These kinds of groups should be targeted as well.
d) Unions -  Organized labor can be an excellent source for participants and funding support.  The level of commitment for social issues from unions varies widely from area to area and union to union.  A statewide AFL in Ohio may have a markedly different commitment to social issues than a statewide AFL does in New Jersey.  Likewise, the regional AFL in Cleveland may have a much different level of social commitment than the Cincinnati AFL.  The unions themselves will respond and collaborate differently to working together on social issues.  A union such as the Services Employees International Union (SEIU), which represents mostly low income workers and has been proactive on social issues, is much more likely to collaborate with a campaign on social justice issues than the conservative building trades unions. 
e) Human service/Social Service agencies – While some human service agencies will advocate for funding for their programs, and a few will advocate for issues affecting their constituents, very few will work without prodding or assistance to mobilize and organize their clients/consumers on issues affecting their lives.   Nevertheless, social services agencies can be a good source for recruiting new participants, and are frequently open to cooperation.  A program that we have helped to start in Cleveland called the Community Voices Project is using volunteer graduate social work students interning at social service agencies to devote a portion of their internship to organize clients/consumers to participate in social justice campaigns on issues affecting their lives.
f) Students – Local college students are a generally untapped resources for social action participation and volunteers.  They should be recruited.
g) Statewide issue based organizations – Organizations that operate on a statewide basis (although they may be national organizations) such as Children’s Defense Fund, AARP, and Citizen Action can be excellent mobilizing collaborators.  However, there can be a danger with some of these organizations that they will only participate if the campaigns are a project and led by their organizations rather than as a collaborative coalition.  

4. Build a central responsible infrastructure:  For any functioning statewide organizing effort/campaign, there needs to be a central infrastructure established that serves as a coordinating body for the campaign.  Such an infrastructure should coordinate and oversee funding, coordinate overall strategic development, and be fluid enough to be able to respond and target quickly for opportunities and unforeseen events.
5. Build community leadership with coordinating regional groups:  A statewide organizing effort/campaign can not be effectively operated out of one central location in the state.  There must be community based leaders and leadership groups in communities across the state coordinating efforts who know the people in the community and how to implement strategy in their communities.  I have been involved in campaigns in Ohio where we have divided the state into seven regions with coordinating groups/individuals in each region, and other campaigns where we have been able to have coordinating groups/individuals in almost all of the 88 counties.  How you choose to establish community coordination should be determined based upon funding resources; responsible, identified, committed community based leadership/groups; and the ability for the central infrastructure to provide effective coordination for a statewide campaign. 
6. Know your arguments better than your opposition:  The coordinating structure should educate the leadership (along with fact sheets) which provide not only your simple message, but also the answers to why your campaign is important, and factual responses to the arguments of your opposition.
7. Identify targets:  Who are the targets for you statewide organizing efforts/campaign?  Who has the power to satisfy your aims? The targets should be persons.  I frequently like to do a power analysis as to who has the power to give us what we want and how do we reach them.

[image: image1]

8. Develop strategies and tactics:  The development of a coherent, reachable strategic plan, accompanied by usable tactics to obtain the objectives is essential for any statewide organizing/campaign or for that matter any organizing effort.  Considerations when adopting tactics should include the following: 

a) Evaluate each one beforehand-how will it get us closer to our objectives?

b) Generally make the tactics local.  That is focus the organizing on a local level.  This can mean organizing local activities/actions to move you toward your objectives, or for an event like a statewide rally, organizing and focusing at a community level for the statewide rally.
c) Tactics should make sense to the people who are involved, and be understandable and acceptable to the participants.
d) Activities/actions should be fun and gratifying.  That will keep people invested and involved.
9. There needs to be a well developed communications strategy:  A successful statewide organizing effort will find ways to get their message out to the public consistently.  Some considerations when developing a media strategy might include the following:

a) Develop a story bank to communicate personal stories - The best communication strategy that will attract the media and convince those undecided on your positions are personal stories.  A story bank of  personal stories of people who have been victimized as a result of not having your policy change should be collected.  The stories themselves should be collected along with individuals who are  willing to talk to the media and public about their circumstances.  When having an event or meeting with the media, be prepared to provide access to the stories and individuals. 
b) Public hearings – Holding public hearings with testimony on how people are being affected by your issue can be a potent way both to attract the media as well as to mobilize new participants.  At such public hearings, I like to bring in public officials, with demands on what we expect from them to further our objectives after all the testimony is completed.
c) American Forum – The American Forum out of Washington works to establish state forums by which progressive groups can have op-ed articles with statewide significance published in media outlets across the state.  It has been an excellent vehicle in Ohio to get the message out on our issues particularly to areas of the state we could not reach otherwise. To find out whether that is an American Forum state forum in your state go to www.mediaform.org.  If you would like to help organize a state forum in your state contact the American Forum at 1-800-296-6733
d) Letters to the editor/Meetings with editorial boards – Getting the editorial boards of newspapers on your side can be a very persuasive tool in communities.  The best way to win them to your side is to schedule a meeting with the local editor or editorial board with a well thought out presentation as to why the newspaper should support your position.  Whether you get the support of the newspaper or not, organizing letter writing campaigns to the letters to the editor section of newspapers can also be a persuasive in getting your message out. 
10. Reassess/Modify Strategy:  The development and implementation of a strategy to get you to your goals should be a fluid process.  Things will rarely go as you expect them to.  Therefore you should be prepared to reassess and modify your strategies as you work toward your goals.
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