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SECRETS OF A
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BEATING APATHY



EXERCISE: TRACK YOUR VICTORIES

Think about an example where collective action worked to solve a problem in your workplace.

Issue: what was the issue your co-workers were concerned about?

ACtiOﬂ(S)Z What action(s) did you take? Who was involved?

Result: what happened? Was the problem solved?
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AIM FOR THE BULLSEYE

From the organizer’s point of view, think of your fellow members distributed on a dartboard. Your
goal is always to move people one step closer to the center of the circle.

Disenqaqe‘\

Hostile

e Core group: These people are always thinking about organizing and how to get others
involved, even on their time off. They might be elected leaders or shop stewards, or not.

e Activists: These people can be counted on to help when an issue heats up. They will take
responsibility to get the word out and will ask other people to take action, too.

* Supporters: These people will wear a button or sign a petition, but don’t take
responsibility for getting anyone else involved.

* Disengaged: These people don't see the union as a factor in their lives, so they don’t
participate.

* Hostile: There are also people outside the circle who aren’t just uninvolved—they’re

hostile to the union. Don’t waste your time arguing with the haters. Maybe one day
something will open their eyes, but it’ll probably be an experience, not a debate, that does it.
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@ ORGANIZING IS AN ATTITUDE

Organizing is first of all an attitude. It’s the attitude that you and your
co-workers together can do something to make things better. It’s the attitude
that action is better than complaining. It’s the attitude that problems are just
waiting for a solution, and that strength in numbers is part of that solution.

It’s the refusal to be discouraged—at least not for long. It’s the willingness
to listen to others with respect, so that the plan you come up with reflects the
good ideas of many people.

If you have the organizing attitude, you feel it is necessary to respond to
unfairness. You are committed to building power with your co-workers, not
just talking about it. You believe in collective action and want to get better at

putting others in motion.

THE ORGANIZING ATTITUDE

e Action is better than complaining.
e Problems are waiting for solutions.
e Solutions are collective, not individual.

e People can be brought together to make things better.
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\C) APATHY ISN'T REAL

The first attitude adjustment an organizer needs is to get over the idea that
co-workers don’t care—that your workplace is bogged down in “apathy.”

It's a common gripe. We often ask union members to make a list of the
reasons why people don’t get involved where they work. Typical answers
include:

e Lack of time.

¢ Don’t know how to do it.

¢ The union is not open; there’s no easy way in.
¢ Conflicts between groups.

e Conflicts between individuals.

e My co-workers feel that nothing will change.
® They think everyone else is apathetic.

¢ They’re looking for individual solutions.

® And the big one: fear.

Sound familiar? It might feel like your co-workers don’t care. But push a
little bit, and that’s never really true. Everyone cares about something at work.
Just about everyone cares about their wages, for instance. Everyone wants
respect. No one’s indifferent to whether their shift is miserable. It’s impossible
not to care.

Could it be that your workplace is the one in a million where everything’s
fine? Maybe your co-workers are completely secure about their jobs, love their
supervisors, make excellent money with terrific benefits, have no worries about
downsizing or layoffs, face no health hazards, and are confident about their
retirement. If so—put down this book and get another hobby!

But it’s more likely that people are scared to say anything, or feel powerless.

They might say everything is fine because they don’t believe it can change,
or they can’t imagine it being different, or they assume the problem they care
about isn’t a “union issue.” Organizing is the antidote.

When you’re assessing why more people haven’t stepped up to take on the
boss, it’s important to find out the actual reasons. You have to diagnose the
problem before you can write the prescription. It’s not apathy—but what is it?

Step back from your frustration and look at things from an organizing
perspective.
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‘:QE HOW THE BOSS KEEPS US DISORGANIZED

Whether its the principal, superintendent or a higher up, what holds people back from confronting
the boss about workplace issues? Instead of blaming “apathy,” it’s important to find out the actual
reasons. You have to diagnose the problem before you can write the prescription.

This chart shows four common obstacles the boss relies on to keep us from getting organized—and
how you can help your co-workers get past them:

The boss relies on... The organizer... Co-workers find...
...fear of conflict and ...taps into righteous ...the courage and
retaliation. anger about workplace determination to
injustices. act.
...hopelessness, the ...helps develop a plan ...hope that change
feeling that things can't to win, and shares is possible and
change and we have no examples of victories worth fighting for.
power. elsewhere.
...division, pitting ...identifies common ...unity to act
workers against each ground and builds together.
other. relationships.
...confusion, passing ...interprets and ...clarity to see
around messages that shares information, through the boss's
will alarm or distract us. fitting it into a bigger plan.
picture.
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EQ:’: HOW TO BE A GOOD LISTENER

e Avoid distractions. Look the other person in the eye, and put your phone away.

e Slow down. Our brains process thoughts four times faster than spoken words. It’s easy
to skip ahead in a conversation, using your assumptions to fill in the gaps and plan your
response. Resist this urge. Focus on what is actually being said.

e Don't interrupt. Take the time to hear the full story.

¢ Keep an open mind. Don’t assume you already know what someone cares about.
People will surprise you.

e Don't fish. Avoid leading questions like “Don’t you agree that...”

* Practice empathy. Sometimes people need to let off steam. Don’t discourage them.
Your immediate task is to hear what they have to say, not to judge.

e Show that you hear what they're sayinq. React, ask follow-up questions, and
repeat back what you understood. If you don’t understand, ask.

* Find common qround. You don’t have to agree with every point, but look for areas of
agreement, and acknowledge where you differ.

e Don't feel you need to sell somethinq. An organizer is not a salesperson.
You're genuinely looking to learn the other person’s point of view and create something
new together.
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-ZQ:': ANSWERING TOUGH QUESTIONS

On paper and in person, keep the focus on your message. When people come to you riled up over
the spin from management, a good way to respond is “Affirm, Answer, Redirect.”

Affirm:

Let them know you're listening, you understand, and their feelings are valid. Your co-workers
may be scared or upset by what they’ve heard. Don’t get mad at them. It’s management’s fault,

not theirs.
I hear you, | don't want
the principal to retaliate
against me either!
Answer:

Give a truthful, concise answer to the question. Don’t be evasive. If there’s a grain of truth to
management’s message, say that up front.

Yes, its true our principal might be mad
when we show and tell him he's treating
veteran employees unfairly. That's why
we're all going to his office together with a
petition signed by everyone in the building,
so he wont be able to single anyone out.

If you don’t know the answer, don’t guess. Tell them you’ll find out and get back to them. Make
sure you follow through, to maintain trust.

Redirect:

But once you've answered the question, don’t get bogged down in too much back-and-forth about
it. Instead, be ready with a question that brings the conversation back to your message and points
out what management is trying to distract them from.

You told me earlier that he principal is
always picking favorites and punishing
some of us without rhyme or reason. If we
don't stand up to him, when will it end?

Remind your co-workers of the issues that inspired them to organize in the first place. Ask whether
that’s changed. Steer the conversation back to the plan to win, and the next steps.
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-:Q:— INOCULATE YOUR CO-WORKERS
AGAINST THE BOSS'S TACTICS

Whenever you take action at work, you can expect management to fight back. Inoculation is the
part of the organizing conversation where you prepare your co-workers so they’re not caught off
guard.

1. Ask questions about how the boss will react.

Do you think the principa When he finds out we

wants a group of us are organizing, how do

showing up at his office? you think he'll react?
Why not?

What do you think he
might do to try and
stop us?

2. Discuss how the boss will fight.

e If you're preparing for a meeting with the principal, expect pushback on who gets to
speak and what is discussed.

e If you're packng a school board meeting, expect the board may try to limit public
comment opportunities or line up speakers to parrot their position.

e If you're planning a union sticker day, expect to be told you're not allowed to wear the
sticker. In fact, any time you confront a boss with a new tactic for the first time, you will
hear, “You can’t do that.”

3. Be sure to know your rights under state law and your contract and inform your
co-workers what their rights are, and how to react when they're denied.

If principal or

State labor law protects administration tells you
our right to wear a union to take off the button,
button at work. write down the date, the
time, who

witnessed it, and let
our building rep know.
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4. Discuss why the boss will fight.

This step is most important. Help your co-workers understand that every workplace fight is
about power.

ny time we challeng

,W? re not simply , the principal or
building power—we're adimintrations  control,
taking power from our we can expect resistance.

principal.

5. Recommit.

Ask your co-worker whether any of this has changed her mind:

Are you still serious
about solving this issue
by coming with us to
deliver the petition?

If yes:

Great! We're meeting
in the lounge on
Thursday at 1:45.

Your co-worker has strengthened her resolve by making this commitment out loud to you—and
to herself. Later you can remind her of this conversation.

If no:

What's holding you
back?

It’s OK if your co-worker expresses some doubts now. She’s getting real with you. This gives you
the chance to ask more about her concerns, address her fears, and remind her about the issue she
cares about. If she doesn’t take action, is that problem going to solve itself?
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ASSEMBLING YOUR DREAM TEAM



EXERCISE: WHY WE NEED LEADERS TO
ORGANIZE

Imagine a scenario where there is an urgent need to take on a fight of some kind. For
instance, suppose a well-loved leader at your school has been fired, and you're planning a
sticker day to demand she be rehired. You have 24 hours to get the word out to everybody
and get the sticker into everyone's hands:

Use the following questions to make a plan for your sticker day.

* Total number of people you want wearing the sticker:

e How many departments? Can you cover them all? Who moves around the worksite
and can reach other departments?

e How many start times are there? Who can get stickers to teachers and school
employees based on each start time?

e Where's the best place to reach people before they start work? Where are all the
entrances?

e Are there groups of workers who rotate schools and don't come in everyday? Who
can reach them?

* Can you get a sticker onto everyone by yourself, or with your current group of building
reps?

If not, that's why we need to map and chart our school, then recruit enough leaders to reach
every teacher and school employee!
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EXERCISE: IDENTIFYING LEADERS

Background:

You are a building rep at the Twin Pines Elementary School, and are trying to
restart the school site committee. The committee used to have 10 members, but
hasn't been meeting for awhile. You would like to recruit some new leaders to the
committee.

Instructions:

Read the profiles of the contacts you make and the information they share with
you. You have 10 minutes to determine who you think you want to recruit as a
leader. Develop consensus in your group about who are the best prospects to re-
cruit. Rate the three best prospects (1 = the best).

1.

2.

3.

Who is the worst possible choice to build the union?

Organizing is about making choices!



~ )
Contact 1

Brenda Hammond

Time at school: 15 years

Issues: After 14 years teaching 5th grade, the principal moved
her to 1st grade with no explanation. She is worried she's being
(Ucm:ma out. D

the showers and birthday parties.

Sure, | have a list of everyone'’s
numbers. | don’t mind sharing it
with you.

I'm just waiting for a better opportunity to
come along, then I'm leaving. | can’t afford
to make it look like I'm making trouble.

I don’t know who people look up to. It's not
me. Nobody cares how | feel. | just organize

You should talk to Francis
Powers. She's a real leader,
although she has some
screwy ideas.

Sally Rivera is a real fighter,
but sometimes she just fights
for herself. Sally is one of the

younger teachers. She likes
to party a lot. | really respect
Paula Harris.
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Contact 2
Sally Rivera

Time at school: 4 years
Issues: Not enough prep time and teachers have no voice.

J

| told the principal I'm exhausted at the end of

the day and she just shrugged her shoulders.

I'll tell you one thing, I'm fed up. I'm not afraid
to speak up and | won't back down.

We need power and we need respect. It's about L Ao - _.... _

. i . - L You should talk to Evie Winters.
time someone listened to us. I've been talking .AH. r She has been around for a fong
to some of the other teachers and they agree. time. I can tell her to meet you

- at Starbucks after work.

I mainly talk to the younger teachers. What are .

their names? Let me get back to you. | want to T =

: - rer Be careful of Brenda
check with them first and see if it’s OK. Hammond. People like her
and she is a good teacher, but
| think the principal has plans

for her.
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Contact 3
Eve Winters

Time at school: 12 years
Issues: The workload is too high.

They promised me an assistant principal
position. I'm not getting involved until |
know if I am going to get my promotion.

—~
LR - ISy e 1
R

e

The younger women seem to

stick together. They party a

lot and Sally Rivera is their
ringleader.

I’'m not saying anything or doing anything
until then. If it goes to one of their pets,
I'll be mad as hell.

N

Brenda Hammond is a great teacher, but a
little shy. Powers is a great gal. A little nutty,
but people follow her.

Everyone respects Paula
Harris. She was teacher of the
year last year. You should see
Helen Rockwell. She speaks
her mind.
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