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Do you ever feel like you’re the only 
one who cares about the union? Like 
none of  your co-workers will lift a finger 
to help? Like your workplace is bogged 
down in “apathy?”

It’s a common gripe. In Labor Notes 
workshops we often ask union members 
to make a list of  the reasons why people 
don’t get involved where they work.

Typical answers include:

•	 Lack of  time.
•	 No knowledge of  how to do it.
•	 The union is not open; there’s no 

easy way in.
•	 Conflicts between groups.
•	 Conflicts between individuals.
•	 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. No one’s indif-
ferent to whether their shift is miserable 
or pleasant. It’s impossible not to care.

Could it be that, for most of  your 
co-workers, everything’s great at work? 
Maybe they’re 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 on the 
job, and are confident about their retire-
ment. If  so—quit trying to organize and 
get another hobby!

Beating Apathy

This is a preview of “Secrets of 
a Successful Organizer,” a free 
online course from Labor Notes, 
coming this fall. 

Sign up at labornotes.org and 
we’ll deliver the whole series 
straight to your inbox.

SECRETS OF A SUCCESSFUL ORGANIZER

Read More!

SeaTac airport workers celebrate winning $15 an hour, plus paid sick leave for all workers.
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But it’s more likely that people 
are scared, or feel powerless and 
directionless.

They say everything is fine because 
they don’t believe it can change. Orga-
nizing is the antidote.

So when you’re assessing why more 
people haven’t stepped up to take on the 
boss, it’s important to look at your situa-
tion carefully, and find out what the ac-
tual reasons are. You have to diagnose 
the problem before you can write the 
prescription. It’s not apathy—but what 
is it?

WHAT’S THE REAL PROBLEM?
Here are some ways to understand 

what looks like apathy, and to respond 
to it.

•	 No one seems to care.
Everyone cares about something—

but the something might not be what you 
expect. Pick out a few people at work 
who you’d like to know better. Make a 
point of  talking with them, and find out 
what’s on their minds.

Maybe the drug testing policy that’s 
really grinding your gears isn’t at the 
top of  their list because something else 
is bugging them more: a mean supervi-
sor, a crushing workload, a safety haz-
ard, a toothache and no dental plan, a 
shift schedule that means they hardly 
see their kids, being forced to defend a 
stupid policy to customers… 
The only way to find 
out is by listening.

Show them respect 
and understanding. 
When they feel that from 
you, they’re more likely 
to respect the things you care about.

•	 It’s hard to see how things could 
change.

Or maybe your co-workers are just 
as bugged by the drug testing policy as 
you are, but it seems too big to tackle. 
The boss has done a good job of  putting 
out the idea that the decision is final—
and fighting the inevitable sounds like a 
frustrating waste of  time.

It’s perfectly reasonable that people 
feel this way, especially if  their work-
place has always felt powerless and 
disorganized. People are used to going 
along to get along. If  your co-workers 
have never felt strength in numbers, or 
seen a group action change even some-
thing small, why would they believe 
they could change something big?

As an organizer, your job is to inspire 
your co-workers with a credible plan to 
win. But this doesn’t mean you have to 
be a great talker. Actions speak louder 
than words, and mostly you’ll need to 

“show, not tell” your co-workers that 
change is possible—that is, prove it to 
them, with action.

That usually means starting with 
small actions and issues at first—things 
you can win with the people you have so 
far, taking just a small step out of  their 
comfort zone (farther each time). When 
it works, more people will be drawn in... 
and as they participate, their confidence 
will grow.

Hopelessness can be a strong habit. 
It’s easier to break a habit with group 
support. Bringing people together 
can help individuals get past their 
discouragement.

•	 No one’s willing to do anything.
Have you asked them personally to 

do something specific? Most of  us aren’t 
natural-born organizers. Many of  your 
co-workers won’t initiate activity—but 
they will respond if  asked directly by 
someone they trust.

Figure out some very small, specific 
requests, and personally approach a co-
worker. At first this might be as simple 
as answering a survey, coming to lunch 
with other workers to discuss a problem, 
or signing a group letter.

Step back from your frustration 
and look at things from an organizing 

perspective. This chart shows four common 
problems and how you can help your co-workers get 
past them:

Be respectful of  time constraints in 
their lives, and show lots of  apprecia-
tion for anything they’re willing to do. 
This attitude of  respect will make them 
comfortable doing more in the future.

•	 No one comes to meetings.
Think about how people are notified 

about meetings. An email or a notice on 
the bulletin board isn’t a good method. 
Personal, face-to-face invitations are the 
very best. Divide up your workplace 
and find several other people to share 
the work of  inviting people individually.

Also consider the practical things 
that could make meetings more acces-
sible: scheduling, location, childcare, 
language.

And when people do come to meet-
ings, the meeting had better be pleas-
ant and productive—or they probably 
won’t be back! People are incredibly 
busy these days, and you will convey 
respect for their participation by plan-
ning a meeting ahead of  time. Prepare a 
clear agenda, a timeframe for the meet-
ing, and a reason to attend, such as a 
hot issue.

Most importantly, be patient, and 
don’t give up. Organizing is a marathon, 
not a sprint.                                           q

The boss relies on… The organizer… Co-workers find…

…fear of conflict 
and retaliation.

…taps into righteous 
anger.

…the courage and 
determination to 
act.

…hopelessness, the 
feeling that we have 
no power.

…develops a plan 
to win.

…hope that change 
is possible and 
worth fighting for.

…division, pitting 
workers against 
each other. 

…identifies common 
ground and builds 
relationships.

…unity to act 
together.

…confusion, passing 
around messages 
that will alarm or 
distract us. 

…interprets and 
shares information, 
fitting it into a bigger 
picture.

…clarity to see 
through the boss’s 
plan.

HOW BOSSES DISORGANIZE US


