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win the enthusiastic backing of members and a diverse staff, most of whom 
worked for the union before his election. Al Washington puts it simply, "Tom 
gets involved." Eli Medina observes, "Any program Tom has implemented has 
worked." Gloria Richard shares the excitement, "We're a great union; we make 
it happen." 

The techniques used by these four remarkable leaders are instructive. But 
leadership transcends technique or personal style. What is crucial is that each 
of them has demonstrated commitment to a vision that has inspired members 
and staff and has won their support for transformation. None of the four pre­
tend to be changing the locals on their own; they are all committed to devel­
oping members as leaders. The reality, though, is that leadership with a clear 
vision and diligence is essential to successful transformation. 

ENGAGING MEMBERS AND STAFF 

The experiences of the best-practices locals demonstrate that transforma­
tion is enhanced when members and staff are given encouragement, opportu­
nities, and challenges that stimulate political growth. Some locals affirm the 
importance of engaging in struggle, others endorse radicalizing members or 
raising the level of class consciousness within the local. Most openly reject the 
insurance agency style of unionism and explicitly promote a vision of a labor 
movement founded on collective values and committed to economic and social 
justice. Best-practices locals have used various approaches to raise conscious­
ness. Some brief snapshots will reflect the broad range of options. 

Some locals have implemented communications programs to promote 
change. Local 73 has hired a communications specialist to conduct educational 
work and consciousness raising through the local's newspaper and site-specific 
newsletters and leaflets. The newspaper highlights militant actions and broad 
coalitions but is effectively limited to one directional communication. The 
quarterly site-specific newsletters and targeted leaflets go further, stimulating 
discussion and debate among members and work site leaders about the role of 
the union. Local 509 faced internal opposition to a proposed campaign to 
organize workers in private sector social service agencies, who were viewed 
suspiciously by members employed by the state of Massachusetts. The local 
was able to defuse this narrow self-interest through an informal communica­
tions effort, which politically educated elected rank-and-file leaders by engag­
ing them in a series of discussions over an eighteen-month penod and 
eventually won support for the organizing campaign. 

Other locals have developed educational programs for the purpose of ele­
vating political awareness. Local 503 (OPEU) trains members in media com-
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munications techniques and encourages them to take an assertive role around 
the state. As a result members have been speaking out on political issues 
important to the union on radio talk shows, in letters to the editor, and 
through news interviews. Local 1199WV has established the position of labor 
solidarity chair in each of its units and offers the chairs training on how to 
enlighten members about the importance of solidarity and how to involve 
them in activities that support the broader labor movement. Local 1985 
(GSEU) uses a "train the trainer" approach with staff, who then deliver train­
ing at chapter meetings around the state on topics such as organizing and 
grassroots political action. 

Some locals believe that actual engagement in struggle is the best way for 
members and staff to understand the importance of building an aggressive 
labor movement. Locals such as 200A engage members in contract campaigns 
not just to improve bargaining outcomes but to increase militancy and help 
members appreciate the value of collective struggle. Other locals endeavor to 
involve members in militant action around organizing. This approach is a hall­
mark of the Justice for Janitors campaigns in two of the best-practices locals. 
One local recruits volunteers from organized units for its "brigade," which 
engages in civil disobedience and other actions in support of the locals orga­
nizing program. Part of the objective is to get members to take the activism 
back into their workplaces. The other local turns out members for demonstra­
tions in support of external campaigns in part so that they will "see it working, 
feel the power, and understand the need for organizing." 

Coalition building that actively involves members and staff also has been 
an important part of the transformation process in many locals. Chicago's Jobs 
with Justice coalition has been revitalized by Local 73, whose members partic­
ipated along with three thousand other unionists in a jobs march, established 
solidarity committees to support locked-out Staley workers, and helped kick off 
a living wage campaign in Illinois. Marshall Blake of Local 200A was recently 
elected president of the Syracuse Central Labor Council based on a platform of 
increased activism. Subsequently, busloads of 200A members joined with oth­
ers in the labor community to protest the Republican 'right's "Contract with 
America" when Newt Gingrich came to Syracuse to deliver a speech. 

Although a variety of approaches have been used by best-practices locals 
in an effort to achieve political commitment to transformation, there is a con­
sistent theme. A progressive ideology is necessary for any local that hopes to 
win and maintain support from members and staff, especially where transfor­
mation involves long-term commitment to an aggressive organizing program. 
The initiatives described in this section have heightened political awareness 
among those members who have participated personally or who have been 
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touched directly. A few quotes from staff members and rank-and-file activists 

from best-practices locals reflect the potential: 

"The more we link with community, with where members live, the more 

we can get members active and the more power we gain." 

"One thing I feel about OPEU, we're doing the right thing by pushing the 

envelope of social and economic justice." 

"Coming up against the real estate interests people have a sense of their 

strength, of what they can do. Nobody else is doing that, teaching that the way 

we are." 

"You get knowledge going through struggle. I've learned so much about 

politics, government, being active." 

"We're much bigger players than we were nine years ago—we're organized, 

have a militant reputation, the members are more active." 

In spite of the progress, for many locals questions remain concerning how 

to reach a critical mass of members and how to make political commitment 

self-perpetuating. The next section turns to three locals that are attempting to 

address these questions with comprehensive programs. 

Cultivating the Will to Organize 

Local union transformation is difficult to sustain in the face of strong 

internal opposition, and the process makes no sense if, once recast, the local 

stagnates or reverts to old practices. To endure, transformation must be sup­

ported enthusiastically by rank-and-file activists, staff, and members. Several 

best-practices locals that have been able to maintain momentum have paved 

the way by developing a culture of organizing. 

Local 1985 (GSEU) directs all of its energies in support of organizing. All 

field staff are referred to as organizers, and they are constantly reminded that 

their job is to organize. According to Tyrone Freeman, "servicing is not a con­

cept we allow." Organizer Michelle Castleberry confirms the maxim: "Business 

agent is bad language around here. You just don't grow with a business agents 

attitude." The abstention from servicing is facilitated by delegating responsi­

bility to members and hiring part-time grievance technicians and, more impor­

tant, is understood in the context of empowering members. This connection is 

endorsed by the elected executive board, as explained by Vice President Tom 

Coleman: "The executive board assures that dues money is being used in a 

responsible manner for organizing and building power. . . . The organizer's job 

is to organize. Chapters are run by the members." 
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A central component of the local's effort to establish political will is an 
organizing program run by the members. Member-to-member organizing is 
coordinated by the statewide organizing committee, whose thirty-five mem­
bers include the eight-person executive board plus twenty-seven rank-and-file 
recruiters. As described by Mona Washington, their job is "phone banking, 
recruiting, leafleting, marching, and talking union all the time." By centering 
the whole local on organizing, Local 1985 has achieved phenomenal growth 
from 3,800 dues-paying members in 1993 to nearly 7,000 in 1996, all of it one 
new member at a time. Political director Andy Freeman describes the union's 
direction in three words: "Organize, organize, organize." 

District 925-Seattle also operates in the public sector and for many years 
was an open shop. During the 1980s the local pursued a super servicing 
approach but was unable to attract and retain members, and by 1990 only 
about 28 percent of bargaining unit employees were paying dues. In 1991 a 
decision was reached to shift directions and become an organizing local. The 
decision was communicated openly to members. All committees were dis­
banded and replaced by a thirty-member organizing council. Every meeting of 
the council and the local included training on some aspect of organizing, and 
every decision was considered based on its contribution to building the union. 
It was during this changeover that the local turned on the answering machine 
at the union office. 

For more than five years 925-Seattle has been in a campaign mode, con­
tinually assessing all members and targeting nonmembers, contacting each 
new employee three times, and working out weekly organizing plans and 
numerical goals for each staff member. The systematic organizing diligence has 
paid off: membership hit 40 percent in 1992, the local won a super majority 
fair share vote in 1994, and current membership stands at over 70 percent 
with nonmembers paying an agency fee. While continuing the systematic 
assessment and recruiting in the established bargaining unit,'in 1995 the local 
initiated a campaign to organize nonrepresented clerical, research, and techni­
cal workers also employed by the University of Washington; by 1996 the cam­
paign had produced representation election victories in several small units. 

Although District 925-Seattle's diligence and systematic commitment to 
perpetual organizing is impressive in its own right, it could not have survived 
without support from the membership. By openly discussing the decision to 
abandon the super servicing approach the local laid the groundwork to build 
a different culture. There was vocal opposition to the change from some staff, 
some elected leaders, and some members. But they were publicly confronted 
by rank-and-file leaders committed to organizing and were eventually silenced. 
Office manager Cindy Cole recalls, "We worked hard to educate members what 
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it means to be an organizing local, because we had to make the change to sur­
vive." Staff organizer Joan Weiss relates her own conversion: "I was a steward 
in the old model and did a lot of servicing. I was kind of old school, chasing 
ambulances. The discussions in 1991 on the change from servicing to orga­
nizing convinced me that in reality it's not helping people that builds the 
union." Steward Joanne Factor sums up the local's creed, "Strength doesn't 
come from individual grievances but from getting better contracts. That's why 
we're an organizing union." 

The priority of Local 1199WV has never been in doubt. Teresa Ball has 
worked for 1199WV for thirteen years and reports, "We've always been an 
organizing local. It's organize or die." Maintaining and strengthening this com­
mitment has required continual attention. As President Tom Woodruff reports, 
"We have concentrated oji how to build the political will to institutionalize a 
methodical, disciplined organizing program so we don't have to keep re-creat­
ing it." Experience has convinced Woodruff that "members will spend more 
money to build a powerful organization and get ahead." Or as former organizer 
and current training director Al Bacon emphasizes, "Organizing is about pro­
tecting the members we have; you have to organize for power." The attention 
to building political will and the consistency of the organizing message have 
paid off in member support for a steadily expanding organizing budget. In 
1989 the local made a specific commitment to spend 25 percent of revenue on 
organizing; in 1990 members voted to increase dues and to support 35 per­
cent for organizing; in 1994 members voted for another dues increase and the 
executive board earmarked 50 percent for organizing. These decisions have 
been embraced by the members because they have been reached democrati­
cally. The dues increase votes both passed with 65.7 percent support. 

The democracy extends to the 140-member executive board, which has 
better than one representative for each 100 members. Executive board mem­
ber Larry Daniels captures the rank-and-file spirit with this personal affirma­
tion: "I love my union—it enables me to get my fair share, it's democratic, it 
enables me to express my own ideas and beliefs." This kind of spirit is 
enhanced by a no-holds-barred style that excites the members. Ohio area 
director Dave Regan proclaims, "Let it rip and we'll win more than we lose." 
Organizer Rachel Brickman agrees, "The most exciting thing about being here 
is that time after time we risk everything; we're constantly putting it on the 
line." This aggressiveness changes people, as attested to by Jennifer Schmidt 
who moved from the rank-and-file onto the staff, "It's great to see people grow, 
especially women who stand up and take on the world." 

For the past five years Local 1199WV has helped send this spirit back into 
the shop with its organizing internship program. Six interns at a time take five-
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/ has helped send this spirit back into 
ogram. Six interns at a time take five-

week leaves to work on campaigns, where they are exposed to all aspects of 
organizing. The experience has been that when the interns go back to their 
chapters they bring enthusiasm with them and usually become the chapter's 
organizing chair. At the local's July 1995 executive board meeting recent 
interns were awarded newly designed red T-shirts with a union logo on the 
front and a graphic on the back: a foot with the toe angled up and flames com­
ing out from the heel proclaiming "Kicking Ass for the Working Class!" A soft-
spoken woman who had been reticent a few minutes earlier when reporting an 
organizing victory seemed to grow a foot as she walked back with her T-shirt 
and announced in a powerful voice "I'm wearing this to work on Monday!" 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Local union transformation is essential at this critical juncture in the evo­
lution of the U.S. labor movement. Revitalization of the entire movement can 
succeed only if there is a dramatic shift in orientation at the local level. In this 
context, it is essential that national union leaders and the AFL-CIO assist and 
encourage local leaders in part by helping to clarify the qualities and charac­
teristics of transformed locals and by offering a vision of what they are capable 
of accomplishing. 

We have concentrated on three interrelated aspects of local union trans­
formation—streamlining and redefining representational work, mobilizing 
members, and winning support for durable change. The practices we have 
described are not intended as panaceas but as examples of the type of experi­
mentation that is necessary as we search for new methods that facilitate growth 
rather than block it. The following observations embrace the SEIU tenet that 
external organizing must be the top priority and' consider all best practices in 
light of their potential contribution to this objective. 

New Approaches to Representation 

The most promising practices aimed at breaking out of the grievance and 
arbitration morass have a common ingredient: responsibility is pushed down 
to lower levels. Members are expected to take more responsibility for their 
actions (no more whining!), and where injustices have occurred they have an 
obligation to assist with the preparation of their cases. Stewards and other 
rank-and-file leaders (unit chairs, chapter officers, chief stewards) need to per­
form their tasks independently without dumping everything on staff represen­
tatives. For their part staff must let go, get out of the way, and let members and 
stewards take over. 
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Of course, revising practice is not easy, and a few cautions are in order. 
Centralization should be implemented not as a control process but as a way to 
systematize grievances so that members and stewards know exactly what is 
expected of them. Screening can help weed out weak and inappropriate griev­
ances but only if the process is understood by the membership and viewed as 
impartial. Specialization should not be introduced merely as an expedient to 
free resources for external organizing or other functions; members need to see 
some direct evidence „ that the change can benefit them—for example, 
increased staff activity in the field doing mobilization work. And most impor­
tant, delegating responsibility will succeed only if supported by education, on-
the-job training, and mentoring. 

Two of Kotter's warnings about the failure of transformation efforts are rel­
evant here: obstacles to .change must be removed, and during transition peri­
ods short-term wins are vital (Kotter 1995, 64-5). Every local we visited 
encountered resistance to change, from staff wedded to their roles as grievance 
and arbitration experts and from members comfortable with their passivity. 
There seems to be no good alternative other than getting the elephants out of 
the way, and to do this, support for transformation from activist members is 
essential. There is no more effective way to silence opposition than to win 
something now and herald it—a successful action or strike, an organizing vic­
tory that makes sense to members (for example, a previously nonunion com­
petitor in close proximity), even a third-step grievance win by a steward. 

Although the SEIU best-practices project offers a useful glimpse at how 
some locals have altered how they handle grievances and arbitrations, we want 
to emphasize that there are no easy answers. What is needed is a willingness 
to break away from stale methods and to take risks with new approaches to 
representational work. Other aspects of representation also need to be exam­
ined, such as labor-management meetings and especially contract negotiations. 
In local unions with multiple contracts, bargaining accounts for a significant 
share of the work of many union staff. This is especially true where there are 
no industrywide or areawide agreements. Those locals will need to examine 
how to bargain in a way that supports organizing and look for innovations that 
contribute to the accumulation of power for workers on a much larger scale 
than is now common. 

The Limits of the "Organizing Model" 

In grappling with the challenges of reforming representational practices, 
all of the SEIU best-practices locals have come face-to-face with the reality of 
limited member involvement in the union. If locals hope to shift resources into 
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reforming representational practices, 
come face-to-face with the reality of 
. If locals hope to shift resources into 

external organizing, they must reduce resources devoted to other pursuits. As 
we have just argued, the most promising new approaches to grievance han­
dling involve delegation of responsibility. The need to engage members and 
mobilize them to contribute more energy to their union is obvious. The expe­
riences of those locals that have made mobilization and internal organizing 
their priority are instructive and yet sobering. 

In order to move beyond the committed core of activists, several locals (as 
described above) have devoted considerable effort to tapping the energies of a 
broader cross section of members. The efforts have typically involved borrow­
ing techniques from external organizing and applying them internally, thus the 
common use of "organizing model" to describe this initiative. These "organizing 
model" locals have succeeded in raising the level of participation and activism, 
and as a result have enhanced their power in the workplace. In addition, inter­
nal democracy has blossomed and commitment to the union has deepened. 

However, this success has come at a considerable cost and, as we have 
argued elsewhere (Fletcher and Hurd 1998), there are significant limitations to 
this strategy. Implementation of the "organizing model" is likely to be very 
staff-intensive, at least at the beginning. It is critical that union leaders not act 
under the illusion that by adopting approaches that focus on member activism 
this, in and of itself, will free staff time for external organizing or other priori­
ties. It does not necessarily work out that way. To a great extent these locals are 
challenging long-standing cultures and practices. Given the nature of the polit­
ical and economic climate in which we live, change will rarely be spontaneous, 
thus continual attention from staff representatives will be required in order to 
achieve the desired mobilization. 

We do not take issue with the necessity of member mobilizations, greater 
internal democracy, or the need for workers to be organized in order to fight for 
the issues that they consider critical. However, we conclude that mobilization 
will not—on its own—result in a greater impulse among members to support 
external organizing nor will it contribute directly to external organizing itself. 
The approaches followed by "organizing model" locals do, in many cases, help 
them reallocate resources, but that reallocation does not necessarily involve 
assigning priority to external organizing. Such a prioritization must be a politi­
cal choice by the leadership of the local. Winning member enthusiasm for exter­
nal organizing is distinct from the challenges of internal mobilization. 

Building Support for Transformation 

The most important ingredient of local union transformation is buy-in 
from members and staff. Without cultivation of political will as part of the 
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process, backsliding is almost inevitable. Since most members have never 
known any style of unionism other than the "servicing model" or insurance 
agent approach, the natural tendency is to view change skeptically and to 
accept retrenchment passively. Because staff typically are more experienced 
with traditional servicing than with either organizing or alternative forms of 
representation, their comfort level and competencies are also more in tune 
with a union that acts like an insurance agency. In short, the servicing magnet 
is exceedingly powerful because it is easier for almost everyone to think of rep­
resentation the old way. As Kotter warns, "Until changes sink deeply into a 
[unions] culture, a process that can take five to ten years, new approaches are 
fragile and subject to regression" (Kotter 1995, 66). 

Transformation has more staying power when there is wide acceptance of 
a new vision. To> achieve this, persistence and a comprehensive program are 
key. In particular, Kotter warns against "under communicating the vision by a 
factor often" (Kotter 1995, 63). Some leaders of best-practices locals encoun­
tered resistance when they moved quickly to shift priorities and resources 
toward external organizing without first winning members' support. Other 
local leaders misinterpreted activism by a militant minority as an endorsement 
for change, when in reality most members and staff retained commitment to 
traditional approaches and rebelled when they realized what was happening. 
We conclude that external organizing can be established as an ongoing prior­
ity only with a clear and consistent message plus vigilant attention to building 
political will. 

There are several layers to local union transformation. For one thing, 
locals must balance the necessities of external organizing with the necessity to 
respond to internal pressures for continued representation. In other words, 
streamlining representational practices needs to be done in such a way that 
members are convinced that they are not being abandoned on the altar of 
external organizing. It is counterproductive to fantasize about members' mili-
tance, commitment to progressive change, and competence to accept increased 
responsibilities. Hardheaded assessment and carefully crafted strategic plans 
are absolute necessities. 

This is why we have devoted attention to grievance and arbitration prac­
tices with the potential to save resources. The efforts reflected in these innova­
tions signify an intent to accomplish representation, but to do the work in a 
different way. The locals cited here have been attempting to build greater own­
ership of the union by the members and to break the members from the sense 
that the union, as an institution, is an insurance agency or law firm. 

Additionally, building support for transformation must be founded on a 
clear leadership consensus. In the absence of a unified leadership vision as to the 
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objectives of transformation, the steps to be taken and the risks involved, the 
potential for splits and factionalism are great. Unity of will is especially impor­
tant, because transformation means new responsibilities for union staff and 
activists. Inevitably a whole new set of expectations arise for staff representa­
tives, including a different role in the grievance procedure, expectations to 
organize internally and stimulate member activism, and the reassignment of 
staff to external organizing. Likewise, new expectations are placed on union 
activists, including greater responsibility for work-site-based struggles, for 
grievance handling, and for new member recruitment and orientation. In addi­
tion, selected activists are likely to be encouraged to participate in external 
organizing and to take a more visible role in the larger community. 

The one issue that haunts this entire matter is whether any of this new 
work, best practices, and so forth, can actually help to recreate a labor move­
ment in the United States. We certainly have no answer to this, but we would 
say that should organized labor fail to experiment with new forms of repre­
sentation with the intent of reallocating resources toward external organizing, 
then the obvious conclusion is that the union movement, as we have known 
it, will cease to exist by the early part of the twenty-first century. 

Building support for transformation must be recognized as integrally con­
nected to member education. Transformation is not a matter of altering a few 
practices but really goes to the ideological foundation of U.S. trade unionism. 
To succeed, it requires education, discussion, and struggle around questions of 
local union structure, representational responsibilities, the organizing impera­
tive, and alternate visions for the future. New efforts by the AFL-CIO to pro­
mote economics education for union members illustrates the recognition by 
the federation's new leadership that a more global approach to education must 
be adopted if successful mobilizations and member ownership of unions are to 
materialize. As with the AFL-CIO, so it is also true with local,unions. To trans­
form the practice of local unions, the members must be convinced that such 
changes are necessary and urgent, and they must be given the opportunity to 
acquire the leadership and representational skills required. To paraphrase 
Machiavelli, revolutions that come only from the top have a tendency to be 
swept quickly away for lack of a firm foundation. 

NOTES 

1. Portions of this essay are extracted from the final report prepared for the SEIU on the 
"Best Practices" project. However, the introduction and conclusion and analytical 
comments throughout are those of the authors and do not represent the opinions of 
SEIU. 

215 



BILL FLETCHER, JR. AND RICHARD W. HURD 

2. For a more comprehensive discussion of this topic, see Fletcher and Hurd 1998. 
3. After the election of Andy Stern as president of SEIU in April 1996, Woodruff moved 

to the international staff as director of local union organizing. 
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