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staff members are a bit less charitable. "The goal is not to make people 
happy but to build the union," one staff member said. "We believe in 
tough servicing, which is like tough love," another commented. And, finally, 
another remarked, "The job of the union is to create power, not protect 
whiners." 

Freed of most servicing responsibilities, organizers spend their time in the 
field. All new employees are visited personally, and unorganized units are 
targeted systematically. Organizers are assisted by "lost-timers" out of the 
shop, members who take leave without pay one day per week (covered by 
the union). Members of the organizing committee conduct much of the 
recruiting activities among nonmembers in existing units. Local A's philoso­
phy was summarized succinctly by a steward: "Strength doesn't come from 
individual grievances but from getting a better contract; better contracts 
come from organizing more workers." 

Local B operates in a different setting and takes a decidedly different 
approach. The local represents low-skilled workers in a private-sector in­
dustry, negotiates multiple contracts, and has a geographic jurisdiction that 
includes several municipalities. About eight years ago, Local B, faced with 
a gradual erosion of membership, decided to shift its attention from servic­
ing to organizing. It adopted a long-term objective to organize the entire 
market in its jurisdiction. The local moved resources from representational 
work to organizing and facilitated the shift structurally through staff spe­
cialization. Standard servicing duties are handled by field representatives, 
while external organizing is coordinated by a separate organizing staff. 

Because of the shift in resources, field representatives have been required 
to take on much larger routes with a corresponding increase in responsibil­
ity. A variety of experiments have been tried to ease the burden. Part-time 
grievance technicians out of the rank and file assisted the field representa­
tives for a while, but the positions were eliminated because of budgetary 
concerns. A service center was set up, where a full-time staff member took 
all phone calls from members and assisted them with their questions, but 
members and field representatives were uncomfortable with the arrange­
ment. A temporary employee with organizing experience was hired to con­
duct an internal organizing campaign to mobilize the members but was 
eventually assigned to the external organizing staff. Currently, one field 
representative has a reduced route and is handling all arbitrations, while a 
specialist on loan from the international has assumed some of the local's 
bargaining load. Although there have been some difficulties in conducting 
the representational work, Local B has been willing to accept this as a cost 
it must bear to support the organizing program. 

The organizing story is quite different. Local B has pushed an aggressive 
agenda; demonstrations, civil disobedience, and creative actions have at­
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tracted public attention and have helped mobilize workers in the targeted 
companies. These activities have been supported by some activist members 
from established units, and some field representatives have assisted. Local 
B's membership has increased by about one-third as a direct result of the 
organizing, although no major breakthroughs have occurred recently. Some 
subdivisions of the local's jurisdiction are fully organized, but the share of 
the entire market is still less than half. 

Local C has an industry jurisdiction that is similar to Local B's but a much 
larger territory. Local C is a private-sector union with multiple employers 
operating in related industries. It has concentrated on external organizing 
for ten years and has gradually adapted its structure. The organizing and 
representational work of the local are integrated, and all the staff endorse 
the local's organizing mission and the members support it. Although there 
are a few full-time organizers, the rest of the staff ("administrative organiz­
ers") are assigned geographic territories and are responsible for representa­
tional work and some external organizing in their areas. 

Local C abandoned an earlier structure in an effort to move its external 
organizing to a higher level. To free administrative organizers from handling 
grievances, an educational program was established and a grievance chair 
was trained for each chapter. To be a grievance chair, one must support the 
local's organizing program. As one staff member explained it, "We need 
rank-and-file leaders with political commitment, not bureaucrats." Griev­
ance chairs are expected to handle all step 3 hearings, and administrative 
organizers are responsible only for arbitrations. In many chapters, the result 
has been fewer grievances because "our members are telling problem work­
ers, 'Get off it and get on with your life.' " 

Perhaps the most exciting characteristic of Local C is the high degree of 
member involvement in organizing. The local runs an organizing internship 
program that brings six members out of the shop at a time for five weeks. 
This program trains about fifty members per year, who go back to their 
chapters to become chairs of organizing committees. Each chapter organiz­
ing committee is expected to identify a target and initiate an organizing 
campaign. Once a campaign is up and running, an administrative organizer 
lends assistance, but the members own these campaigns, which supplement 
the local's central organizing program. Local C has gained member support 
for organizing by projecting a straightforward message: "Organizing is 
about building power to protect the members we have." In recent years 
members have voted a dues increase to support organizing and have voted 
to commit more than one-third of the local's budget to organizing. Member­
ship has grown steadily by about 10 percent per year. 

The organizing locals we have described are all succeeding in increasing 
their memberships. Their styles are quite different, however. Locals A and 
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C have integrated organizing into all the work of the union and are healthier 
as a result. Local B has created an organizing program that is separate from 
the day-to-day activities of the union and its members. 

Unlike the organizing model cases, there is no ideological consistency 
across these locals. Local A leaders, staff, and activists talk about empow­
ering individual members, while their Local C counterparts voice concern 
about social and economic justice and the fight over the distribution of 
wealth. These differences in part reflect the different objective conditions of 
the members. Local Ns members are public-sector workers with stable jobs 
and decent pay and benefits, while Local C's members are private-sector 
workers with low wages and bad working conditions. What is important is 
that the values articulated by the two locals seem to fit the workers they 
represent. Local B, by contrast, has not reached agreement on a coherent 
set of values. Organizers and workers involved in organizing are concerned 
about achieving economic power and "taking it to the streets." Field repre­
sentatives and members in established units envision a union that protects 
workers. This ideological dissimilarity reflects underlying discontent that 
has the potential to undermine the local's commitment to organizing. It is 
to this and other difficulties that we now turn. 

External Organizing, Internal Dissonance 

As happens when a local embraces the organizing model, there is resistance 
when a local decides to shift from having a servicing orientation to being 
an organizing local. Many experienced staff are uncomfortable with or­
ganizing. In Locals A and C, staff either changed or left. In Local B, how­
ever, the creation of a separate organizing team was inspired by respect for 
the experienced servicing staff, and there has been very little turnover. The 
continued presence of staff who do not fully support the need to make 
organizing a priority has spawned constant tension with organizers. As one 
field representative describes the environment, "The organizers have been 
separate from day one; there is no connection; we don't even talk." Another 
complains, "The organizers have an attitude because we're not into their 
actions." The organizers voice similar frustrations. One organizer simply 
observes, "Servicing and organizing don't mesh; there is no coordination, 
no bridge." Another is more bitter: "The field reps don't block organizing, 
they just don't get it. They're scared . . . on a power trip . . . hiding their 
own failure." 

Because organizing locals are attempting to do more with the same re­
sources, "Every talented person is incredibly overworked." But this in­
creased workload does not seem to lead to complaints of burnout as 
frequently as in organizing model locals. In Local B, the greatest stress is on 
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the field representatives. As the staff director explains the situation, "Servic­
ing is still staff intensive, and people get tired; the problem is that members 
are very dependent." The extra workload is handled by setting priorities 
and letting less pressing demands slide: "We are always scrambling to keep 
up. . . . We usually default to damage control." 

The organizers in Local B, who network with other organizers in the area 
and in other locals of SEIU, have adjusted to the long hours and intense job 
pressures. As an official from another national union with a full organizing 
agenda commented, "Burnout is not the result of hard work and long hours 
but of not feeling part of the movement." This assessment fits the situation in 
Locals A and C, where organizers talk of feeling fatigue but quickly move on 
to express great pride in their union's record of growth as an organizing local. 

Members of Locals A, B, and C have been affected indirectly by the splits 
in staff. One union leader believes that "if organizing staff are separate 
and apart with no integration, there will be no member ownership of the 
[organizing] program." This has certainly been a problem at Local B, where 
the organizing director concedes that the local "is not coming together" and 
recognizes a need to "integrate staff and members into organizing." Field 
representatives and members of the local are skeptical, however, about orga­
nizers' efforts to do this. One representative, who strongly supports making 
organizing a priority, complains, "External organizers see members and 
staff as bodies for rallies and marches; members feel tension from being 
taken for granted." Another is less critical but relates a similar problem: 
"Members need to be educated about organizing; you ask them to partici­
pate in an action and they look at you like you are crazy." A rank-and-file 
leader assesses the situation this way: "Members rightfully have a 'me-first' 
attitude—we need to take care of our members before sending people out 
to organize more." A member of the executive board echoes this view: "Our 
members see no connection to external organizing in [a city sixty miles 
away]; we're doing good there, but we need our staff here." With these 
sentiments, it is no wonder that a proposal for a dues increase was over­
whelmingly defeated in 1995, shortly after we heard these comments. 

Member apathy is also a problem in Locals A and C, in spite of their more 
integrated approaches. In Local A, "Getting people involved in organizing is 
difficult—they have second jobs, other priorities, and they are scared." 
Similarly, in Local C, "Most of [the] members are passive; you have to get 
them past their fears to get them to participate in organizing." 

Probably more important than the apathy is the outright opposition. 
Members have difficulty understanding why they should support organizing 
unless there is a direct link to their own situations. Local A, which initiated 
an organizing campaign in 1995 in the private sector in response to privat­
ization, has run into resistance from members: "Members don't recognize the 
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need to organize. . . . They ask, 'How can we fight privatization when we're 
organizing it?' " Although a substantial majority of Local C's members sup­
port its external organizing, a large unit of professional workers do not. They 
find it "difficult to feel a connection" to an organizing program that focuses 
on low-skilled workers, even though they are from the same industry. 

Most organizing locals push some representational work down to unit 
chairs and stewards to free staff and resources to do external organizing. 
As an unintended side effect, a cadre of rank-and-file leaders is created who 
become familiar with and often wedded to servicing. Thus, in Local B, "the 
most effective leaders in the workplace are problem solvers," and "the most 
active executive board members focus on grievances." Similarly, in Local A, 
"Sometimes stewards get into a social worker mold." It is not surprising 
that this commitment to servicing can turn into opposition to organizing. A 
chapter president in Local B reflected: "We don't have time to help with 
organizing because we're too involved in our chapter. We're not too happy 
that so much of the local's resources are devoted to external rather than 
internal. . . . We lost our conference room to organizers." 

The dissonance around a local's external organizing reflects a failure 
to achieve consensus. This failure may be caused in part by the local's 
ineffectiveness in addressing the problems of its current members. The staff 
director in Local B is concerned that "as well as we do in organizing, we 
haven't been able to get respect from employers on the job." One staff 
member mused: "How do you service, get better collective bargaining agree­
ments, and organize? The devil is in the detail." An equally important 
concern was voiced by the organizing director: "Organizing is not having a 
lasting impact on the local." The members have not considered organizing 
victories as their own, which makes deficiencies in the representational 
realm all the more noticeable. 

When Local A decided to shift direction six years ago, the idea was to 
build a different culture. By collapsing all committees into an organizing 
committee, the local was making a statement. An intense one-on-one cam­
paign was initiated to reach every member to convey the local's new image. 
Every educational function and chapter meeting reemphasized the organiz­
ing theme. As the local's office manager describes the philosophy, "Part of 
the organizing approach is education—what it means to be a union, what 
it means to be an organizing local." In the process of breaking the hold the 
servicing mentality had on the local, some rank-and-file leaders were alien­
ated and quit. The end result, however, was a clear focus and strong support 
for organizing. Every organizing victory is a victory for every member. 

Over the past ten years, Local C has gone through a similar process. The 
local's president recalls that "members and staff were perverted by the old 
ways. We had to struggle with the question 'How do you build political 
will?' " Diligent attention to the organizing mission accomplished the objec­
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tive. Every staff meeting and executive board meeting starts with personal 
reports from participants involved in organizing victories. The local's exten­
sive training program emphasizes the need to organize. Local C's education 
director explains the message this way: "You have to have conversations 
with people about power and numbers." Another staff member notes that 
"enthusiasm for organizing is contagious once it takes off." 

Locals A and C have succeeded in building a coherent program supported 
by staff and members by making clear the link between organizing and the 
members' self-interest. Local A's focus on organizing other workers with 
the same employer has made the connection obvious. Not all locals will 
have this option. Local C has convinced its members of the importance of 
organizing other workers in the same industry and geographic area. The 
more widespread the feeling among members that the local's organizing 
targets are unrelated to or too far removed from their own labor market, 
the more difficult it will be to elicit members' enthusiasm. 

It is extremely important for organizing locals to command the unified 
support of staff and their executive boards. Divisions at higher levels trans­
late into dissension among the members, an untenable situation for a local 
that is breaking new ground. For locals in which staff specialization is 
necessary, attention must be devoted to cultivating and reinforcing political 
will among those responsible for representational work. The servicing mag­
net is powerful, but disproportionate commitment to servicing can under­
mine the commitment to organizing. 

Members must identify with external organizing. Mere participation in 
actions is not enough if the members have not been involved in planning 
those actions. In both Locals A and C, the members are with the program. 
Although only the most activist members actually participate, most mem­
bers understand the need to organize and are proud to be part of an organiz­
ing local. Assuming continual attention is paid to maintaining political will, 
the president of Local C concludes, "We need to build a" structure that 
works, then train people and get out of the way." 

Reflections on Building a Movement 

In our opening discussion of TINA versus THEMBA, we noted that those 
who believe that "there must be an alternative" have not yet reached consen­
sus on what the alternative is. We have endeavored to provide practical 
information from local union experiences that point us toward a workable 
solution to this conundrum. SEIU's local union transformation initiative is 
helping to identify the characteristics of a viable form of progressive union­
ism at the local level and in the process is contributing to the development 
of a positive program of innovation. 

We have reviewed two broad approaches: the organizing model, which 
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relies on internal organizing, and the organizing local, which focuses on 
external organizing. Locals that follow the organizing model stimulate 
member involvement, increase the ability to fight the boss on the shop 
floor, and generate the development of a more cohesive local with improved 
member commitment. Few locals achieve the ultimate objective of organiz­
ing as the everyday norm on the shop floor, however, because workers prefer 
normalcy and find it hard to take on the fight continuously. As a result, in 
practice, mobilization is staff driven and leads to stress and burnout. 

The evidence from locals committed to the organizing model convinces 
us that as the alternative to the status quo, the organizing model is not 
realistic and is not good strategy. We believe that the inadequacy is concep­
tual as well as practical. If the weaker definition of the word model were 
intended ("an example to be emulated"), we would not hesitate to endorse 
the approach; however, most trade unionists have assumed the stronger 
definition of model ("a schematic description of a system or theory"). Thus, 
some unionists do not view the organizing model as a step but as the answer. 
We do not agree with the implication that militant rank-and-file action by 
itself can build a working-class movement. 

The juxtaposition of the organizing model with the servicing model is 
essentially descriptive rather than analytical, insofar as it tends to address 
elements of the crisis of labor unionism rather than its source. The pre­
scribed militancy and mobilization around issues of common concern are 
appropriate tactical steps to breathe life into local unions that have relied 
too heavily on bureaucratic methods. These tactical improvements do not 
translate into a comprehensive "model," however. To state this observation 
another way, that the organizing model has relevance to representational 
functions does not render it a sufficient antidote to the broader deficiencies 
of business unionism. 

If the organizing model is not a viable alternative to business unionism, 
then what is? Although we are not prepared to answer that question defini­
tively, we tend to agree with those who argue that attention should be 
directed toward achieving power in the marketplace and therefore toward 
external organizing. The experiences of organizing locals are instructive. 
These locals have been experimenting with different ways to free resources 
for organizing by reducing the scope and extent of their representational 
activities. Many of these experiments have involved initiatives parallel to 
the organizing model idea that more responsibility should be placed in the 
hands of rank-and-file leaders. The objective, though, is not to organize 
around grievances but to reduce the emphasis on grievances. These locals 
have determined that trivial grievances and problem workers should not 
chew up resources needlessly. These efforts make a lot of sense, and further 
experimentation in this direction seems warranted. 
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A key to institutional stability for organizing locals is consensus. In most 
cases in which consensus has been achieved, the local has emphasized its 
need for power and has appealed to the self-interest of its members ("or­
ganizing is about building power to protect members"). There appear to be 
two essential components to consensus building: a leader with vision who 
aggressively promotes organizing as critical in building political will and a 
comprehensive educational program that offers training in organizing and 
representational skills and that promotes the organizing mission. 

In spite of the success of those organizing locals that have achieved con­
sensus, it is difficult to think of local union transformation that is self-
perpetuating without going beyond simply organizing for market power. 
The advantage of the market power approach is that it appeals to self-
interest and is consistent with the U.S. tradition of job-based unionism. This 
approach is self-limiting, however, because once the relevant local labor 
market is organized, from the perspective of the members the need has been 
met and the tendency will be to return to servicing. We conclude that 
organizing locals offer a useful strategic approach for unions to regain 
market share in the short run, but they cannot serve as the basis for a 
legitimate alternative to business unionism. 

Not addressed directly by either the organizing model or the organizing 
locals are a series of larger questions about the strategic direction of the 
entire labor movement. These go to the very ideological basis of U.S. trade 
unionism. These questions include the following: Who is identified as the 
constituency of organized labor? What is the mission of the labor move­
ment? What is the relationship of organized labor to corporate America? 
How do those in the labor movement deal with issues of globalization and 
international solidarity? 

However these questions are answered, a vision needs to be articulated 
that offers a clear alternative to business unionism, a vision that can touch 
a large segment of members and be relevant to every day "life. Consistent 
with the experience of the organizing locals, this vision should encompass 
principles such as empowerment, social justice, and equitable distribution 
of wealth. For now, unions such as SEIU can only assist locals in the process 
of philosophical, practical, and organizational transformation based on the 
principle of organizing for growth and power. We believe that by learning 
from the experiences of innovative best-practices locals that are willing to 
take risks, we will be able to develop a clear picture of what unionism 
should look like in the twenty-first century. Through this transformation of 
local unions, we expect to advance toward a new model of unionism based 
on social and economic justice. 


