Natural leaders in worksites are individuals who influence, motivate, and guide their peers, often holding no formal management title. They are identified by their ability to generate trust, create order out of chaos, and drive collaboration, acting as "connectors" or "experts" whose opinions are highly valued by colleagues. [1, 2] 

Key Indicators for Identifying Natural Leaders 
· They are Sought Out for Advice: Colleagues, and sometimes even managers, regularly turn to them for guidance or to "sanity-check" plans. 
· They Take Initiative Without Title: They step up to solve problems or organize teams during ambiguous situations or high-pressure, chaotic moments, acting without waiting for permission. 
· They Build Psychological Safety: Others feel comfortable speaking up, sharing ideas, or admitting mistakes around them because they respond to errors with curiosity rather than blame. 
· They Think Beyond Their Role: They look at the "big picture" and often connect ideas and people across different departments. 
· They Bridge Communication Gaps: They are able to translate management goals into actionable steps for their peers and often act as a conduit for information. 
· They Model Desired Behaviors: They are "doers" who lead by example and are often early adopters of new processes, often being "givers" of their time and knowledge. [2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7] 
Methods for Identification (Workplace/Organizing Context) 
· Observe Social Dynamics: Watch for whom people look at when they are talking in meetings, or who people gather around when navigating a difficult problem. 
· Analyze Connection Points: Identify who is most "densely connected" to other employees and who seems to know everyone. 
· Identify "The Expert": Find the person who holds technical knowledge or practical skills that others constantly seek out. 
· Ask "The Organizer" Question: Identify who here is trusted and respected.  Who, when a project or issue arises, organizes their coworkers to act or helps them get through it.  Who can move people. 
How to Leverage and Support Natural Leaders 
· Avoid "Supervising" the Leader First: In organizing contexts, it is sometimes better to speak with the "activist" (socially active) first to learn who the truly influential "natural leader" is. 
· Provide Mentorship and Training: Offer formal training on leadership skills to complement their natural abilities, providing them a pathway to develop their skills. 
· Empower Them with Responsibility: Give them opportunities to lead projects or initiatives to test their skills and grow their influence. 
· Value Their Constructive Voice: Natural leaders often challenge the status quo; their feedback should be used to improve processes rather than being shut down. [3, 7, 10, 11, 12] 
Once identified, these individuals should be supported, trained, and given opportunities to move others toward common goals. [10, 13] 

Jane McAlevey Quote
Advocacy is the lowest form of worker participation. It “doesn’t involve ordinary people in any real way; lawyers, pollsters, researchers, and communications firms are engaged to wage the battle.” Mobilizing does bring significant numbers of people into the fight, but they are, McAlevey contends, generally the already committed activists, not the mass of the workforce and community, “because a professional staff directs, manipulates, and controls the mobilization; they see themselves, not ordinary people, as the key agents of change.”
It is the third approach, organizing proper, that McAlevey insists on because it “places the agency for success with a continually expanding base of ordinary people, a mass of people never previously involved — that’s the point of organizing.” Campaigns of course matter in themselves “but they are primarily a mechanism for bringing new people into the change process and keeping them involved.” It is ordinary people who “help make the power analysis, design the strategy, and achieve the outcome. They are essential and they know it.”

AI responses may include mistakes.
In the framework of labor and community strategist Jane McAlevey, a mobilizer is an activist who focuses on moving people who are already convinced to take a specific action. [1, 2, 3] 
Unlike an organizer, who works to expand the base by engaging people who don’t yet agree, a mobilizer primarily targets a self-selected group of supporters to "get them off the couch" for events like rallies, protests, or petitions. [2, 4, 5] 
Key Characteristics of a Mobilizer
· Focus on the Convinced: Mobilizers talk to people who already share their political values and exist within the same ideological "bubble".
· Elite Theory of Power: Mobilizing often relies on a professional staff that directs and controls the action, viewing themselves—rather than ordinary people—as the primary agents of change.
· Goal-Oriented Action: The emphasis is on a sequence of steps to achieve a specific outcome, such as turnout for a vote or presence at a city council meeting.
· Limited Development: Participants in a mobilizing model are generally not transformed; they are used for their numbers (e.g., to create a "good media picture") but aren't necessarily trained in power analysis or strategy. [2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10] 
Mobilizing vs. Organizing
McAlevey distinguishes these two approaches to clarify how power is built and exercised: [11, 12] 
	Feature [1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18] 
	Mobilizing
	Organizing

	Primary Audience
	Those who already agree with you.
	The "hardest to move" or disengaged.

	Agency
	Professional staff/consultants.
	Ordinary people/workers.

	Outcome
	High numbers for a specific event.
	Expanding the base and building long-term power.

	Strategy
	"Shallow" engagement; event-driven.
	"Deep" engagement; transformative.


McAlevey's work, particularly in No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in the New Gilded Age, argues that while mobilization is necessary for success, relying on it alone (without organizing) is a major reason why modern social movements often fail to achieve significant structural gains. [7, 15, 19] 

defines an activist primarily by distinguishing them from organizers and organic leaders. In her framework, activism is often characterized as a form of "self-expression" rather than strategic power-building. [1, 2, 3, 4] 
Key Characteristics of an Activist
According to McAlevey’s theories, particularly in her book No Shortcuts, activists typically fit these descriptions: [5] 
· Self-Selected and Like-Minded: Activists are usually individuals who already agree with a cause. They often exist in "bubbles" or "affinity groups" where shared values are taken for granted.
· Focused on "Mobilizing": McAlevey associates activists with mobilization—getting large numbers of people who already support an issue to show up for a protest, sign a petition, or engage in social media campaigns. She often refers to this as "shallow organizing" because it doesn't expand the base of support.
· Individually Responsible: Unlike organizers, who are responsible to a community or a collective, activists are often seen as responsible primarily to themselves and their own political identity.
· Lack of Broad Influence: In a workplace or community setting, McAlevey notes that "activists" are frequently not the people that others look up to for guidance. She argues they can sometimes even be perceived as "obnoxious" by their peers, making them less effective at building a majority. [2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10] 
Activist vs. Organizer vs. Organic Leader
McAlevey’s model relies on moving beyond activism to organizing: [11] 
	Role [2, 4, 9, 12, 13, 14] 
	Definition in McAlevey's Framework

	Activist
	Someone who shows up, speaks out, and mobilizes those who already agree. Often works in "self-selecting" groups.

	Organizer
	A strategist who focuses on "base-building" by having hard conversations with people who don't already agree.

	Organic Leader
	A person within a community or workplace who has natural influence and a following, but may initially be indifferent or hostile to the cause. These are the people an organizer must win over to build real power.


McAlevey does not dismiss activism as unimportant, but she critiques it when it is used as a "shortcut" that avoids the labor-intensive work of organizing whole populations to build actual power. [6, 15, 16] 

According to the late labor strategist Jane McAlevey, a mobilizer is someone who focuses on activating a "self-selected" base of people who already agree with the cause. In her framework, mobilizing is distinct from organizing because it treats people as bodies for a protest or a "yes" vote rather than as the primary agents of change who must build new power. [1, 2, 3, 4] 
Key Characteristics of a Mobilizer
· Focus on the "Already Convinced": Mobilizers target people who are already sympathetic to the issue to get them "off the couch" and into action.
· Top-Down Direction: Professional staff typically direct the strategy and control the actions, while ordinary people are seen as secondary to the success of the campaign.
· Event-Driven: Mobilizing often revolves around "eventism"—one-off actions like rallies, petitions, or protests designed to show momentum rather than long-term base expansion.
· Limited Development: Participants are not typically trained in power analysis or strategy; they are moved through a sequence of steps to achieve a specific, immediate goal. [5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10] 
Mobilizer vs. Organizer
McAlevey argues that while mobilization is necessary, it is insufficient on its own because it fails to engage those who are indifferent or opposed. [11, 12] 
	Feature [6, 8, 9, 13, 14] 
	Mobilizer
	Organizer

	Audience
	The already converted/activist bubble
	People who don't yet agree or are unengaged

	Primary Goal
	Turnout for a specific action (e.g., a rally)
	Building an expanding base of ordinary people

	Who Has Agency?
	Professional staff and "elite" experts
	The workers and ordinary people themselves

	Long-term Focus
	Short-term momentum and "wins"
	Systematic leadership development and power building


McAlevey's critique in her work, such as No Shortcuts, is that many modern movements have declined because they rely too heavily on mobilizing and advocacy instead of the "deep organizing" required to challenge elite power structures. [15, 16] 

According to labor organizer and author Jane McAlevey, a leader is not a charismatic, self-selected activist or a union staffer, but rather an "organic leader"—a person within a workplace or community who already has a genuine following and, through their existing social networks, can influence others to join a cause. [1, 2] 

McAlevey's definition of leadership is central to her "deep organizing" model, which distinguishes true organizing from mere mobilizing. [3] 

Key Aspects of a "Leader" according to McAlevey 
· They already have followers: A true leader is defined as someone whom their peers already trust and look up to, even before a union or campaign starts. 
· They are not necessarily activists: McAlevey often argues that the vocal, eager activists who show up to every meeting are not the leaders needed to win campaigns. Instead, she seeks out the skeptical or reluctant worker whom others follow. 
· Reluctant or "hard to win": The best leaders are often not immediately supportive of the union. They are often indifferent or even hostile at first, but once won over, they bring the "whole worker" with them. 
· They can influence, not just advocate: They have the demonstrated capacity to move their coworkers, especially in high-risk situations like a strike. 
· They are respected, not necessarily popular: They are often respected for their work performance or because they look out for others, often serving as a trusted voice in the workplace that the boss also respects. [1, 2, 4, 5, 6] 
Leaders vs. Position Holders and Activists 

McAlevey draws a sharp distinction between "leaders" and other types of actors: 
1. Position Holders: These are the people on committees or in formal union roles (e.g., shop stewards, secretary). McAlevey argues that holding a position does not mean someone actually leads or has influence. 
2. Activists: Activists are often self-selected and enthusiastic, but they often lack a following and can be seen as "obnoxious" by their coworkers. 
3. Organic Leaders: These are identified by mapping the workplace and finding who people go to for help. [1, 2, 7, 9, 10] 
McAlevey’s method is a "leader-focused approach" (identifying natural leaders) rather than an "activist-focused approach" (using the same sympathetic people). [6] 

The most effective strategy for identifying and mapping natural leaders is social workplace mapping combined with one-on-one (1:1) investigative conversations. This approach shifts the focus from vocal activists to "organic leaders"—individuals whom coworkers already trust and follow for guidance, regardless of their formal title. [1, 2, 3, 4] 
1. Identify Existing Social Networks
Before looking for leaders, you must understand the organic groups that exist in the worksite. [2] 
· Work Groups: Defined by job function, shift, or proximity (e.g., the night-shift loading dock crew).
· Social Groups: Formed around shared interests or background (e.g., workers who carpool, eat lunch together, or share a native language).
· The "Fly on the Ceiling" Map: Create a visual floor plan of the workplace. Mark where each person usually works and note "hotspots" where people naturally congregate, like break rooms or water coolers. [2, 5, 6, 7] 
2. Spot Potential "Organic Leaders"
Natural leaders are rarely the loudest pro-union voices; they are often the most respected and experienced workers. Look for people who: [2, 4] 
· Are "Go-To" Sources: People who coworkers turn to for advice or when they need help making sense of a new management policy.
· Bridge Gaps: Individuals who have respect from both their peers and, occasionally, management.
· Hold Influence: Those whose opinion can change the "vibe" of a room. [2, 4, 8, 9] 
3. Conduct 1:1 Investigative Outreach [10] 
Use specific questions during private conversations with coworkers to reveal these leaders: [2, 3] 
· Targeted Questions: Ask, "Who here is trusted and respected?".
· Look for Repetition: When the same name is mentioned by multiple people in a specific work group, you have identified a natural leader. [2, 11] 
4. Create and Refine the Workplace Chart
A "chart" is a live document (usually a spreadsheet) used to track the "social landscape" of the worksite. [2, 12] 
· List Every Worker: Include names, departments, shifts, and contact info.
· Assessment Scores: Rate individuals on their level of union support (e.g., 1 for strongly pro-union, 5 for anti-union).
· Identify Gaps: Use the chart to see which departments or social groups lack a clear leader or union contact. [13, 14, 15, 16] 
5. Validate with Structure Tests [17] 
The only way to confirm a natural leader is to see if they can move their peers to action. [2, 11] 
· Low-Stakes Actions: Ask the potential leader to get their group to sign a petition, wear a sticker, or attend a meeting.
· Measure Success: If 80-90% of their group participates, they are a confirmed leader. If not, you may need to look for a different influencer within that network. [2, 11] 


