One-On-Ones
Aaron Schutz
This week’s lecture is about one-on-one interviews.  Instead of commenting on the forum, like usual, you will be doing a one-on-one interview with a member of the class.  

Community organizing groups are made up of relationships between individuals.  Of course, this is not all that holds them together.  Long-term groups depend on a loyalty to the organization and its historical relationship to the community.  And, as we will discuss later on, the specific issues that a group works on can draw in commitment.  But at the base level, at its best, a community organizing group is made up of relationships between individuals.

[I want to emphasize that I’m speaking of the ideal of this model of organizing, here.  The fact is that the one-on-one process described below is very time intensive, and in my experience not enough leaders (like myself) really take the time to do them in the numbers recommended by the model.  This, of course, raises questions about how effective this model is, since if people don’t actually “do” the one-on-ones, then they aren’t working.  But the argument is that stronger organizing groups do.  So let’s assume people do complete them, for now.]

“Community” is not something that is given in particular neighborhoods or cities.  In the inner-city today, for example, people often do not know their neighbors and may actually fear some of the people who live or congregate on their blocks.  Mobility in these neighborhoods is high, often for financial reasons, so it is harder for a coherent sense of geographic identity.  And even when people do know each other, studies indicate that in poor communities relational ties generally don’t cross social class lines.  In other words, poor people know other poor people, and more well-off people know those with economic situations more like their own.  
Angela Davis argues that:

it is extremely important not to assume that there are “communities of color” out there fully formed, conscious of themselves, just waiting for vanguard organizers to mobilize them into action. . . .   [W]e have to think about organizing as producing the communities, as generating community, as building communities of struggle. (cited in The Revolution Will Not Be Funded, p. 161)
As we have noted, in Alinsky’s day there were many local formal and informal organizations that might be seen as reflecting aspects of a local community.  Today, this is less true, not only in poor areas but in suburbs full of relatively isolated families as well.  As Robert Putnam, among other scholars, has pointed out, the problem is not that people today don’t belong to any organizations at all, or that they don’t volunteer to help others.  Instead, what have been lost are collections of people who see themselves as an ongoing, relatively permanent “we” that can act as collectives.  Volunteering with Habitat for Humanity or at a local school, participating in a 12-step group for some addiction, etc., don’t necessarily produce the kinds of collectives that organizers are looking for.  Again, churches represent one of the few exceptions to this trend.

However, as our reading on gender and organizing pointed out, these older organizations often functioned in a fairly hierarchical and patriarchal manner.  While Alinsky might have found what he felt were authentic “native leaders,” the groups these leaders led were often less than participatory in their internal functioning.  And even when they were more participatory, members may not have really known each other that well outside of their common participation.

Both of these issues can be as true today of the churches that many organizers work with.  Organizers often find that churches fail to recognize the vital functions played by people who are not central leaders.  And even though people may recognize each other at church, the fact is that most members probably don’t really know much about the people who sit around them in the pews (or on cushions, or whatever their tradition is).  

As our last reading on more recent approaches to congregational organizing noted, today’s organizers don’t simply draw from churches as sources of “people.”  They actually try to intervene in them.  They try to get pastors, who seem sometimes to treat their parishioners like children, to think more about how they might play a more “empowering” role.  They even make theological arguments, trying to convince those who think religion shouldn’t get involved in “dirty” reality that Jesus and Mohammed and others wanted their followers to care for this world, that they should care about their “works” as much as their praying.  They try to help religious people understand that many of the key figures of their scriptures (like John, Abraham, etc.) acted very much like organizers.  I remember, for example, a tense moment at an organizing training I attended where the facilitator directly challenged a Catholic priest about whether he was really willing to let go of some of his control over his “flock.”

We are not here to argue about whether they are right or wrong about religion.  The important thing is to understand how organizers generally think, although I am, of course, open to any questions you might have.  There are many religious traditions and cultures that find it difficult or impossible to embody this kind of attitude.  In the end, you will need to decide what you will take away with you from our course, what you find convincing and what you don’t, what fits with whatever religious tradition you might hold dear.  But even if you don’t “buy” key aspects of this argument, there may be aspects that you find illuminating or that you can appropriate in creative ways to serve your own beliefs and needs.  Again, I won’t judge your responses by whether they are “right” or “wrong” in their opinions, although I will be examining whether you understand the perspective we are studying in this class.  
One of the key ways organizers try to intervene in and “improve” the associations they recruit into their organizing groups is through the process of one-on-ones.  

What Are One-One-Ones?

A one-on one interview is a “public” but “personal” interview with another individual.  
The interview is personal in the sense that it often gets into quite intimate stories about someone’s life.  Of course, it is always up to the person being interviewed what they are willing to share.  But the fact is that people in our society are rarely asked such personal questions by someone who is actually interested in the answers.  We seldom are asked to share our stories, and people are often quite willing to do so.  

The interview is “public” according to the definition we discussed a few weeks ago in that your goal is not to generate an intimate friendship (although this may also be an eventual result).  Instead, your aim is quite pragmatic and instrumental.  You are trying to link this person in to a larger group, giving them and the organization more power to make the kinds of changes they would very much like to see in society.  You want a “public” not a “private” relationship with this person.

Partly in order to help the people you interview to understand the “public” rather than “private” nature of these interviews, that you are not approaching them to become their “friend,” one-on-one’s are generally set up in a relatively formal manner.  You don’t usually just start chatting with someone without warning.  Instead, you ask someone to meet you in a particular place at a particular time so that you can talk with them, get to know them, and help them understand your organization.  This formality is important because it sets the stage for what is going on.  From the beginning the person knows that you are approaching them in the role of a leader or organizer and not as a private individual who just wants to chat.  You approach a person in your role as organization member and are trying to recruit them as well 

One-on-one interviews have three key goals:

1. To develop a “relationship” with an individual that you can draw upon later.

2. To discover a person’s “passion,” which will help you hook this person into particular issues they may be “self-interested” in working on.  

3. To ask this person to do something specific for your organization or group.  

This is traditionally the list of aims, but there is actually a fourth goal:

(4.) You want to evaluate whether this person is worth the “trouble” of recruiting and drawing in to your organization.  Is this someone who seems reliable?  (Is this someone who is likely to be disruptive in meetings or can they disagree and engage without throwing a wrench into the entire process?)  Are they passionate about anything enough to keep them engaged over the long-term?  Remember that “public” relationships are, in the ideal, driven by self-interest, the need for “respect,” and a willingness to hold others accountable and to be held accountable oneself.  A person may be perfectly useful as a participant to call into a mass action, but not someone you want as a leader.

Be careful about making such decisions too quickly, however.  It is really impossible to know for certain how someone will act in an organization unless one has worked with this person.  Further, characteristics like race and gender can bias our perspectives without us even knowing this.  And we have already noted how our society tends to disparage the “leadership” activities of people who work more in the background instead of out front like a familiar patriarchal leader.  Sometimes the people who look great turn out to be “terrible,” and the people who look terrible turn out to be great (although often in ways you may not have predicted before).  

WHY RELATIONSHIPS?
Why are “relationships” so important?  Why do you need to get to know someone, and why is it important for you to develop a personal (if “public”) relationship with them?  There are a number of key reasons.

First, one of the key mottos of organizing is: “People don’t come to meetings because they see a flyer or read an announcement in the church bulletin.  People come to meetings because someone invited them.”  This is a powerful truth of human motivation.  In the most basic sense, it’s much easier to go to a new place with new people if there is someone there that you “know.”  Being invited also makes a person feel more important, it seems like it actually matters if they show up or not.  And you can’t be accountable to a flyer.  You are only accountable to another human being.  If someone calls you up and invites you and you say yes, then you are accountable whether you follow through or not.  

Second, people feel a part of organizations and actions not only because they care in abstract about an issue, but also because they feel connected to the individuals in that organization.  In fact, within an organizing group, leaders will often do one-on-ones among themselves to strengthen their ties and help them understand the underlying motivations of the people around the table.  The more relationships you have with people in an organization, the more you will feel a part of it and actually responsible for its success or failure.  
Third, your relationship with someone allows you to engage with them around their self-interests or “passions.”  If some random person calls you up and says “I know your brother is in jail and I know you care about sentencing laws,” you might even be offended.  But someone who has had a personal conversation with you, and to whom you have made some accountable commitment, however small, has the right at least to call you up and talk with you about this—regardless of how you respond to them.  

Fourth, once you do a lot of one-on-ones, the group you are a part of starts seeming less like an abstract collective, and more like what it is, a collection of unique individuals drawn together for a range of diverse reasons and convictions, however structured your organization may be.  You start to understand challenges and internal tensions in your organization in more complex terms.  Someone once said to me that:

It’s not the idea, it’s the people.

This is actually a pretty profound statement, when you think about it.  No matter how great your idea is, how “right” you are, you won’t get anywhere if you can’t get other people together around it.  On the other hand, quite horrible ideas often get put into effect because enough people are willing to support them.  If you don’t know your “people” then you won’t be able to understand which ideas will and won’t “go,” or how to get people to understand the “truth” of ideas you hold dear (even if you are actually wrong).

Finally, doing one-on-ones helps you understand what your “constituency” cares about.  It is by doing one-on-ones that you can figure out what issues will really draw people together in collective action.  One-on-ones are much more effective than surveys (which organizing groups also do) because one-one-ones push people to go beyond their surface or knee-jerk reactions to what motivates them at the core.  This is what you need to know if you are going to expect them to commit for the long term.  
USING ONE-ON-ONES TO DESIGN A CAMPAIGN
Imagine a group of 10 leaders coming together in a church basement to try to figure out what of the many challenges of their community that their congregation of 1,000 members should engage with.  By themselves, they don’t really represent the congregation very well.  If they just decide on an issue to pursue based on their own preferences, then it may turn out that not many of the rest of their fellows will really commit to it.  And, again, you can’t make people participate, ultimately they will participate only if they see it in their “self-interest,” only if it matches their own “passion” for action and change.  

But what if each of these leaders has done 10 one-on-one interviews with congregation members?  Together they have some sense of what 10% of the congregation cares about.  What an organizer will often do with these leaders is to take them through an exercise where they report on the different passions that came up in their interviews, clustering them together on a chalkboard or piece of newsprint.  Through this exercise, one can often stand back at the end and see the emergence of clusters of areas of interest emerging.  

(NOTE: it is dangerous to just interview the most prominent members.  As anyone in any volunteer organization can attest to, these people are usually already overcommitted in stuff they already care about.  If you are going to be successful, you need to draw in NEW leaders, people who can commit to your issue as a primary concern.)  

This exercise requires leaders who are not so committed to their own issues that they can’t listen to the desires of their constituents.  In this sense, leaders are asked to act a little like organizers, responding to what the collective wants more than what they want.  An organizer’s job is to organize people to act for the concrete changes THEY WANT that will improve their communities and that fit within the ethical framework of values that an organization has committed to.  An organizer, in the ideal is not supposed to care what the issue is in specific.  The organizer’s job is to help people develop POWER as an organization about multiple issues.  (Remember the story of the organizer who helped a housing complex organize around getting cable TV even though that wasn’t something she really cared about.  It was their issue, and by winning it she built a sense of collective power that allowed the residents to move on to issues that seemed more substantive—to her, at least.)

At the same time, there are often many ways to cluster an issue.  Some people may talk about youth, others about education, others about elementary schools, others about school violence in specific.  It may be possible to construct an issue around education or local youth that will pull in people who didn’t mention this specific problem but whose passion seems related.  Again, however, you can’t force it.  If people don’t care about your issue, then they don’t care.  Of course, you may help them to learn to care through education, which you will almost certainly engage in to bring more people on board.  Education can be very effective.  But it will be very difficult and perhaps impossible if not many people start out very enthused about an issue.

Another challenge is that what people care about may not be something that it is realistic or a good idea to work on.  

School violence, for example, is a tough one.  The research indicates that school violence is generally a result of a lack of community and connection with adults and other students within a school.  The kinds of response people may initially think of—metal detectors, more police, etc.—can actually generate MORE violence in a school, making it a more alienating place for kids.  To say it bluntly, your constituents may have a “passion” for treating students like criminals in their own schools, but this may not fit with the ethics of your organization, and it may not be feasible to help your constituents understand this.  And even if you convince them, their passion may really be for a quick fix like police.  We ran into this once in a survey done by an organization I worked with.  School violence came out at the top of people’s lists, but we didn’t pursue it for these and other reasons.  (Of course, it may be that we simply weren’t creative enough to “cut” the right issue out of this general problem of school violence.  We’ll talk about “cutting” issues later.)
Furthermore, the pragmatics of the time may make particular issues more “workable” than others.  Right now might be the moment when a window is open for a dental services plan in schools, while there isn’t much hope for an effort to get video cameras in police cars.  Even if more people want to work on the police issue, it may be that this really isn’t a “good” issue to work on.  

Finally, it’s important not to get too obsessed with the specifics of people’s individual interests.  It may seem like I’m contradicting everything I’ve said above, but the fact is that people who want significant social change in their communities and where there are many compelling problems may not really care that much about which compelling issue you start with.  Dental services or police car video cameras?  Or within education, dental services or smaller class sizes? Both may seem pretty important.  They may draw different people, but if they are compelling enough, and framed in a manner that emphasizes the injustices involved, both may be just as powerful.  And this may be true even though no one really thought of “dental services” as a specific issue.  They care about kids and they care about education, and the vision of teeth rotting in kids’ heads may be enough to get them engaged.  
As with everything, don’t overdo it.  Choosing an issue is a complex balancing act.  No issue is perfect.  Too much democracy can kill an organization with limited resources as much as too little.  Sitting around forever and chatting and getting everyone’s unique perspective on everything can lead an organization to fall apart because it never does anything.  
The key point is that your job as a leader or an organizer is to push issues that you can feasibly bring people together around.  Your power is not in organized $$ but in organized people.  And if the people won’t come out, you won’t generate power.  And even if a specific issue isn’t the one you care about most, without the POWER generated by successful campaigns, you can forget about ever generating enough to be influential on the issues you would most like to act on.  So this is as much a PRAGMATIC concern about organizational survival and achievable aims as it is a moral issue about participation.  
ARE ONE-ON-ONES MANIPULATIVE?

This is an important question.  As we have noted before, community organizing as a process has to remain tied closely to the ethical commitments an organization has come together around.  If organizing is just about leaders and organizers using other people for their own purposes, this would be extremely problematic.  While an obsession with democracy may not be healthy, a lack of respect for democracy would, it seems to me, be deadly from an ethical standpoint.  How can you have a “people’s organization” and a “people’s project” in Alinsky’s terms if it doesn’t come from the people in important ways?

Organizers generally argue, not surprisingly, that when conducted in good faith one-on-ones are not designed to manipulate people in any simple way.  Instead, organizers see the one-on-one process as providing an opportunity for people to “turn their personal pain into public action,” as the head of a community organizing group once said.  

Again, the “public” and “private” distinction is crucial, here.  Yes, organizers and leaders will try to twist people’s arms in order to get them to significant actions where numbers are critical.  So to this extent, yes, they can be used to manipulate.  But more than this organizers and leaders don’t have time to do.  If an organization is going to be strong for the long-term, it doesn’t have time to constantly pressure people to participate.  People who are not willing to be held accountable, who are not reliable over time, are simply not going to be good leaders.  
What do organizers mean by leaders?  I’ve been somewhat vague about this in this course.  In my face-to-face course I do an exercise about leadership that hasn’t really fit into this online version (which may be a mistake).  In a strict sense, organizers generally restrict the word “leader” to people who bring a collection of relationships with them to the table, a collection of people that they can bring to actions, etc.  But more generally, anyone who shows up reliably over time and supports the organization is really treated as a “leader” in the organizations I know of.  At the best, today’s organizing groups are less likely that groups in Alinsky’s day to do what Stall and Stoecker complained about, to ignore the contributions of those who do not play traditional patriarchal, male, roles of overt hierarchical leadership.  A very quiet person who doesn’t talk much at meetings may bring lots of people with her, and a very loud person who talks a lot may not bring much of anyone.  And people who will show up early and make sure a meeting is set up correctly can be as crucial to organizations as people who make speeches.  

What this means is that any one of you reading this can be a leader in a community organizing group.  The key question is whether you are committed and can be depended upon.  Then the only issue is what kind of role you want to be held accountable for.  Community organizing groups are always desperately in need of leaders at all levels.
WAIT, HAVEN’T I BEEN BASHING “DEMOCRACY” TOO MUCH?

There may be some who find what I’ve said at different points, here, about democratic participation objectionable.  You may see the democratic “process” as the key to an effective community organization.  If one doesn’t have this kind of “deep” engaged democracy, then what do you have?  How will people ever learn to create truly “democratic” communities if they don’t participate in them from the beginning?  And it is true that there are a number of fairly recent examples of mass movements, especially in Latin America, that seem at least to have emerged out of years of democratic relational work in communities.  These approaches seem much “flatter” than the traditional organizing approach, with a wider spread of “leaders” and less hierarchical structure.  And some in the broad post-Alinsky organizing tradition we are talking about here do, in fact, take a much more “deep” democracy relational approach than others.  Stall and Stoecker argued that the “private” model of organizing seems to work better on a smaller scale, but, as with everything, this is not always true (and in some contexts, it may actually be incorrect).  
All I can say is, first, this “deep” democracy approach isn’t the focus of this course.  As you can already see, just covering the Alinsky tradition of organizing is hard to do effectively in a single class.  Second, creating a relational mass movement with few leaders is enormously resource dependent—you need huge numbers of people to engage with each other over extended periods of time (years or often decades).  Third, I’m not clear about how relevant the Latin America model, in particular, is for urban America.  It may be that there are more traditions of “community” in many of these other contexts to draw upon that we have tended to lose.  But I don’t know enough to say one way or another with conviction.  Finally, when I read about these more “relational” movements I often wonder if they are really as relational as they are made out to be.  There is a long tradition of organizing groups presenting a different face to the outside world than is the reality internally.  For example, many civil rights organizations and events presented themselves to the media as spontaneous emergences when, in fact, as I have noted, they had been planned for in quite detailed ways.  
In any case, for our purposes, I think Stall and Stoecker’s argument that these kind of more “private” models of organizing tend to work better on a smaller scale and are less able to emerge into public for mass action and confrontation with power in “zero-sum” conflicts.  You are, of course, welcome to read more in the future about these issues and I hope that we will be able to offer more courses that explore the complexities of these questions in coming semesters.  

I at least wanted you to know that there is some controversy about the conclusions I am making, here.  It’s important to remember that I am really acting as a cheerleader for the Alinsky model, here, especially as it has evolved with critiques from the “private” perspective.  While I include critiques, I see that as my job in this class
HOW TO CONDUCT A ONE-ON-ONE

I am planning to post a video of a sample one-on-one interview, but I’ve had some technical difficulties, so we’ll see if I can pull it off.  However, the basics of the interview are not too complex.  
I have attached a separate document that gives instructions for conducting your one-on-one.  The key to a one-one-one interview is to keep it like a conversation.  This is not a formal interview, in that you come in with set questions.  Formal interviews don’t tend to create very strong relationships. 

Instead, you are trying to have a directed conversation in order to find out who they are and how they might fit into your organization.  

You DO NOT take notes during a one-on-one.  Instead, you take notes later, after you are done and back in your car, or on the bus, etc.  

As the instruction sheet says, you want to use open-ended questions.  This means questions that do not have single answers.  

Your job is to elicit key stories of the other person’s life. 

It’s hard to know what is important, so be careful when you try to shift the person from one topic to another.  If you do this too much, it may sound like you are not interested.

An easy way to shift people in an interview, or to get people talking when they seem not to have much to say is to keep track of what they have said before.  In other words, if they mention their experience in high school, but then move on to talking about their kitchen renovation, you might say, “You mentioned high school earlier.  Can you tell me more about your experience there?”  If they stop talking, this also can be a useful way to get things started again.  You can do this kind of redirection back to stuff they said earlier quite frequently and even quite abruptly, and because it’s about what they already said, they won’t see it as an interruption, or as an indication you don’t care about what they are saying.  Keeping track of these topics that people have raised allows you to control the interview and at the same time keep the interview in areas that the person wants to talk about.  
On the one hand, you want to keep them focused on stories and discussions that would seem to reveal passions relevant to social action.  On the other hand, you never really know whether a particular story or line of discussion really does relate to a passion that you don’t understand yet.  So try to keep a balance between letting the interview go where it naturally goes and in redirecting the person away from topics that don’t seem as relevant.

The instruction sheet has ideas about “probes” and sample questions.  Don’t worry too much about this.  Just remember, your key goals are:

1. Create a relationship.

2. Find out this person’s key “passion.”

3. Ask them to participate in something.

The last one can feel a little to artificial, so don’t feel like you have to do it.  But remember that it’s important.  You want to leave having asked them for something.  This helps them understand at the end, as in the beginning, that this interview was about the organization and not about becoming deep “friends.”  It also makes the process feel more productive and focused for both participants.  And, of course, it may get a person to be involved.  

Remember:  people get involved because SOMEBODY ASKED THEM.  So ASK!

THE ASSIGNMENT

The One-On-One Interview

Imagine that you belong to a local community organizing groups that works on a range of issues.  You are part of an effort to figure out what issues your organization should work on next.  You also have a large public meeting of your organization next month, and you really want to get a large number of people there to show your organization’s power.  And the public meeting is a good chance for people to hear about the different issues your organization is working on.  So this is something you can ask the person to go to at the end.

1. Set up a time to meet with the partner you have been assigned from the class by email, either in person or just on the phone.

NOTE:  If you can’t get a response from your assigned partner in a couple of days, you have permission to just do a one-on-one with someone else.  It needs to be someone you don’t know very well, but otherwise it doesn’t really matter.  Please stay with your assigned person unless you really have a problem.

2. Do a 20 minute interview with the class member you have been assigned to.  Usually one-on-ones go for about 45 minutes, so this is an abbreviated version.  But you’d be amazed about how much information you can glean from 20 minutes.
3. Allow the class member to do a 20 minute interview with you (at the same meeting or phone call).  Normally you wouldn’t just switch sides.  You’d give the person a chance to do a one-on-one with you at a different time if they wanted.  This keeps the interview a bit more formal.  
4. Talk a little about how you both thought the interviews went, and give each other any advice you might have.
Total time for interview: about 1 hour.  

5. Post responses to the questions listed below online by this coming Thursday at 4:30pm.
This may seem a little artificial, but you will quickly find if you get into it that it works nonetheless.  Don’t worry about being perfect.  It’s important just to try and 
What to Post on the Forum
This is a longer post than usual, and there isn’t any requirement that you reply this week.
1. Give the name of the person you interviewed.

2. Note the different issues and topics you covered in your discussion.  Don’t post details that seem too personal unless the person has given you permission.  We need to know the general topics you considered.  If the person told you any stories, list what the stories were about, in general.

3. List what the person’s key “passions” are.  For each passion, explain why you think this is their passion.  NOTE: People won’t say “this is my passion,” and even if they do, you may discover other passions in the stories they tell.  This is something you need to uncover from your own interpretations of what they say.

4. Did you develop a relationship with this person?  Why or why not?  Would you feel comfortable calling this person back to ask them to participate in something?

5. What seemed effective about your interview?

6. What do you wish had gone better?

7. Finally, talk a little about your interview.  Did you feel like you developed a relationship with this person?  What kind?  Did you feel like they got at your real “passions”?  
