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W
hy have unions gotten so weak, and how can they strengthen? In 
her book No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in the New Gilded 
Age (Oxford, 2016), labor organizer and strategist Jane McAlevey 
argues that a major factor in labor’s decline has been that unions 
have abandoned the work of organizing, relying instead on the 

more superficial methods of building power, namely mobilizing and advocacy. 
What are these three different methods of union strength, and what path toward 
power does each build?

To organize is to build mass support and strength among ordinary people. 
Organizing draws its power from working people’s biggest strength: our numbers. 
Working people may or may not see themselves as activists or politically active 
or even in political agreement, but through organizing, they come together to act 
in common cause. The work of organizing is systematic and rigorous: It requires 
connecting with every single worker in a shop, every educator in a building, every 
building in a district. At its core, it asks people to understand their own agency 
and to make choices about how they will exercise it. The work of organizing is 
difficult; ordinary people are seldom confronted by their own agency nor asked to 
make choices that recognize their own power. As McAlevey notes in her first book, 
Raising Expectations (and Raising Hell): My Decade Fighting for the Labor Move-
ment (Verso, 2012), a memoir of her organizing work: “In the normal course of 
human events, workers don’t expect much from their jobs, government, or unions, 
because the reality is they don’t get much. The job of the organizer is to fundamen-
tally change this.” The work of organizing is difficult, but as McAlevey argues, it is 
essential: There are no shortcuts.

Mobilizing, by contrast, activates an already-convinced membership. Mobi-
lizing encourages those who already support a cause or a mission to take action 
to defend their belief—for example, by attending a protest, wearing a button, or 
signing a petition. Mobilizing is a very important step for building movements, 
but it is not the same thing as organizing. The crucial difference between mobiliz-
ing and organizing is that mobilizing relies on the actions of people who have al-
ready been brought on board; organizing is the work bringing ever more people on 
board, having a stake in the direction and outcomes of the actions (mobilizing can 
be an important component of organizing). McAlevey distinguishes mobilizing as 
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relying on the participation of a “self-selecting” group—people who have chosen 
to participate in something due to personal preferences or beliefs, such as envi-
ronmental protection groups, the ACLU, or Planned Parenthood. Organizing, by 
contrast, relies on “structure-based” groups, groups determined by a predefined, 
often structural, relationship, such as working for the same employer, living in the 
same housing complex, or attending the same place of worship. Membership in 
a structure-based group, unlike a self-selecting group, is not a result of personal 
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affinity. In a structure-based group, the number of possible members—and there-
fore people to organize—is finite and knowable: the number of workers in a firm, 
residents in a housing building, or members in a church, for example. Whereas 
mobilizing relies on participation from a self-selecting group, organizing builds 
high participation among all eligible individuals.

Advocacy is the work of creating change through the actions of professionals 
or technical experts—lobbyists, pollsters, lawyers, communication specialists, re-
searchers. Advocacy relies on the expertise, status, and know-how of these groups 
of people to make change. Advocacy usually happens in a closed-door room; or-
dinary people play a small to nonexistent role in its efficacy. Advocacy has become 
a dominant strategy for unions and liberals. But its efficiency comes at a cost; it 
disables the masses of ordinary people who have a stake in the issues under scru-
tiny by advocates.

These three forms of making change do not exist in isolation; a successful 
campaign may very well rely on all three strategies. Yet organizing, McAlevey ar-
gues, is the most fundamental: The base of any campaign should come from its 
organizational capacity above all. Yet in reality, according to McAlevey, it’s often 
the strategy most avoided or shortchanged. After all, it is often hard, slow work that 
requires building connections with mass numbers of people. As a result, it’s often 
sidestepped for quicker grabs for power—mobilizing or advocating support, rather 
than organizing for it.

McAlevey’s framework rests on a more fundamental argument about power. 
In an age of massive inequality, many see power as the province of the elite—the 
small, powerful minority who run the courts, the banks, and the media in the U.S. 
and around the world. From this perspective, forging change is the process of al-
tering who occupies those powerful institutions: voting in new leaders, appointing 
new judges, securing better regulators who can safeguard the system with an eye 
toward fairness. In McAlevey’s words, this belief is little more than replacing one 
set of elites with another, better set of elites. It relies on advocacy and, to a certain 
extent, mobilizing to get the job done.

Yet exclusively focusing on the undemocratic hyper-concentration of elites 
obscures the power of ordinary people. Ordinary people have two major forms of 
power: our numbers—there are more of us than them—and our ability to withhold 
our participation in a system that denies us fairness, dignity, and health: They need 
us to keep working. Organizing, especially organizing with an eye toward build-
ing strikes, activates both forms of power. Successful labor movements and social 
movements often use a combination of advocacy, mobilizing, and organizing. But 
as McAlevey argues, organizing is the most important of those tasks—yet often 
the most overlooked. Her work aims to bring the movement back into labor, and 
winning back into the movement. O
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Reprinted with permission of Jane McAlevey from her book No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in the New Gilded Age 
(Oxford University Press, reprint edition: April 1, 2018).

MOBILIZING

Primarily elites. Staff or 
activists set goals with low 
to medium concession 
costs or, more typically, 
set an ambitious goal 
and declare a win, even 
when the “win” has no, or 
only weak, enforcement 
provisions. Backroom, 
secret deal making by 
paid professionals is 
common.

Campaigns, run by 
professional staff, or 
volunteer activists with no 
base of actual, measurable 
supporters, that prioritize 
frames and messaging 
over base power. Staff-
selected “authentic 
messengers” represent the 
constituency to the media 
and policymakers, but 
they have little or no real 
say in strategy or running 
the campaign.

Grassroots activists. 
People already committed 
to the cause, who show 
up over and over. When 
they burn out, new, also 
previously committed 
activists are recruited. And 
so on. Social media are 
over-relied on.

ADVOCACY

Elite. Advocacy 
groups tend 
to seek one-
time wins or 
narrow policy 
changes, often 
though courts 
or backroom 
negotiations 
that do not 
permanently 
alter the 
relations of 
power.	

Litigation; 
heavy spending 
on polling, 
advertising, 
and other paid 
media.

None

ORGANIZING

Mass, inclusive, and collective. 
Organizing groups transform 
the power structure to favor 
constituents and diminish the 
power of their opposition. 
Specific campaigns fit into a 
larger power-building strategy. 
They prioritize power analysis, 
involve ordinary people in 
it, and decipher the often 
hidden relationship between 
economic, social, and political 
power. Settlement typically 
comes from mass negotiations 
with large numbers involved.

Recruitment and involvement 
of specific, large numbers of 
people whose power is derived 
from their ability to withdraw 
labor or other cooperation 
from those who rely on them. 
Majority strikes, sustained 
and strategic nonviolent 
direct action, electoral 
majorities. Frames matter, 
but the numbers involved 
are sufficiently compelling 
to create a significant earned 
media strategy. Mobilizing is 
seen as a tactic, not a strategy.

Organic leaders. The base is 
expanded through developing 
the skills of organic leaders 
who are key influencers of the 
constituency, and who can 
then, independent of staff, 
recruit new people never before 
involved. Individual, face-to-
face interactions are key.
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Place a check mark next to the descriptor that best matches your 
understanding of how your union works. 
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