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A GOOD ORGANIZING ISSUE 
 
 

 

• Is widely felt. How common is the problem? How many workers face this situation? 

Many people must feel that this is a real problem and agree with the solution you’re 

pursuing. 

• Is deeply felt. Is this an issue that people feel strongly enough about to actually do 

something? It’s not enough that many people agree, if none are really hot under the 

collar. 

• Is winnable. It’s hard to know for sure whether you will win, but it’s possible to have a 

good idea whether you can. Your group should match your demand to the power you’ve 

already got. 

 
To win, you’ll need to make it harder for the decision-maker to keep saying no than to 

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

• Builds the union and builds leaders. Consider how this fight will build your 

capacity for future fights. Will the issue attract leaders or groups who haven’t been 

very involved? Will it build solidarity between groups? Will it give you the chance to 

try an action that’s one step beyond what you’ve done before? Will the solution lay the 

groundwork for future improvements? 

 
Each fight should build off the last. It often happens that we don’t win the concrete gain 

wanted, but we do come out smarter and better organized—which makes it more likely 

we can win next time. 

• Has a connection to students and the public. If the issue affects students, 

parents and community, it grows your potential group of activists and the potential 

support. 
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Problem/Pain 

Problems vs. Issues: 
Problems are statements of the world as it is.  “There is no respect for educators in this building.” 
Issues are a diagnosis of the problem that almost indicates what the solution is. “There are no 
recognized structures in this building that allow educators to be part of decision making.” 
 
Take some time to first brainstorm the pain and/or problems our people are feeling.  Then work to 
identify the issues within that problem that are causing the pain. Asking, “why do you think this is the 
way it is?” can move you into an analysis of issues that make up the problem. 
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Issue Criteria Check List: 
 
Score each Issue from 1 to 3 (1 = No, 2 = Unsure, 3 = Yes) on the specific criteria then total your 
scores and compare with your team. 
 

Will the Issue… Issue #1 Issue #2 Issue #3 

1. Result in a real improvement in people’s lives? 
 
 

  

2. Give people a sense of their own power? 
 
 

  

3. Alter the relations of power? 
 
 

  

4. Be worthwhile? 
 
 

  

5. Be winnable? 
 
 

  

6. Be widely felt? 
 
 

  

7. Be deeply felt? 
 
 

  

8. Be easy to understand? 
 
 

  

9. Have a clear target? 
 
 

  

10. Have a clear timeframe that works for you? 
 
 

  

11. Be non-divisive? 
 
 

  

12. Build leadership? 
 
 

  

13. Set your organization up for the next campaign? 
 
 

  

14. Increase membership? 
 
 

  

15. Be consistent with your values and vision? 
 
 

  

16.  
 
 

  

TOTALS 
 
 

  

 
 
 



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

 

Draft your Demand - What is the win that we want? 
 
What is our demand? How will we know if we’ve won or not (it needs to be something we can 
see or touch that makes our lives better)? Remember – it’s concrete. The win of this demand will 
result in visible, significant change in your constituent’s daily lives. 
 

1. Is it concrete (measurable)?  
2. Does it make a visible impact in people’s lives (meaningful)? 
3. Does it leverage YOUR resources creatively and make for a good story (motivational)? 
4. Must you organize and distribute leadership in order to accomplish? 

 
Ex. LEA wants to secure e fully funded budget by demanding a 1-penny increase in the property tax formula by 
April 1st 2018. 

 

 

Identify the Target – Who can give you what you want? 
 
Who is the target of your campaign efforts? A target has a name, a face, and an address. Who has the 
power to prevent you from getting your demand?  
 

  

Our Demand – Our Win is… 

Our Target – Has the power to give us… 
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MAKE A GAME PLAN 
Once you’ve identified a good organizing issue, you need a plan of action. 

 

THE THREE BASICS OF A PLAN 

1. What exactly do you want? It’s amazing how far along folks can be in a campaign 

without having identified what solution they’re after, and whether or not it’s winnable. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Who has the power to fix the problem? It’s not enough to say “management.” Figure 

out which person in management could say yes to your solution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
3. Which tactics can work? Aim your actions to build the pressure on the decision-maker 

you’ve identified. Consider how much pressure it will take to win, and where your leverage 

is. 



 

 

CAMPAIGN PLANNING TEMPLATE 
 
 

Our Issue 
What is our deeply and widely felt issue? 

What is our demand to fix the problem? 

Targets 
Who has the power to fix the problem? 

Tactics 
What do we think will move our target? 

Which tactics fit this situation? 

What tactics do we start with? [warm] 

What tactics might we move to if necessary? [hot] 
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DEMANDS TARGET PRESSURE 
POINTS

ALLIES & 
ASSETS

Short

Mid

Long

Today!

WIN!!!

___________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________
________

________
________

________

TIME

INTENSITY OF TACTICS
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CHECKLIST: CHOOSE TACTICS THAT FIT 
 

 

Your escalating campaign is made up of many tactics. A tactic could be mild, like a survey, or 

militant, like a work slowdown. It could be traditional, like a picket, or it could be a creative stunt 

a member just dreamed up. When your group is weighing what tactic to try next, here are some 

factors to consider: 
 
 

• Does the action relate to your issue? 

• Will it increase the pressure on the decision-maker? 

• Is it simple? 

• Is it visible? 

• Is it timed for effect? 

• Is it new and different—or tried and true? 

• Are enough people ready to do it? 

• How will others react? 

• Will it unify people? 

• How will management react? 

• Could it backfire? 

• Does it violate the law or the contract? 

• If so, are you prepared for the consequences? 

• Will it be fun? 
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TURN UP THE HEAT: 
ACTION THERMOMETER 

 

Don’t bring out your big guns right away. Start with an easy activity and get lots of people to 

participate. If that doesn’t succeed, gradually increase the intensity of your actions, but make sure 

you don’t leave people behind by escalating too quickly. 

 
One way to visualize escalating tactics is to arrange them on a thermometer, with each action 

“hotter” than the last. For instance, here are the steps a group of New Haven teachers took to solve 

the mold problem at their school, beginning from the bottom of the thermometer: 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

14. Walked out of a meeting en masse 

13. Spoke to the media 

12. Pulled a publicity stunt 

11. Called a meeting of supporters 

10. Used the result to formulate specific demands, with 

deadlines 

9. Filed an information request 

8. Reached out to parents 

7. Published a newsletter 

6. Formed a grievance committee 

5.  Developed a communication network 

4. Conducted a health survey 

3. Gathered signatures on a grievance 

2. Defined their issue: air quality 

1. Met as a small group 
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