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How to use this manual.
This manual is designed as a resource and reference to be used by political directors and others responsible 
for developing and running COPE programs on the local level. It is grounded in actual field practice, and the 
models and approaches discussed here have all been practiced successfully in the field. 

The manual is not meant to be read in total, or in one sitting. It is a resource intended to provide a background 
on the specific components of building a COPE organizing program and to troubleshoot specific issues that 
might arise in enacting such a program (e.g. creating a worksite communication network, or developing a fund-
raising plan, etc.) 

We have also designed a series of planning and assessment tools to help focus local capacity building and begin 
setting strategic organizing goals, including creating an effective COPE fund-raising plan. These tools can be 
found in the Appendices and are a good place to begin the process of creating a COPE organizing program. 
Finally, we have indexed the manual in a way to help quickly locate the particular information you are seeking. 

The manual is broken into three main sections: (1) Introduction to COPE as Organizing; (2) Organizing and 
Fund-raising Fundamentals; and (3) Nuts and Bolts of a COPE Organizing Program.

Section I. COPE as Organizing
•	� Part 1: Introduction to COPE as Organizing provides an overview to thinking of and approaching COPE 

as a way to build capacity and long-term power—i.e. as an organizing program. 

Section II. Organizing and Fund-raising Fundamentals
•	� Part 2: Strategies for Building an Effective COPE Organizing Program provides an overview of the 

fundamentals of organizing conversations (as opposed to mobilizing asks) and how this relates to building a 
COPE organizing program. 

•	� Part 3: Fund-raising for Social Change provides an overview of the fundamentals of effective fund-raising 
with particular emphasis on fund-raising that builds power.

Section III. Nuts and Bolts of a COPE Organizing Program 
•	� Part 4: Infrastructure to Support Successful COPE Organizing provides an overview of the key infra-

structure necessary for supporting a successful COPE program. 

•	� Part 5: COPE “Best Practices” Toolkit provides a toolbox of best-practices, helpful ideas, and tips for 
developing and implementing an effective COPE program. 

•	� Part 6: Legal Considerations provides the nuts and bolts of what is legally permissible and what is not in 
developing and implementing your COPE program.

•	� Part 7: Training Curriculum on COPE as Organizing is a three to three and a half-hour modular curricu-
lum for training local union staff, organizers, stewards, MPOs, and other activists who will be responsible 
for actually implementing the local’s COPE program in the field. 

•	 �Part 8: Appendices: Assessment and Planning Grids and Best Practice Materials provide several plan-
ning and assessment tools along with examples of “best practice” materials that have proven effective in 
other locals.
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How to begin building a COPE Organizing Program
For some locals, this approach of thinking of COPE as organizing may be new. For other locals who already 
have effective COPE programs, this approach may offer ways to build on their success and further expand the 
local’s capacity to engage its members. In both cases the aim of approaching COPE as a member-to-member 
organizing program is to involve more members in the work of the union, and in the end secure better contracts, 
strengthen external organizing opportunities, and build more political power.

Three steps to starting the process:

Step 1 Read the introduction to this manual. It provides a quick overview of what we mean by organizing 
for COPE and a basic understanding of how this approach differs from some other prevalent approaches.

Step 2 Assess your current COPE program. In the Appendix of this manual are two assessment tools: 
Assessment Tool 1: Assessing Your Local Union’s Current COPE-Political Program (Page 85) and Assessment Tool 
2: COPE Political Program Stages of Development (Page 86). The first grid is designed to facilitate a structured 
assessment of your current COPE program. It not only looks at the total dollars raised but at a variety of other 
measures of basic political capacity: the ability to communicate with workers in the workplace, the ability to 
mobilize members, the ability to track member contacts and volunteer activities, etc. The second grid is used 
more for setting goals. It sets basic benchmarks for moving toward a power-building local union. Together, 
these two grids are the place to start building a COPE Organizing Plan.

Step 3 Create a COPE Organizing Plan. Once you have assessed your current program and set key goals 
using the assessment grids, the next step is to create a strategic plan. Using the two planning tools in the 
Appendix—Planning a COPE Organizing Political Program (Pages 89–92) and the COPE Fund-raising Plan 
Worksheet (Pages 95–98) you can begin the process of developing a plan to achieve your goals.

Through this process, the manual is designed to provide further ideas and background material based on best 
practices. 
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Building Our SEIU Power:
Developing an Effective COPE Organizing Political Program

Practicing a different type of politics. This COPE Manual was developed by Wellstone Action in collabora-
tion with SEIU. Wellstone Action is a nonpartisan, nonprofit national organization that provides training and 
leadership development for individuals and organizations committed to building grassroots, progressive political 
power (www.wellstone.org). 

Like SEIU, Wellstone Action teaches a different kind of politics 
and organizing than traditional electoral politics and conventional 
wisdom would dictate—a politics that integrates the best practices of 
labor and community organizing with electoral politics and leader-
ship development to further a bold progressive public policy agenda 
and build power for the long term. 

This manual embraces the approach illustrated by the triangle to 
the left. Each component of the triangle depends on the other. 
Labor and community organizing reach broadly and deeply into our 

organizations and communities to build relationships and provide tools of empowerment for those otherwise 
outside of power. This is base building and is at the heart of what an organizing union embodies. But this base 
needs to be engaged and mobilized to affect change within electoral politics, for elections are a critical arena 
for contesting for power in our society. Electoral politics is also a world of specific targeted goals, numbers, and 
urgency—a world where each action has a specific consequence in terms of votes won or lost. The third element 
of the triangle is public policy. Together, electoral organizing and labor and community organizing build a base, 
constituency, and opportunity for change, but there also needs to be a direction and vision for how our collective 
action will make a tangible impact, improve the lives of workers, and make the world a more just and fair place 
to live. This organizing model for building political power is at the heart of this manual and our approach to 
building a COPE organizing program.
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I. Introduction

COPE as Organizing
The aim of this manual is to begin to understand COPE fund-raising as not just raising a lot of money (which 
is very important) but as fund-raising for social change. Such a program will only be successful when viewed 
and enacted as true organizing for long-term, systemic social change and economic justice, as opposed to merely 
mobilizing for short-term, piecemeal campaigns. A COPE campaign that aims to build real power among 
workers and for workers is only successful when viewed, enacted and realized through member-based, person-
to-person mutual relationship building and leadership development. It must be both strategic and accountable. 
COPE, at its simplest, is the union’s political fund. But if members are to see COPE as their political fund, 
tied to their aims and as a means for achieving their aspirations, then COPE also needs to become a vehicle for 
members to come together and collectively give expression to their values and interests. 

Simply put, we must organize for COPE just as we organize for new members. COPE needs to become central 
to our organizing union, just as organizing must become central to expanding COPE. Ultimately, if a local 
union doesn’t value and isn’t willing to commit its institutional time/resources/energy to raising money for 
COPE, then it should not be surprised when its members do not voluntarily step forward to contribute their 
valuable time/resources/energy for the union; and if COPE is viewed and treated as an “add-on,” or a burden, 
or a distraction from the central work and function of union organizing and contract work, there should be 
little surprise that many members see COPE as an add-on, a burden, or a distraction, too. Ultimately, just as we 
organize for social change, through COPE we fundraise for social change.

Organizing versus Mobilizing
COPE as a vehicle for building union power through empowering members may require a re-evaluation of how 
we currently raise COPE dollars, even for those local unions that successfully meet their COPE commitment. 
What do we mean by this?

Given the time and the ability to call through long, relatively good lists, it is not difficult to build a crowd for a 
single important event or turn out a vote in a critical election. This involves motivating people to act on what 
matters to them. These are mobilizing conversations. 

Such short-term mobilization does not, however, equate with building power for the long-term, nor is it ulti-
mately sustainable over time. Just because someone shows up at one rally or one phonebank does not mean 
that she is fully committed to the campaign; it may not even be an accurate demonstration of her interest in a 
particular issue. Likewise, giving a COPE contribution by itself does not equate with building long-term power. 

Effective mobilization over the long term stems from and is built upon the foundation of effective organizing. 
Effective organizing is built upon deep conversations that reach toward finding a person’s issues, interests, values, 
and capacity—a chance to share stories and build relationships. This is quite different from “delivering a mes-
sage” or a “giving a rap”—both tools aimed at mobilization. But effective organizers also know they must find 
common ground as the basis for securing a commitment to act. Ultimately, both organizing and mobilizing are 
necessary for building power. 

This approach of seeing effective organizing as a foundation of effective fund-raising is a different approach 
than is often taken. Intuitively, such an approach makes sense. After all, who do we donate money to: people 
and organizations that we know and trust, or strangers and organizations that cold call or knock on our door? 
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Recognizing this basic point makes fund-raising based on organizing more effective, less scary (you’re asking 
people you already know), and builds union power, not just raises political money. 

This last point is critical. Odds are if you ask a whole lot of people to give to COPE with a generic rap, you 
will end up with some contributors. This is what telemarketers do. But such fund-raising is shallow, based on 
volume, and on the quantity of contacts rather than the quality of contacts. You may raise a few dollars; you 
may even raise a lot, but you won’t build a cadre of contributors and activists who are deeply committed to the 
union’s program, nor will they be able to articulate why they are giving and move others to join them. You won’t 
be organizing and you won’t be building long-term political power. Practically, it is also by creating this cadre of 
activists that our work becomes easier and our goals more manageable.

Getting Members Involved
It is so simple that it is often taken for granted: Giving one’s time, skills, and money to the union are voluntary. 

Most current members experience the union as another job requirement: most workers apply for a job as a state 
worker, or in a nursing home, or as a school bus driver only to learn later that with their employment comes 
union membership and union dues. Most have no prior experience of union membership, and for most their 
first experience with any union is learning that they now “have to” pay union dues. Most do not understand that 
their wages, benefits, and working conditions were won because of fellow union members’ commitment and 
struggles, and their union dues ensure the continuation and strengthening of these victories for future workers.

On the other hand, union members who contribute to COPE and who participate in external organizing, serve 
as stewards or on the negotiating team, or work on electoral campaigns are volunteers. When we ask for this 
voluntary commitment from members we are asking them to make real, substantive and sometimes very difficult 
choices about giving or not giving significantly to their union what they might otherwise give to their families, 
friends, communities, churches and temples, hobbies and all of the other pressing demands of full lives. 

Put in another way: People only volunteer for those things that matter more to them than all of the other ways 
they can spend their time/money/skills on a weekend, evening or day off. Filling shifts for GOTV phonebanks, 
participating in a lobby day, signing union organizing petitions and contributing to COPE are all exchanges 
between a member who has goals and aspirations (both personal and for her/his family and community) and the 
union which s/he now sees as a means for helping attain those goals and meet those aspirations. 

We know that it is the rare member, the rare person, who seeks out these activities and volunteers on her own. 
The vast majority of members volunteer because they are asked or because they see value in the act of collectively 
taking political action. They say “yes” because they come to understand that their individual act of volunteering 
or contributing meets and addresses their own interests and values, and just like other actions that build the 
union—marches, rallies, contract and organizing campaigns, and lobby days. Similarly, their COPE contribu-
tion becomes a public, unionwide expression of shared values, commitment and power. This is especially true 
when COPE funds are raised member to member.

Organizing for Power
The aim of getting members involved by contributing to COPE, volunteering for a phonebank or doorknock, 
or serving as a steward or bargaining committee member is to make our unions stronger and the lives of our 
members (and all workers) better. Organizing for COPE should not be seen as a distraction from other everyday 
activities of the union (negotiating and servicing contracts, organizing new members). 
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For example, the same communication structures and the relationships built around a contract campaign makes 
it easier to raise COPE dollars. Likewise, the communication structures and relationships built during electoral 
work or COPE fund-raising help identify worksite leaders and make it easier to mobilize members for contract 
campaigns, worksite actions, or rallies.

It all boils down to building our union power by going deeper into our locals and engaging members and 
developing new members.

The rest of this manual offers concrete ways to build this union capacity, raise COPE dollars, and expand our 
union power.
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III. Strategies for Building an  
Effective COPE Organizing Program

Fundamentals of Organizing and Building Relationships
Face-to-face conversation is key to effective COPE fund-raising. 

Conversations are the means through which we identify and assess members and ideally move them to action. 
Conversations are about building relationships with members and co-workers about what matters to them. 
This is very different from a scripted rap; organizing is about engaging in a dialogue with a member—a real 
conversation with the intent to learn more about the person. 

Getting a person’s story. 

Organizing conversations are 1) conversations with a goal, and 2) they are intentional. They are about building 
intentional relationships with a purpose: to find out a person’s story. A person’s story can be seen in the broad-
est sense here, including the member’s overall worldview, but it is also more practical, learning a person’s most 
important issues, interests, and values and assessing their capacity and commitment. 

Identifying a person’s issues, values, interests. 

Through these conversations, we are trying to find common ground by understanding a person’s:

•	� Issues—what they work on or think about, such as good pensions or immigration reform or a bad 
supervisor. 

•	� Values—what motivates them, motivates them deeply, such as a sense of justice and fairness or religious 
values.

•	� Interests—what is at stake for them, why it matters, such as needing affordable health care for his family or 
the families of his co-workers.

If we are talking about an issue the member has no interest in, s/he will not connect to the issue and ultimately 
the ask no matter how important the organizer thinks the issue is. If the member is interested in an issue, no 
matter how insignificant, it will connect. The object is to find that connection. Through education and con-
versations, most people will understand that their issue is tied to bigger issues—those of their community, their 
municipality, the nation, even internationally. But organizers always have to start where people are and build the 
relationship and the connection with larger issues or in the campaign before assuming that everyone is con-
cerned about the issues we are concerned about and think they should be concerned about. 

Assessing a person’s capacity and commitment. 

When the member’s issues, values and interests are identified (through one, or more likely, multiple conversa-
tions and interactions), then the person initiating the conversation can move to assess the member’s:

•	� Capacity—what s/he can offer (money, time, access to her community group) and how much s/he can offer 
(two hours a month/$5 a month/a call to her community group’s leader).

•	� Commitment—what s/he is willing to offer or commit. Commitment is connected to the level of inter-
est that the person sees being met by their action—the deeper the connection the more likely the person 
will commit more of their time, money, or other talents. For example, a home health care worker is likely 
to see a direct connection between the legislature passing a bill that raises home health care worker wages 
and COPE, than a janitor who does not see the connection between her interest and that particular issue. 
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To make the connection with this member, a different approach based on an understanding of her issues, 
interests, and values will likely be needed.

Organizing conversations are primarily about building relationships and getting information in order to try to 
find a common purpose or common ground. It is upon this common ground that effective mobilization can 
then occur—where the person makes a commitment because s/he sees his/her interests/issues/values reflected in 
the campaign (COPE). 

Making an “ask” around common concerns.

Too often we ask for a commitment of time or money before we get to know what matters to the person, and 
then are frustrated by his/her response. Organizing conversations provide the information and the relationship 
that makes it much more likely to find common ground and for the person to say “yes.” 

We structure our “ask” around this common ground. To be most effective—and to build power, to empower—
the ask is personal, not scripted. Otherwise it is like a telemarketing call. This is why a “rap” won’t cut it. If the 
COPE rap is about Social Security or health care for kids and the member truly cares about her shift differential 
or being able to afford to go back to school, the rap will ring hollow and will not address her interests and will 
sound like being talked at rather than being part of a mutual conversation. This is especially true if s/he doesn’t 
yet understand a bigger picture—how the rising cost of health care eats into higher education funding and how 
those two issues are linked. 

Again, we find this common ground by having real conversations with members and building a relationship of 
trust over time. Ultimately, successful fund-raising, just like successful organizing, occurs when people feel that 
their interests are reflected in the campaign and tied with its success and then they take action based on that 
belief. 

In other words, a member will sign up for COPE when s/he believes her/his interests are reflected in the union’s 
political program and that contribution is tied to its success.

Fundamentals of a COPE Organizing Program
Building relationships are core to COPE fund-raising. 

The most effective fund-raising ask, like the most effective organizing or electoral ask, is always the most per-
sonal. Specifically, the solicitor (the one asking for COPE—the organizer or the fellow member) is known to the 
person being asked. Think of how many times you have contributed to a school candy bar sale or to a walk-a-
thon or bought a T-shirt based on who asked you more than on what is being asked, or simply because you trust 
the person when they tell you their cause is a good cause. In terms of COPE, the best person to make the ask is a 
co-worker and the next best is the member’s organizer. The most effective ask—always—is one done face to face. 
Sometimes this is not possible or very difficult (e.g. single member worksites or home health care workers spread 
out over a large area). Other strategies need to be developed to make relationship-building part of the union 
culture (e.g. events, rallies, recognition parties, contract ratifications, etc.) 

Repeat contacts—multiple venues—multiple styles/modes. 

It is the exceptionally rare occasion in which a COPE contribution would be solicited at the first meeting or 
during the first conversation. Why? Because on first meeting, the person asking for COPE will not know the 
person’s issues, ability to give, shared values. Again, this is not strange. How many of us contribute $100 to a 
telemarketer or door-to-door canvasser from an organization that we previously knew little or nothing about?
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There are always exceptions to this general rule: new members who sign up for COPE when they are signing up 
to be a member; members who come to the union as independently political activists, etc. 

In a good organizing campaign, we look for opportunities to have repeated contacts, Similarly, COPE does not 
work as a stand-alone campaign. The likelihood of success of the COPE Ask in the short term and as a long-
term strategy to build the union is increased by integrating COPE into all aspects of the union: bargaining, 
organizing, worksite and other union issues. 

Layering Conversations/Contacts.

As in GOTV campaigns, no one knows which of the seven 
contacts is the tipping point in a person making the decision 
to act. This is why in an election campaign we tend to do as 
many different contacts as possible. The worker, the voter, the 
member needs all of these contacts, layered. Yet ultimately, it’s 
genuine conversation that is at the heart of “securing the deal.” 
Fliers, posters, announcements, newsletters, COPE cards are all 
tools for contact. They create a buzz (or the popular phrase now 
is an “echo”) and create a context for, but are not the substitute 
for, the person-to-person values-based conversation and ask.

Integrating organizing, bargaining, and politics.

Most members are initially and primarily interested in their 
wages and benefits—their contract. If members don’t feel they 
have the ability to address these things adequately through their 
union, they will likely be resentful or even hostile to a COPE-
only pitch. 

Therefore, COPE needs to be integrated fully into all aspects 
of the union: the organizing work of the union, bargain-
ing, and electoral and legislative campaigns. A future COPE 
contribution may begin with a thorough understanding and 
conversation about a workplace issue, linked to a contract fight, 
connected with a legislative initiative, and brought back to the 
importance of COPE. 

Example. Two members at the same worksite 
doing the same job in the same community 
may come to be COPE contributors for very 
different reasons. For example, one who is an 
immigrant and a mother may care most about 
the work the union is doing to ensure that her 
children have access to affordable higher edu-
cation. Another member who works alongside 
her may be more interested in how the union 
can enlist the support of politicians to support 
their contract campaign and help them fight 
for living wages. Their specific issues may be 
different, but in this example, they both share 
the value of and commitment to working on 
collective solutions.

The organizer (whether staff or member) 
identifies the members’ issues through conver-
sations and talks with them about how union 
members are coming together to organize 
around these issues. The first member might 
be invited to give testimony at a legislative 
hearing about education funding; the other 
member may be invited to help make visits 
to politicians to ask for their support on their 
contract. Through conversations and actions 
and follow up, both could be asked to give 
to COPE, as a part of the long-term work of 
adequately funding education and increasing 
living wage jobs.

Fundamentals of COPE Conversations
Questions that can spark good conversations.

So how do we build relationships that turn into foundations for meaningful and successful COPE asks? Through 
the model of all good organizing: we initiate and engage in conversations that ask multiple, substantive, respon-
sive (not canned) questions with thoughtful listening and respectful response to member’s answers. 

Below are a few types of questions that can lead to identification issues, interests, values, capacity and 
commitment:

•	Where are you from?
•	How did you get into this work?
•	Do you have kids? Family?
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•	What issues are you dealing with at your worksite?
•	What is the most important thing to you in your contract?
•	How long have you worked here?
•	Where did you work before you had this job?
•	Why did you want a job at this worksite?
•	What do you want to do when you retire?
•	Do you think this hospital/agency/company is well run? 
•	Do you like working here?
•	What are the big worksite issues you and your co-workers talk about the most?
•	What do you do on the weekends/after work/before your shift?
•	How have things changed since you started your job? For better or worse? Why?
•	 If you could change one thing to make your job/life easier, what would it be? 
•	Do you think things are going in the right direction in this country/state?
•	� What do you think of politics? Politicians? Why? What experiences have you had that make you think that 

way (for good or bad)?

Organizing conversations are about asking questions, 
listening to the answer, and oftentimes probing deeper 
and asking follow-up questions to learn more about 
who the person is, what matters to them, and assess 
what their capacity and commitment might be. And 
depending on their answers, the questions can lead to 
ones that are more directed, such as, “Have you heard 
about the minimum wage/overtime/pension/worker 
safety law they’re trying to pass/we’re fighting for?” 
Or, they may lead to a discussion of upcoming con-
tract negotiations, which may or may not include a 
discussion about COPE—yet.

Clearly, conversations with different members will be 
very different and cannot be scripted. The initial ques-
tions may be the same, but the member’s interests, 
family situation, etc. will necessarily lead the orga-
nizer/fellow member to different follow-up questions, 
responses and perhaps, if appropriate, different COPE 
asks. 

Will there be similarities in conversations? Of course, because members will all be working at the same place, 
or share the same union contract, work in the same community and perhaps they even share some of the same 
values, such as the importance of family and working hard. Yet their interests and issues are likely unique to each 
of them. They may all eventually give to COPE, but a generic canned rap won’t work with them. 

Example. During one worksite visit, an organizer might 
talk to:
•	� A 22-year-old member without kids who doesn’t plan 

to stay at his current job particularly long, who is very 
involved in his church and community sports teams, 
who isn’t really sure why he belongs to a union.

•	� A 46-year-old member who is a single mom and who 
is attending night school, eager to become an RN to 
have a greater role in patient care and to earn better 
wages to support her family.

•	� A 52-year-old member with an ill partner/spouse and 
a grandchild to care for at home. He is most interested 
in earning the highest wages possible and having 
ample free time to spend with his family. 

•	� A 59-year-old member, who has been at that job 
for 30 years, is eager to retire but worries about the 
adequacy of her pension and health care when she 
retires. She has served as a union steward for many 
years.

Each of these conversations will be different and will 
likely result in a different “ask.”
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Not all conversations should include “The Ask.”

Conversations must include many questions, but they don’t all necessarily include The Ask. (More specifics about 
making The Ask can be found in the “Nuts and Bolts” section.) For example, the organizer/fellow member may 
begin a conversation with a member with the goal of asking her/him to participate in a canvass or sign up for 
COPE. That’s a fine and practical initial goal. However, the conversation and the person’s answers to the orga-
nizer’s questions might well lead in a different direction and result in the organizer/fellow member not making a 
COPE ask on this first visit. 

Strategies for COPE conversations
What do you do when people say “no”?

Even the most thoughtful and compelling asks do not always result in a “Yes.” This is OK. An initial “No” or 
reluctance doesn’t necessarily mean that there is a lack of interest, shared values, or even commitment. It might 
mean the person is not yet ready, is not in a position personally to give of his/her time or money, would like to 
talk to her/his spouse or partner before making a contribution, or that s/he doesn’t completely understand what 
is being asked. Or it might be something else entirely. That is why the conversation—and the relationship—
must continue. A “No” to your COPE ask does not mean a “No” to being a steward or to circulating a petition 
or to attending a rally. It doesn’t even mean “No” to COPE forever. All of these other actions will make it more 
likely for the person to eventually give to COPE as well, and it makes for a stronger, more effective union.

Persistence and repetition pay off. Any organization, campaign or candidate that organizes or fund-raises success-
fully knows that multiple contacts are required to secure commitments: votes, money, and time from individuals. 
In an electoral campaign, it may be a combination of door-to-door, phones, mail, yard signs and TV ads. In an 
external organizing campaign, it may be meetings, petitions, fliers, buttons, house visits, and rallies. In fund-
raising, it is layering multiple contacts through multiple contexts. 

The more personal the contact = the more effective the ask.

There are many tools for contacting members as described above. A key rule for COPE fund-raising, just as 
for all field organizing, is: The more personal the contact = the more effective the contact = the more resources 
required. This doesn’t mean that you don’t use all the tools—that is why it is called a toolbox, but it is equally 
important to know exactly why you are using the tool, and what you will likely get out of it.

Tools include conversations and potentially COPE asks in the following contexts:

•	General membership meetings
•	Stewards meetings
•	Worksite meetings
•	Contract ratifications
•	Worksite one-on-ones
•	Fliers on worksite bulletin boards

Example. An organizer learns that the member works weekends and isn’t available for a canvass or the member is 
very interested in becoming a shop steward and much less interested in politics for right now, or the person has never 
heard about COPE and needs more information that would allow the second or third conversation to better set up The 
Ask. In the case of the person interested in being the steward, s/he should have the opportunity to learn more about 
COPE during the local’s steward training. For the person who needs more information, provide it, then make sure that 
a time is set up to follow up if there are any questions. Perhaps the follow-up conversation will be a more appropriate 
(and successful) time to ask for a contribution.



SEIU—Wellstone Action	 22

•	Articles about COPE contributors in a newsletter
•	Political announcements on the Web site
•	Direct mail
•	Phone calls

These tools are a combination of less personal and more personal, and they need to be layered. A newsletter 
article and mailing may raise awareness of COPE and what it means for a member but rarely will it result in 
a contribution. A contract campaign that makes the direct connection with politics is likely to help members 
see the connection between political action and better contracts. These, coupled with a direct, personal ask at 
the worksite or contract ratification meeting will be much more likely to succeed, particularly if all of the other 
contacts have been made. 

Making it more likely a person says “yes.” 

Conversations take time. Layering contacts takes time. Yet, with this work, groundwork is laid for successful 
asks. With assessments and targeting, the substantial majority of COPE asks will receive a “Yes” in reply. You 
are, after all, asking someone you already know, have assessed, and with whom you have an existing relationship. 
Building such relationships takes time, but “cold” asks also take time, drain energy and are frustrating for both 
the asker and the one being asked because so much has to be explained and no connection or context exists prior 
to the ask. 

Certainly, an individual’s reasons for contributing are personal and often complex. But typically, motivations for 
giving include a combination of the above bullets, and:

•	Being asked by the “right” person
•	Being asked at the “right” time
•	� Being asked a number of times and being exposed to COPE as an integrated part of the union (see more 

under Changing the Culture)
•	� Being engaged in ongoing, mutual relationship-building through conversations with his/her union 

organizer, steward, fellow members

Finally, forcing an ask for money when the time is not appropriate can make it more difficult to make other 
volunteer asks or to ask for money in the future. In organizing, this is called “burning the turf.”



	 23� COPE

III. Fund-raising for Social Change

Giving Money is Different from Volunteering Time
There is a difference between giving money and giving time—both for the person doing the asking and the one 
being asked. For most people doing the asking, it is naturally more difficult and potentially anxiety-producing 
asking someone for money than time in a culture so dominated by the acquisition of material things and the 
competitiveness and anxiety Americans have about money.

Overcoming the fear of asking for money. 

For many staff and members, asking for money can be scary. That’s OK. The important thing is to figure out 
strategies to work through this fear. One strategy is to think about asking for money in terms of asking people 
to volunteer their time. Money is renewable resource; time is a nonrenewable resource. Time, therefore, is a 
most precious resource because once it’s “spent,” it’s gone, and you can’t get it back. Yet, few of us have anxiety 
about asking a member to come to a phonebank or a rally or a meeting for an hour, even though we are asking 
him or her to give up an hour of their lives that they then cannot spend doing something else. We ask him or 
her because we believe that the hour spent at the union activity is worthwhile to the member and will ultimately 
benefit her, her co-workers and her community. Interestingly, we don’t often feel bad if the person turns us 
down, either, although we may fear being turned down when asking for money. 

To successfully ask for COPE contributions we must acknowledge—and then learn to move beyond—our own 
general discomfort with talking with other people about money. We need to answer whether we believe in the 
cause. If we do, then we should allow others the opportunity to contribute to that cause. Sounds corny, perhaps, 
but it is also the most important hurdle for successful fund-raising: believing that you are providing others a 
chance to participate in something important.

Finally, if we truly believe in our mission to improve the lives of workers and their families and to create a more 
just and humane society and we believe that building political power is a critical way to achieve that end, we 
can raise COPE dollars. Not only can we feel comfortable but we can actually feel good about asking people for 
money, if we approach it with the same conviction with which we ask workers to go on strike, march on their 
boss, march on the state capitol, etc. If we do not believe in the mission or in politics as a means to achieve our 
vision of a better world, our fund-raising asks will reflect this and ring hollow. 

Confidence and vision come from leadership.

Union leaders and organizers must communicate and act in ways that demonstrate their commitment to the 
union’s mission and to their belief that COPE is a fundamental part of realizing that mission. Members will then 
learn and feel and exercise the same commitment in raising COPE contributions. This commitment begins with 
a local’s leadership and staff and flows to members. It is part of changing the local’s culture and makes asking for 
money a natural and comfortable part of union life. If the change is real and if it is deep, it will take time. It is 
the “walking the walk” of organizing and of raising COPE.

How Giving to Politics Differs from Giving to Charity
Most people make voluntary contributions to many organizations.

Like members of the organizing committee who also belong to the PTA, are active in their church and volunteer 
at the soup kitchen, people who contribute to one organization tend to contribute to others. In fact, seven out of 
10 U.S. adults give philanthropically and most support between five and 11 organizations. (Kim Klein, Fund-
raising for Social Change) 
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Who contributes money to organizations.

Some people have misgivings about asking lower wage earners to contribute money. While this anxious senti-
ment is common, and perhaps even understandable, it is important that all members, regardless of income, be 
given the same respect and right to make decisions for themselves about how and if they will contribute. 

Although this is perhaps, counter-intuitive, low-wage workers are actually more likely to contribute money 
voluntarily than their union brothers and sisters who earn higher wages. The statistics are rather compelling.

•	� In the United States, 82 percent of money given away by individuals is given by those with family incomes 
of less than $60,000. (The Independent Sector in its “Giving and Volunteering in the United States”). 

•	� Many studies show that poor and working-class people give away more money as percentage of their income 
than upper middle class or wealthy people. Specifically, the U.S. Census reported in 2000 that households 
with incomes between $20,000 and $29,000 contributed 3.9 percent of their income (as measured in cash 
and in-kind contributions) to charity, compared to an average of 2.7 percent for households with an income 
of more than $100,000. 

•	� Fifty-three percent of African American households give philanthropically. 
•	� Almost 63 percent of Hispanic/Latino households give to charity—an increase of 6 percent from 1995–

1998. (www.thegivingforum.org) 

We see this pattern borne out in locals with lower wage workers (home care, child care, property services, etc.) 
who often have higher percentages of contributors and larger contribution amounts than locals with higher wage 
workers.

Why most people do not make political contributions.

While we should learn from religious and other institutions’ successes in the fund-raising arena, political giving 
is different than purely charitable giving (i.e., money that is given to charities). It is not that far of a leap for 
most individuals to understand why the local food bank needs money and a large percentage of members will 
have some familiarity and experience with giving money, canned food or old clothing to organizations such as 
a food bank, a shelter, a temple, or even to an individual who is asking for change on the street. This type of 
asking and giving is direct and tangible and often immediate in terms of cause and effect. There is most often 
reciprocity in the exchange—even the person asking for spare change usually thanks the person handing them 
change or at least stops asking.

On the other hand, most members will have no personal experience giving to a political candidate, ballot mea-
sure campaign, political party, political action committee, etc. According to the Center for Responsive Politics:

•	Less than 5 percent of all Americans give contributions to political candidates or parties;
•	� Less than one-fourth of 1 percent give $200 or more;
•	� 70 percent of Americans of voting age said they had never given a contribution to any political organization; 

and
•	� Less than 20 percent of taxpayers check the box to make a $5 contribution to political campaigns, even 

though it does not increase their taxes. 

Lobbyist scandals, corporate money in politics, broken promises by politicians, Washington, D.C., as a “foreign” 
place, the federal issue of the day or week can and often do create and foster skepticism, cynicism, apathy and 
even anger. We must be realistic and acknowledge that members do not live in a vacuum of their workplace and 
their union. Like all things political, people’s feelings about this are affected not just by their personal knowledge 
of it or what their organizer tells them, but also by what’s in the news, being talked about at their dinner table, 
with their friends at a bar, by their religious leader or on the blog they read, etc.
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Organizing a COPE Political Fund-raising Program
Why COPE is unique from other types of political donations. 

One of the most unique aspects of COPE fund-raising is those who are eligible and who will be asked to give are 
members who are already making nonvoluntary contributions (dues) to the organization. COPE is a voluntary 
“gift” (in philanthropic terms) on top of dues. Put another way, most of us intellectually understand the need for 
taxes (dues), even if we don’t like paying them. How many of us voluntarily contribute more than we already 
owe? This is not because we do not care, but because we do not necessarily see this as the way to address what 
matters to us. With this in mind, it is always important to understand that COPE is a special contribution and 
should be recognized as such. Care should also be taken to ensure that it is tied directly to the person’s values. 

Why people contribute to COPE. 

In order to create and implement a successful COPE fund-raising plan, we need to understand why people 
voluntarily contribute money to the union’s political fund. Like contributors who give to charities, religious 
institutions, political parties, civic organizations or even to a panhandler, people who give to COPE feel and 
understand on a “gut” and/or intellectual level a need or problem that needs to be addressed and then commit to 
being part of addressing that need or solving that problem. 

Their perceived need/problem can be personal (they can’t afford the premium for full family health care cover-
age) or altruistic (they can afford their own health care but don’t think it’s fair that many of their co-workers 
cannot), or political (they see the larger structural relationships around health care that need changing).

Few members self-select to contribute to COPE on their own. Also, not surprisingly, it is the rare member who 
contributes to COPE who has negative feelings about her union, is not asked directly to contribute, or who does 
not see a direct or indirect connection between her values and contributing to the union’s political fund.

In contrast, members who do contribute to COPE:

•	Are asked to contribute
•	� Have positive feelings about their local union, specifically reflected in how they feel about their contract, 

organizer/rep/steward, union leadership
•	� Do see/feel a direct or even indirect connection between their values/beliefs/interests and contributing to 

the union’s political fund

Additional reasons for COPE contributions include:

•	� Shared values. Members care and believe and share the values of the union. They believe that the union’s 
analysis of problem and solution are correct. “We will never win better wages until health care is more 
affordable. The only way to fix that is to elect politicians who will fundamentally change our health care 
system. COPE will help us do that.”

•	� Guilt. Members feel a sense of guilt—they can’t give time, or they feel that they have more money/privilege/
support than others.

•	� Makes them feel good. Members find their self-image is reinforced through making contributions and 
that their contributions express traditions or beliefs that are important to them (this is doubly reinforced by 
public recognition—see more under Nuts and Bolts section).

•	� Reconnects the person to the cause. Members are reminded of what they care about through giving to 
COPE.
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•	� Buying a service. Members see their contributions in terms of self-interest, that their contributions are 
essentially a fee-for-service. “If I give to COPE, our union can fight for affordable health care, which my 
family desperately needs.”

•	� Feels included. Members feel like “insiders,” part of a team or a special group.

•	� Believe in collective action. Members believe that change can only occur through group effort through 
pooling their individual small contribution with others. “I can’t possibly fight for and win affordable health 
care on my own, so this investment is worth it to me and my kids.”

•	� Gifts and rewards. Members like the gifts they receive from contributing, the union tchotchke, etc. This is 
similar to the fee-for-service notion, above, but also speaks to their need to belong and be recognized. Few 
will give a significant contribution or make a significant commitment just for the gift, but a tangible reward 
as one layer of contact or one aspect of the reasons for giving is motivating to some people. Who has ever 
said no to another purple T-shirt?

In the end, givers give, joiners join, but everyone needs to be listened to.

COPE fund-raising requires a long-term organizing strategy.

Simply put: few people like giving to politicians and to political causes. Even fewer are willing to contribute $50 
or more. Consider how many times we contribute $50 or more to an organization with which we have little 
relationship or of which we have little knowledge. 

For many members, this is exactly their experience with their unions. Most people don’t follow politics, have 
little understanding of their own union, what their union stands for (or even who their union leaders are) let 
alone how their union is related to politics and related to them. This simple fact speaks strongly to the need to 
engage members where they are, and move them through conversation and education to a deeper understanding 
of their union and a vision of collective action that creates social change. 

This type of deep organizing necessarily takes time and unfortunately there is no short-cut around it. But 
without such an understanding, there is also much less likelihood of successfully raising COPE dollars, for the 
perceived “value” in giving to a PAC or political campaign is simply not as immediate as giving to a domestic 
violence shelter. Political giving requires not just seeing but also having faith in a longer-term strategy. Giving to 
COPE is, of course, giving to a political fund and subscribing to a belief that social change and economic justice 
require larger, long-term political solutions as well as short-term individual actions.

Assessing for COPE: Using a 1–5 Organizing Scale 
Like external and electoral campaigns, people fall along a spectrum, from those who are most willing and eager 
to give and enlist others to do so to those who will never give to COPE under any circumstances.

And like external and electoral campaigns, one of the key elements of a successful organizing conversation is 
assessment. This assessment is not necessarily an assessment of their willingness to commit to COPE at first 
(COPE may not come up during the first conversation) but an assessment of the person’s commitment to the 
union, its goals, and its programs. Much of this assessment can be done through effective listening when a 
worker talks about a question quite different from COPE. 



	 27� COPE

How to approach different types of members.

Below is an overview of a typical organizing assessment model that ranks a person’s commitment on a 1–5 scale. 

1—With you and willing to get others: As in a union organizing drive or electoral campaign, these are the 
people who are “with you”—the folks that you recruit for your campaign committee. It doesn’t take much to 
move them; they are already naturally inclined to share our union’s position, values, and issues. In addition, 
they are the individuals who will not only contribute (this is comparable to voting union yes or for the “cor-
rect” candidate) but who also have the strong potential to move others and enlist others to contribute. Their 
co-workers look to these individuals for direction. These are the people who you will get through a traditional 
blitz, or simply by asking them. They are the “low-hanging” fruit. 

These individuals “get” the union, why the political program is critical to the union’s success and why COPE 
must be a part of that. They are likely (though not always) stewards or worksite activists. They might also be 
active in a political party or community organization. 

2—Inclined to give/support: These individuals will also be more inclined to give (though it may take more 
work = more conversations). They are also inclined to support the union and relatively easily see their self-
interest realized within it. Follow-up conversations with “2s” tend to be with more information, information 
connected to the person’s issues/interests, or a simple volunteer ask that is easy to do and is directly related to 
the person’s interests. (e.g. if the person likes computers, they can help with data entry or cutting turf for a 
canvass, or if they are a good cook, make cookies or a pot of chili for a union or political event). 

These individuals will be more likely to contribute or volunteer the more directly they see their interest being 
met. They may not doorknock for a political campaign, but may work tirelessly talking to co-workers about 
a contract that impacts them directly. They may not care about federal races, but a friend of their friend is 
running for school board and they care about that. Sometimes 2s are committed union members—some may 
even serve on the board or as stewards—but are not 1s because they either do not see themselves as leaders, or 
believe that they are prepared to ask others. Some 2s can turn in to 1s through the course of the campaign or 
simply over time if their potential for leadership is developed, skills are honed, and commitment is deepened. 

3—Mixed/Neutral/Ambivalent: These individuals may have both positive and negative or entirely neutral 
feelings about the union and/or politics. These conversations take a long time. Trust needs to be built between 
the organizer and member and the member and the union first, before any ask takes place. 

These conversations are about getting to know the person better, answering his/her questions, respectively 
listening to his/her concerns, providing education that is direct, relevant and not condescending. With work, 
these folks can become 2s, and hopefully, eventually, 1s. Education that is tied to their values, issues and 
interests is a key component for moving these workers—not by immediately and directly asking them to 
donate, which may “poison the well” for future relationship building. This is the heart and soul of long-term 
organizing. 

As in electoral campaigns, these “undecided 3s” need to receive the most contact, attention and time. 
Typically, a large number of members fit into this category.
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4—Generally opposed to the union and/or union’s political program: These members do not “like” the 
union or their organizer, think their contracts are weak (and they may be), think their dues are already too 
high and disagree with the political work of the union and the candidates the union endorses. They are not 
merely skeptical or are unclear about COPE, they are generally opposed. These workers are a lower priority, 
and will likely never contribute to COPE. However, things do change. A very important issue (injury on the 
job or other event) may “politicize” the person to support the union on issues rather than on political candi-
dates or program. 

5—Openly hostile/will not contribute: These folks give money to the “right-to-work” committee. Forget 
about them ever giving to COPE. You will never win them over. Respectfully disagree, and spend time devel-
oping 1s and building relationships with 2s and 3s.

Assessments must be continually evaluated.

Assessments are tools to gauge a person’s commitment at a particular moment. Yet because members and the 
conversations and relationships we have with them are not static, assessments must also be changeable. Thus, we 
work to move people from 3s to 1s, but it’s also possible for the opposite to happen. A bad contract or relation-
ship with an organizer, or a strong disagreement with a union position (political or otherwise) may result in less 
commitment from a member. Assessments, therefore, must be continuously conducted and updated.

Targeting and Prioritizing: Spending time with 3s and 2s.

It’s often easiest, most comfortable and affirming to talk with 1s over and over and to think of the 1s as the only 
“good” members. But there are lots of 2s and 3s (and however occasionally, 4s) who do important work. There 
needs to be a lot more of them, too, and that’s why we need to develop 1s to do the work of reaching out to their 
co-worker 2s and 3s. This is both hard work and often the most rewarding and exciting work in the union, for it 
is about developing new leaders. 

It is also important to remember that a 3 for COPE may be a 1 for being a picket captain or one of the 
best stewards because s/he see his/her values and interests more directly reflected and met in those activi-
ties. Certainly, those actions are critical to the union’s success, whether or not the member gives to COPE. 
Approaching raising COPE as an organizing campaign allows us to see any action as a positive step toward 
building a more effective union, and as building a relationship which will make a COPE contribution more 
likely in the future.

Engaging Members about COPE and Politics 
Leaders hold themselves accountable.

How can union leaders (staff, MPOs, stewards, executive board members) engage members when most mem-
bers will see politics as “unclean”? First, we must talk about politics in terms of “accountability” while we also 
engage in political accountability—i.e. our actions are consistent with our words. Members see hypocrisy easily, 
especially when it comes to politics. Therefore, we need to have high standards for what defines a “pro-worker” 
politician and hold candidates and elected officials up to those standards. Candidate endorsement interviews, 
in-district meetings, and lobby days can all be organized and communicated as “accountability sessions” with 
politicians. 
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We can use carrots (dozens of volunteers who will 
make phone calls to elect pro-worker candidates) and 
sticks (withhold those activists and endorsements 
from politicians who vote against workers’ interests). 
We can also explain these carrots and sticks when we 
communicate with members—how it matches up 
with their interests and values and how COPE is a key 
component in this accountability.

We hold ourselves accountable, too, by communicating with members frequently about how the union’s political 
program relates to their values, interests and issues. We make candidate interviews open to all members. We fully 
incorporate COPE and politics into the life of the union so it isn’t seen as a bothersome add-on every two years.

Engaging issues and interests rather than political parties.

A reasonable assumption would be that most COPE contributors are frequent-voting Democrats. However, 
most locals that analyze their contributors by who contributes (age, gender, political party, voting frequency, 
method of COPE ask, job title, amount of contribution, etc.) are more likely to find higher numbers of con-
tributors with shared similarities other than being a frequent voter or having a strong Democratic affiliation. 
Some of these patterns include:

•	� a specific sector of members who recently experienced a political fight or victory (public school workers 
fighting for better school funding, health care workers winning safe needles, child care workers winning the 
right to organize); 

•	� members with a particularly committed organizer with whom they have developed a strong and mutual 
relationship;

•	� members who have belonged to the union less than six months;
•	� workers who won an organizing drive to become union members; and
•	� members who won a strong contract that involved the help of politicians.

In nearly all of these situations, it is the individual’s issues and interest that are important. A security guard who 
was active in a campaign to win a good contract with the help of local elected officials he lobbied may likely give 
to COPE because of that experience, even though he may be an infrequently voting Republican. 

Example. While it is true that COPE is a federal PAC to 
elect congressional candidates, describing it as such is not 
going to be as compelling for 99 percent of members. 
Linking COPE to local legislative, or contractual or orga-
nizing work, rather than simply to electing candidates is 
often more effective.
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IV. Infrastructure for Successful COPE Organizing

Creating a Culture of COPE Giving
Because real gains in COPE fund-raising require organizing, it requires us to listen more and have more conver-
sations with members (both in number and depth). In this way, we find the common ground necessary to secure 
the member’s commitment to act, whether that is giving to COPE or giving two hours to phonebank for an 
election. We need to think creatively about how COPE becomes central to our way of doing business, not as an 
obligatory “ask” but as a positive and meaningful action. 

At the most basic level this means relating to members one on one as people rather than as names on a list of 
possible contributors. If the only time the union talks with it’s members is to ask for COPE, whether in reality 
or in how it feels to the member, resentment and a “No” to the ask is likely. If members are not communicated 
with throughout the year about how the union’s bargaining, organizing and political program is going, or do not 
see or hear their values and voice reflected in the work of the union, COPE will be meaningless to them. Few 
members know much about the union (again, most got a job that happened to come with union membership) 
and their first exposure should not be asking for something (especially for more money) but listening to the 
person’s concerns, ideas, and input—to their story.

Lessons from nonpolitical fund-raising. 

Forty-three (43) percent of charitable contributions in the United States are made to religious organizations/
institutions (Kim Klein, Fund-raising for Social Change). So, what can we learn from these institutions?

•	� Churches ask repetitively, weekly, at every function, whether a formal service, social event, etc.
•	� Giving is made extremely easy—baskets are passed, envelopes and pens are available, donation jars/baskets 

are placed around the building—and oftentimes it is done publicly (the person next to you sees whether or 
not you added your gift to the basket).

•	� All gifts are acceptable and welcomed—from pocket change to large checks.
•	� Everyone can give—the casual attendee, weekly attendee, the new person.
•	� People can give weekly, monthly, quarterly, yearly, pledge over time (which typically translates into larger 

gifts).
•	� Lots of programs to give to—flowers, altar, mission, new carpeting, general fund, etc.
•	� There is a culture of giving—it is not just OK to ask for money, it is expected. It is mentioned by the 

religious leader, the lay leaders, and the people who hand out the programs. There is even a special time 
set aside during the service for giving. This culture is understood and shared—no one is offended or even 
surprised when the baskets are passed and they are asked to give. 

It is taken as a given that the leader of a church believes in the church’s mission when s/he asks the parishioners 
to give each week. The same has to be true of local unions if they are to have any credibility in asking members 
to contribute their valuable resources—time and money away from their families—to the efforts.

Finally, religious institutions also provide many things for their members, tangible and intangible, from spiritual 
fulfillment to a place to meet people with similar interests to a welcoming, positive place to go once a week to 
social services. In this community which they have self-selected to join, members are “fed.” After a sermon in 
which their values are reflected and affirmed, they are asked to give money. The context (the gathering place) 
and the foundation (the values-based sermon) and a sense of relationship and shared vision are all in place before 
the ask comes for donations. 
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Union, staff and leaders must lead the way.

Simply, union staff and leaders cannot ask members to commit if they do not believe and do not commit them-
selves. Elected union leadership, staff, MPOs and political committee members and a significant percentage of 
stewards and other member-leaders must be “on board” (i.e. contribute generously to COPE themselves and be 
comfortable articulating why they give and others should give) to be successful in organizing the broader mem-
bership of the union. 

As in religious congregations, cultural changes are necessary throughout our locals, but cultural changes at the 
“top” are especially critical. Even when a local has a solid history of COPE fund-raising, it cannot be sustained 
and built over time if the local union culture does not complement the demands of the growth. In other words, 
local leadership/staff institutional buy-in is critical. Elected leaders and staff (at all levels) must lead the way, set 
expectations and norms for the local’s COPE program.

 Starting a conversation with staff and leadership.

Although leadership must set the direction, without staff and leadership commitment to COPE (or for that 
matter any other union program) it will not be successful. Commitment only comes with buy-in. And buy-in 
comes with a sense that the staff person’s or leader’s interest is being met by the action—that they are part of 
the process of creating the program, and that the program is more than just satisfying an external goal, or some 
externally imposed “quota.” At the minimum earning this buy-in means a serious and genuine interest in involv-
ing staff and leaders in developing and shaping the union’s COPE program, to the degree that staff wish such 
involvement. This means bringing a comprehensive COPE organizing plan to staff for genuine feedback, not 
simply to tell what “will be expected” or to lay out staff quotas.

One of the ways to begin a conversation about developing and implementing a COPE organizing program is to 
acknowledge up front that union staff and leadership already have full plates dealing with representing members 
and doing the other work of the union. No one has extra time to do extra work. A COPE organizing program 
must therefore be understood and enacted as part of building the capacity necessary to accomplish the goals of a 
stronger union and a better contract. Some questions that might open a conversation include:

•	� Why is politics important to the work we do? (This question can open up a larger discussion of the 
specific ways that political action contribute to accomplishing contract and representational goals—or 
organizing new members.)

•	� What are the ways that current members can help secure better contracts—or organize more 
members? (This question gets at the ways that members can be engaged and begins to make the connect 
that building the infrastructure for effective COPE fund-raising also makes it easier to run contract cam-
paigns and mobilize for worksite actions.)

•	� How do we currently raise COPE dollars? What seems to work—and not work—and why? (This starts 
the analysis process of current practices and helps identify points where buy-in can occur.)

•	� What would make efforts to raise COPE dollars more effective? (This is an open-ended question that 
will raise a number of good—and specific—ideas for shaping a local-specific COPE program and for build-
ing buy-in.) 

•	� What can we do to help build leadership among members? (This question can start a discussion of the 
ways to engage members in union work.)

•	� What is required to actually accomplish building worksite communications structures? How can we 
use these structures? (This question can get at the nuts-and-bolts of how union leadership can support 
organizing efforts.)
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•	� What is a realistic approach to meeting COPE commitments? What is the current assessment of our 
local’s Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats (SWOT)? (This is perhaps one of the most important 
questions to assess what opportunities exist to build member engagement and COPE recruitment, and what 
threats/obstacles/challenges must be addressed/overcome.) 

All of these questions are meant to spark a genuine discussion and exchange about the role of COPE and the 
challenges and opportunities that exist within a specific local union. The point of this discussion is to create a 
culture where staff and leadership both understand the role that COPE organizing plays in the union (and how 
it contributes to more effective contracts and new member organizing) and agree to a set of criteria to which 
they can hold each other (and themselves) accountable.

Integrating COPE into every aspect of union culture. 

COPE must be an integral part of staff meetings, 
one-on-ones, planning sessions, work plans, etc.—not 
an afterthought or the last item on the agenda that 
gets 30 seconds of everyone’s waning attention. Staff 
members’ successes with COPE deserve and require 
“public” acknowledgement at unionwide meetings 
and personal recognition between supervisor and 
organizer. Like all COPE contributors, staff must be 
formally thanked when they contribute. (They can’t 
be required to give, nor can we assume that they 
will—staff, like members, are making a voluntary gift 
when they give to COPE.) 

COPE fund-raising is most effective when it is integrated into bargaining, internal and external organizing and 
in the unique culture of each local so members can see immediately the direct connections between all three. 
Effectively and frequently communicating with members about COPE, how it helps workers win, who is giving 
and how others can join is a part of shifting that culture. (See also Part 5. COPE “Best Practices” Toolkit, Page 
39.) 

Talking with Members about COPE
Language matters.

Language is critical to how we think and communicate about COPE, just as we made thoughtful choices about 
changing staff titles from business agent to organizer to reflect the changing culture and priorities of our union. 

COPE is COPE is COPE—What do we do with a title like this?

Unfortunately, neither the Committee on Political Education nor its acronym, COPE, is particularly inspiring 
or meaningful in name. While we are stuck with “COPE” in a most practical sense because that language is 
bargained into thousands of contracts for check-off, some locals have changed the way they talk about COPE 
when enlisting members to sign up. For example, SEIU 1199 calls their COPE fund the Martin Luther King Jr. 
Political Action Fund. SEIU Local 503 calls theirs “Citizen Action for Public Employees” and runs a “2 cents an 
hour for political power” campaign. SEIU Local 32BJ calls it the “American Dream Fund,” and still others call it 
a “Unity Fund.” 

In a positive way, the lack of compelling official acronym for our political fund ensures that we explain it fully, 
creatively, and in a compelling and meaningful way to members.

Example. One way of integrating COPE into the union 
is to publish the impact of COPE in all of the union’s 
communications. Stories about COPE, profiles of COPE 
contributors, political victories and calls to action can all 
be included in:
•	� Bargaining communications—bargaining surveys, 

bargaining updates; and
•	� Internal Communications—newsletters, notices, 

Web site (follow legal requirements) and e-news to 
members, worksite meetings, steward trainings and 
conferences, bargaining conferences, parties and social 
functions.



SEIU—Wellstone Action	 34

From “Quota” to “Commitment.”

One key element of COPE language all locals can adopt is referring to the amount each local raises as the 
“COPE Commitment” rather than the “COPE Quota.” Quota, as the anti-affirmative action movement has 
learned and manipulated to its advantage, has negative connotations for most people as an unfair, arbitrary num-
ber. A person makes a “commitment”—a quota is “imposed” from the outside. (There is a reason that National 
Public Radio and similar organizations call contributions “pledge commitments,” not “quotas.”) 

Similarly, referring to COPE as an “obligation” or to “COPE standards” sets up similar and unnecessary barriers. 
We can’t expect members to be committed to the union’s political program if they feel that they are being asked 
to give to meet some external “quota,” “standard,” or “obligation” set by someone else, or numbers for numbers 
sake. People don’t contribute to meet someone else’s goal, rather they join with union sisters and brothers from 
every local to build political power for themselves. 

Just as locals are asking members to make commitments to COPE, locals as institutions are make commitments 
to their union and to their members by organizing and raising COPE dollars. In both cases, we are working to 
realize the commitment we have made, not to meet a quota. 

Building Workplace Communications Structures 
Worksite communications and leadership development.

Building an effective communication structure is the backbone for stronger contracts, more member involve-
ment and buy-in, a stronger union, and a more effective COPE program. Ultimately, staff organizers alone 
cannot do all of the work that needs to be done—nor should they. 

A communications structure can be an effective organizing tool to:

•	 strengthen member-to-member and union-to-member communication;
•	� help mobilize members for important worksite actions, rallies, contract surveys, legislative work, grievance 

and workplace issues, and political events; and
•	help identify and develop new leaders.

Our goals for COPE fund-raising are substantial, but time is our most limited resource. To maximize our 
impact and to work most effectively and efficiently, we can employ the tools of mapping and charting to assist 
with COPE. These tools help us track how members are already organized, both formally and informally, how 
member-to-member communication naturally takes place—and how organizers and worksite leaders can iden-
tify, work with, and develop the natural leaders who already exist in every workplace. 

The basics of mapping/charting.

•	� Break down the facility by work area. A work area is the natural and small unit of elbow-to-elbow contact 
within work places. The kitchen is not a work area. Salad makers are a work area. 

•	� Divide the members by work area. Member names are written down on a large chart or a small, hand-held 
8½ × 11-size paper for carrying around—or both.

•	� Identify leaders within each area. That doesn’t mean, necessarily, the member who is most pro-union or 
the member who identifies herself/himself as the “leader.” It means the members who others follow, for 
better or worse, or the person who is willing to take the time to actually talk with co-workers.
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While some organizers distinguish between the terms “charting” (following management’s organization of 
departments, shifts, locations, and “mapping” (the natural organization created by workers themselves), both are 
ways of describing a tool to capture the networks of workers in each jobsite to assist the organizer in identifying 
and assessing members. Just as titles can get in the way of doing the work, making cumbersome distinctions 
between charting and mapping can get in the way of the task at hand, which is to figure out how best to com-
municate with workers, at the worksite, on a person-to-person basis. 

Using mapping and charting as an organizing opportunity.

The important thing to remember about creating 
a decent and helpful worksite map/chart is that 
it is also an organizing opportunity. It requires 
conversations about who knows what about whom, 
just as new member organizing, and is an excuse to 
have conversations with workers about how their 
worksite/life is structured. The staff or member 
organizer can begin by asking stewards to help create 
the workplace chart/map (e.g. help to identify who 
works where and who knows who, who is a natural 
leader and who has capacity and could be groomed). 
This is an easy way for an organizer to initiate 
conversations and to start building relationships and 
identifying worksite leaders.

Here are two simple examples of a worksite map/
chart —the chart is more structural and may be 
easier to track data with, while the map is more 
visual. 

Coding and using the chart. 

Workplace charts should be in every organizer’s office, just as 
every new member organizer has a chart of the workplace they 
are organizing. This is for simple and easy reference. How you 
track who does what is up to you. One common way of track-
ing is using different colors. What you color code depends on 
the information being captured. For COPE, you may want to 
highlight all members who have volunteered for an electoral 
phonebank or doorknock, members who have given to COPE in 
the past, members who attended a lobby day, etc. Color-coding 
makes it easy to look at the chart and see where the COPE 
participation is strong and where more conversations are needed. 

Sample Workplace Map:

Sample Workplace Chart:
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Some locals like to put phone numbers and addresses right on the chart to keep all of their information in one 
area.

Information mapping and charting can capture:

•	where members work, location, shift, job class
•	who they work with
•	who people respect/listen to (“leaders”)
•	� something to indicate the level of activity in the union (attendance at trainings, involvement in actions, 

petition signer, etc.)
•	� something to indicate the level of interest in politics (COPE contributor, have signed voter registration card, 

interested in phonebanking, passed around an article about a legislative issue, etc.)
•	membership status (member, nonmember, fair share payers, probation, etc.)
•	 employment status (full time, part time, temporary, on call, etc.)

◆	Every member: their name, location, shifts, job classification
◆	Membership or fair share status
◆	New members and/or new employees
◆	Where stewards are, where they aren’t
◆	Level of activity (of worksite leaders and members)
◆	Training status (which stewards or other worksite leaders are attending/have attended)
◆	Contact information (phone, e-mail, address, what else?)
◆	� Who belongs to the Contract Action Team, are Member Political Organizers, Stewards and/or other 

member leaders.

Of course, this level of detail cannot be recorded on a paper chart (on the organizer’s wall) and needs to be 
recorded in a database designed to record such contacts (see the “Tracking the Data” Page 53). You may also 
wish to record more “organic” information, such as who eats lunch with whom, who takes breaks with whom, 
who waits at the bus stop together or who takes smoke breaks together, who organizes the night out and who 
goes, natural leaders—whether or not they think of themselves as such, etc. This is oftentimes more difficult to 
record but such relationships are nonetheless important to note in some fashion.

Developing a communications structure off of a map/chart.

Once you have mapped/charted your workplace and identified workplace leaders or contacts, you can develop a 
simple worksite communications structure that is based on “delivering mail” or having workplace conversations. 
This is based on breaking the workplace into work areas that have natural affinity (the easiest is by geography) 
and identifying a workplace contact/coordinator for each work area. Ideally, there should be less than 20 people 
that each contact/coordinator is responsible for, otherwise the job gets to be too big and the likelihood of the 
person saying “yes” to the responsibility dramatically lessens. 

Building an effective worksite communications structure takes time up front, time that oftentimes organizers 
are sorely lacking. But it is one of the most effective ways to build worksite leadership and infrastructure—it is 
hard for members to say “no” to delivering mail. Over time, this structure can develop into a very effective way 
to communicate during contract fights, survey members on important issues, communicate information about 
pending legislative, electoral or workplace issues, and to raise COPE dollars. The entire communication struc-
ture is built upon face-to-face worksite conversation.
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The task matters—not the title.

Titles can be intimidating. Accountability and a clear understanding of roles and responsibility is critical to the 
success of any program. But while responsibility and accountability are important, we can also box ourselves 
in (and box members out) with labels and titles and acronyms. While they provide ease in internal staff com-
munications, they have the potential to actually limit members’ participation. Many members, for instance, will 
phonebank, canvass, contribute to COPE, attend candidate interviews and lobby days and recruit other mem-
bers to do the same. Some of them, however, would not call themselves “Member Political Organizers” (MPOs) 
nor would they sign up to be MPOs, even though they would sign up to engage in all of the activities we associ-
ate with the title. 

Likewise, being a worksite contact—talking to workers, delivering union communications, helping organizers 
and stewards—is much less threatening than being a “worksite coordinator,” or “steward,” which sounds like 
a lot of responsibility and work. The work still gets done, it’s just done by the “contact person” rather than the 
“coordinator” or “steward.”

Data tracking. 

Formalized data tracking (mapping/charting and electronic/databases) is also important in a world of limited 
time, resources and an unlimited amount of demands and priorities. Most organizers keep data in their heads 
or in personal systems they have developed. This can work for individual organizers in the short term, but there 
are limits to everyone’s ability to retain the extensive and highly-detailed level of data necessary, and if organizers 
leave the union, the data in their heads and in their personal notebooks leaves with them. Part of building long-
term power is capturing data on charts and electronically which ensures that campaigns and organizing continue 
after organizers leave or change assignments. 

Sample Worksite Communications Grid Communications structure model
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Charts are fluid and need to be updated. 

Workplace charts and maps are only as useful if they are accurate. The process of filling them out often involves 
tracking down many people we didn’t know were members and removing those people who’ve left, gone on 
leave, changed work assignments, or ceased being leaders. Leaders should be taught to chart and to enlist other 
activists to help. Charting can be used as an initial ‘test’ of workers who may become more involved in the 
future. The process of charting and keeping charts updated also pushes worksite leaders to be in touch with 
members (and nonmembers) in their area.
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IV. COPE “Best Practices” Toolkit

Following are lessons gleaned from successful COPE organizing and fund-raising programs from around the 
country.

Making the Case for COPE
Tying COPE to our mission. 

People voluntarily contribute money to organizations, whether the American Red Cross, their local humane 
society or their grandchild’s Girl Scout troop because they believe in the organization’s mission and believe that 
giving to that organization will benefit themselves or others in a way that reflects and reinforces their values. 
Because of this, we need to tie our COPE fund-raising to the mission of SEIU:

The Case Statement. 

Staff and members signing others up for COPE must understand why they are doing what they are doing. In 
fund-raising, this is called the “case statement.” The local leadership, political director and MPOs/political 
committee members can craft a “case statement” so that everyone understands why COPE is a key part of the 
union’s organizing. This is not a flier, but rather the background, the reasoning, which helps create a common 
understanding among member leaders and staff about why they are contributing and asking others to contribute 
to COPE. In political and other organizing campaigns this is considered part of message development—i.e. 
What are we saying? Why is it important? Why does it matter?

Questions that will need to be answered to create the “case”:

•	How does COPE fit in to SEIU’s mission and to the local union’s mission? 
•	Why does the union need a political program? 
•	What does the political program do?
•	� How does the political program and voluntary political dollars build power, help members win stronger 

contracts, change people’s lives?
•	Who is “in charge” of COPE?
•	What are members’ roles and responsibilities in the process? Staff ’s?
•	History—what have we used COPE for in the past? What have we achieved?
•	How much have we raised? What is our goal to raise?
•	How will we do it?

Fundamentals of a COPE Fund-raising Plan
The first thing we need to get started is a realistic fund-raising plan that will become the guide for how we 
intend to reach the COPE commitment. What do we need to do? How do we start to figure out how we can 
reach our goals? Who will be responsible for raising the commitment? How will we hold people accountable? All 
of these are questions that a good fund-raising plan will answer.

SEIU’s mission: We are the Service Employees International Union, an 
organization of more than 1.8 million members united by the belief 
in the dignity and worth of workers and the services they provide and 
dedicated to improving the lives of workers and their families and 
creating a more just and humane society.

SEIU’s mission: We are the Service Employees International Union, an 
organization of more than 1.8 million members united by the belief 
in the dignity and worth of workers and the services they provide and 
dedicated to improving the lives of workers and their families and 
creating a more just and humane society.
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Setting and meeting goals. 

Below are some key elements of putting together a COPE fund-raising plan (see the COPE Fund-raising Plan 
Worksheet in the Appendix, Pages 95–98). The plan starts with the overall goal, called the COPE Commitment. 
This is the dollar amount and the number of members needed to reach a benchmark percentage of participation. 

Under this overall local COPE fund-raising goal, your plan needs subgoals for different events, activities, and 
local staff, leaders and officers. Although it is easier (and therefore tempting) to simply take the overall COPE 
goal and divide it by the number of staff or union leaders to arrive at individual goals, such goals seldom have a 
basis in the actual situation in the field, and may lead to unnecessary frustration, resistance, and even failure.

While setting benchmarks and subgoals for meeting your local’s COPE commitment, your plan should take 
into consideration the differences between bargaining units’/worksites’ contract strength, whether the contract 
has COPE check-off in it or not (it is harder to sign up without), the history of the bargaining unit (e.g. Recent 
decertification attempt? Change in leadership? Strike?), and the political issues that directly affect a particular 
group of workers (e.g. needlestick protections for health care workers), and the variations between large work-
sites vs. small and large geography vs. small. Many of these specific issues are addressed below in the “Making a 
Campaign fit a Local” section (Pages 50–53).

The goal then needs to be broken into how much can be expected to be raised from each source (see the fund-
raising worksheet attached to the manual in the appendices). It is very desirable to use multiple sources to reach 
the local’s COPE commitment. This is a fundamental rule of fund-raising—do not put all of your eggs in one 
basket. Or, diversify and grow. Your fund-raising plan should include the following types of event or activity 
sources for raising money. Each of these should have the amount of dollars expected to be raised. Each should 
then also include the actual activities: (1) what they are; (2) when they will happen; (3) who is responsible for 
making it happen; (4) the budget and/or materials necessary to make it happen. Collectively, all of these sources 
will become your plan for raising the local’s COPE commitment (see the COPE Fund-raising Worksheet in the 
Appendix, Pages 95–98). 

When developing your fund-raising plan, consider multiple possible sources for raising COPE dollars, including:

•	Reach Every Member Census
•	Contract ratifications
•	Lobby Days
•	Worksite meetings
•	Stewards’ trainings
•	Stewards’ conferences
•	Union committees (e.g. L/M, social, economic justice, civil rights, COPE)
•	Local social events (e.g. holiday parties, recognition events, etc.)
•	New member orientations
•	Worksite one-on-ones—member asks
•	Worksite one-on-ones—organizer asks
•	Candidate interviews
•	Phonebank and Canvass Blitzes 

How will we achieve these goals? First, establish the timeline. The plan goes from day X to day Y. (e.g. What is 
your deadline to meet your COPE commitment? One year? Two years?). Then, using the attached fund-raising 
worksheet, start listing all of the activities, events and actions where COPE asks will be made during the period 
of time your plan covers. Note: Plans should also provide for numbers to grow in the succeeding years.
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The numerical goals for each type of COPE ask will need to be decided according to the local’s capacity (Where 
are they in terms of their political program and member engagement?), the local’s internal calendar (contract 
bargaining, steward conferences, etc.), the political calendar (legislative sessions, local elections, etc.), the number 
of staff, current contributors, current number of members who can sign up other members, etc. 

Fashioning an Effective COPE Ask
There is no one way to ask for COPE.

There isn’t a one-size-fits-all script for a COPE ask. COPE asks, while planned in many cases, often rise naturally 
in the context of a conversation. After identifying and assessing a member to be very interested and invested 
in the local’s campaign for affordable health care, an organizer/fellow member can ask the member about her 
willingness to sign a postcard, come to a phonebank, give to COPE, or all three. The conversations will help the 
member understand the connection between her interest and the actions being asked of her.

Sample Approach to a COPE Conversation.

•	 Introduction—Why you are having the conversation now.

•	Problem/Solution—What does the member care about? How can COPE help? Why the urgency?

•	� Ask—Make the connection and ask for the contribution. The COPE ask itself, like the ask to sign the card 
or to make calls, must be:

◆	� Clear—Will you sign up to make voluntary contributions to our union’s political fund?
◆	� Specific—Will you sign up to contribute $5 per month which will be deducted from your paycheck 

every month?

•	� Wait—After the ask, the organizer patiently and silently waits for an answer. The member may have more 
questions—What does COPE stand for? How is this part of the campaign? Can I think about it?—ques-
tions which the organizer should answer. Then, the organizer asks again and waits again.

•	� If the answer is “no”—Alternative Ask—If not COPE, then what? Volunteering? Signing a petition? 
Giving some information? Anything that starts a path toward taking some action that addresses the person’s 
interests.

•	 If the answer is “yes”—Instructions—The different ways to contribute. (This may also be part of the ask). 

•	Thank you—This is so important (more in “Giving Recognition,” Page 43).

An additional explanation about “what exactly is COPE?” may be necessary, such as “COPE is different, separate 
from dues. It is a voluntary fund made up of contributions from members. It is part of our issue-based, member-
driven political program and it helps us make our voices heard and elect pro-workers candidates and hold 
politicians accountable.”

Creating a sense of urgency in the ask.

Natural disasters and large scale crises where people are in immediate danger or are suffering create a sense of 
urgency to act, to donate, or to do something to alleviate suffering and try to help. Aid organizations receive 
unsolicited outpourings of financial donations in these situations because the average person just “gets it,” and 
understands why s/he needs to help and why s/he needs to help immediately. 

Most electoral, legislative or issue campaigns won’t elicit this kind of spontaneous urgency, regardless of the skill 
of the organizers or the crafting of the message. There are exceptions: Some political campaigns, while not as 
heart-wrenching as the suffering of communities hit by hurricanes or bombs, have a different kind of urgency 
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that many people can feel on a gut level. The 2004 presidential election, in many ways, had this weight of crisis, 
of momentousness for many people that had never before felt that way about voting. Realistically, however, most 
elections and most political issues won’t carry that weight for most people. 

How, then, do we create a sense of authentic urgency and of compelling need to build our program and raise 
COPE dollars as a part of it? Some issues, such as immediately pending legislation (Congress’ efforts to overturn 
overtime laws, and state legislative efforts to freeze wages or repeal worker safety laws are good examples) will 
motivate some members. Being in the thick of a contract campaign, on strike or in the heat of some other fight 
will be the best time to ask them about COPE. Often, though, we need to make COPE asks when there aren’t 
necessarily big issues pending at that moment. Those conversations and asks require discussions of past political 
campaigns, successes and losses as well as future threats, proactive campaigns and other issues that relate to the 
members’ values and interests. Once again, this reinforces the importance of building relationships with mem-
bers over the long term so members see COPE and politics as part of everything the union does.

Creating Effective Materials
OK. So there is no magic rap. There is no silver bullet flier that meets every SEIU member’s interests and needs. 
There are no “perfect” materials that will jump off the break room table or the union bulletin board and sign 
members up for COPE. That doesn’t mean that materials and message are not important. Below are some tips 
for designing materials and using them effectively (see the Appendix, Pages 111–127 for sample materials).

Fliers.

Printed materials such as fliers are helpful tools to assist in conversations. Key: to assist in conversations, not to 
substitute for them. They should be simple, cohesive, specific and member-focused. They also need to be brief, 
compelling, and intriguing, using real members and real stories. The union shouldn’t overdeliver in written 
materials or verbal communications. (“If you give to COPE, we will pass universal health care legislation.”) 
Photos of members who give, along with their job titles, worksites and actual quotes about why they give speak 
volumes. Glossy isn’t necessary.

It is important to put materials in the languages that members speak. If a large number of workers are non-
English speaking, all COPE materials should be translated into Spanish, Russian, Somali, Polish, or whatever 
language is necessary. This is both a matter of practicality and respect. 

Members know how to talk with each other.

Member’s stories can be part of actually building COPE and communicating why fellow members should give. 
We can create COPE fliers as part of a member-to-member campaign, having members share their own stories 
and using those in COPE materials. This can be done through one-on-one conversations or small, informal 
focus groups. Members themselves will then come up with how to talk with other members, which fosters lead-
ership development, and is an effective way to communicate. It tells the member that s/he is being “heard” and 
what s/he is saying about his/her values and interests is being reflected back in his/her union’s communications. 
This builds trust that these conversations are worth the time.

COPE Cards: Keep them simple and legal.

COPE cards are important because they formalize and authorize the member’s contribution and the information 
they contain and capture is legally required, such as regulations about federal PAC money, the member’s signa-
ture, etc. The cards, in and of themselves, however, do not actually recruit anyone to contribute. Slick graphics 
and glossy paper won’t sign up any more members because the point at which the card is signed, the member has 
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already said “Yes.” Therefore, COPE cards need only to be useful, simple and legally compliant (see Section VI: 
“Keeping it Legal,” Pages 57–58). 

Different cards will be needed for different forms of giving –authorization for check-off, bank draft, pledge for a 
check, etc. Cards will also need to be in the languages that members speak and read.

Giving Recognition 
Thank-yous are follow-up.

Like other forms of organizing, follow-up is critical. Recognition of COPE contributions is a part of organizing 
follow-up, like delivering fliers, following a grievance, and updating someone’s phone number in the database. 
Signing a member up for COPE is not complete without recognition. 

A union is different than other organizations. We believe that participation in our union is in people’s own 
self-interest; oftentimes giving resources in one’s own self-interest is not seen as something to be thanked for. At 
a phonebank, the member who is volunteering will get food, camaraderie, and a sense of satisfaction in complet-
ing 100 dials, etc. When a member gives to COPE, there is less of that immediate gratification. 

And again, while money is a renewable resource, it is one that most of us are hard-wired to hang onto. To most 
people, giving up their hard-earned dollars without something immediate in return (i.e. something they pur-
chase) is a big deal to them. And it is important to note that even when we purchase something at the grocery 
store, the cashier thanks us, despite the fact that we are directly paying for a tangible item. Think of your own 
work. Even while many of us are paid for our work, how do we feel when we receive a thank you from a supervi-
sor, a colleague, or a member? 

Thank-yous are both practical and the right thing to do. They are practical because they motivate people (and 
may even motivate a person to do or give more). They are a tangible reward and recognition for an exchange that 
has taken place—in this case, voluntary money for access to collective political power. They are the right thing 
to do because they also confirm the member’s commitment to the union and the union’s political program, and 
they remind her/him of that commitment and recognize her/him for that. It is about building a community of 
respect and mutual recognition. 

Personal recognition: The COPE “thank-you.”

A written COPE thank you needs to be sent to every COPE contributor. It should: 

•	� Be immediate—ideally mailed to the member’s home within 72 hours (or, if that is not possible, certainly 
no more than one week) of the member signing a COPE card 

•	� Be personal (Dear Maria, not Dear Member)—This is easily done electronically, with a mail merge.

•	� Be hand-signed in blue ink (so it doesn’t look photocopied) by the local president and a member leader 
(chair of COPE committee, chief steward, whoever is most appropriate in the local). 

•	� Be specific and up to date—“Thank you for signing up to contribute $2 per pay period to COPE. …We 
are currently enlisting the support of politicians to help us pass House Bill XYZ to lower health care costs. 
Your contribution will…” 

•	� Include an invitation to the next COPE committee meeting, candidate endorsement interviews or other 
activity. (While these will not actually recruit someone to attend, they will help connect the person’s contri-
bution to action steps s/he can choose to take.)
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The thank you can also include some small gift that is inexpensive to mail (bumper stickers or other stickers 
work well) and the most up-to-date political flier or newsletter. It does not have to be elaborate. Think of how 
many of us proudly wear the “I Voted” stickers on Election Day.

Public recognition for COPE contributions.

After the thank you is sent, the recognition of the member’s commitment must continue and be integrated into 
the cultural life of the union. Here are some examples:

•	� Wall of fame—Hang a list of all local union COPE contributors at the union office (update regularly) in a 
prominent place. Members (and staff ) will look for their own names and the names of people they know. It 
is both public recognition to reinforce the member’s commitment and helps build momentum and “criti-
cal mass”—people want their name on the wall. This will work, even in locals with significant numbers of 
contributors—your font will be smaller, but the effect the same.

•	� Communications—Every newsletter, worksite flier, bargaining survey/update, annual report, worksite bul-
letin board. etc. should include a list of the newest contributors; perhaps updated each month. Again, folks 
will look for their names and the names of people they know. Ideally, members should be listed by name 
and worksite. (See also information about creating fliers and materials.)

•	� Thermometer—A thermometer is a simple, visual tool that can help members and staff track progress 
of COPE contributions and build momentum. It’s best paired with a list of contributors and needs to be 
updated very regularly as contributions come in. Localwide thermometers tracking the local’s COPE com-
mitment reinforce that it is a group effort and everyone is responsible for success. They can be quite simple: 

 

It can also track both total number of contributors as well as money raised to date, such as the double 
thermometer above.

•	� Events—Conferences, meetings, trainings, celebrations, etc. are great venues to recognize COPE contribu-
tors in a “public” way. Special name tags (a different color or with a special sticker) for COPE contributors, 
special workshops or a COPE contributor-only social event tacked on to a stewards’ conference, or an extra 
tchotchke do three things: 

1)	Create a “buzz” that is part of building a COPE culture
2)	Recognize and thank the contributors
3)	�Encourage other members to become contributors—the COPE visibility at the event being one of the 

layers of contact and also a spark for conversation between members to talk about COPE

•	� Prizes/Awards—While a prize is not a substitute for a values-based COPE commitment, it is a nice 
acknowledgement and part of culture-building (and branding). Prizes distributed at events to the member 
who signs up the most fellow members or to a member who has helped build the program in some other 
significant way reinforce to both the individuals and the group that the union values her work and the 
COPE program. 
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The prizes need not be expensive (an SEIU bag, hat, button, or pen are fine), but should be given with 
thought and with special recognition for an individual’s significant efforts, such as the member who signs 
up the most other members for COPE in a given period. Recognitions such as certificates presented at large 
gatherings—Member Political Organizer of the Year, for example—cost little but can mean a lot to both the 
recipient and inspire those in the audience.

Making it Easy to Give
As discussed earlier, one of the strengths religious institutions have in raising money is their institutional open-
ness to different forms and levels of giving. The same can be said of many charities, such as foodbanks, which 
gratefully accept cans of food, big checks or dollar bills. The more open our locals are to different forms and 
levels of giving, the wider and deeper the pool of potential contributors. (See sample COPE sign-up cards in the 
Appendix, Pages 115–126.)

Check-off/Payroll deduction.

Check-off in many ways is the easiest, most efficient, least resource-intensive (especially when done on a large 
scale) and most ideal way for members to contribute to COPE. It requires the least action on the member’s 
part—all they have to do is sign a card, and the local takes care of the rest. Also, most people don’t notice the 
contribution after the initial payroll deduction and are likely to continue the deduction/contribution for years. 

There are some challenges/considerations with check-off because employers play a role in its administration: 

1.	�The union local’s administrative staff must be assigned and trained to work with employers to administer 
COPE and prepared to work with potentially resistant employer staff; 

2.	�Depending on the size and willingness of the employers, COPE systems can traditionally transfer funds (by 
a check) or electronically transfer the money, and the local must be equipped for both; and

3.	�Check-off can be difficult to bargain into contracts where employers dig in and want to fight the efforts of 
a union’s political program or the union’s power generally, and it’s not an easy issue to rally the members 
at bargaining time. No one will strike over check-off in bargaining units where members have yet to see a 
connection between their working lives and politics. Certainly it won’t be an issue they care about as much 
as other contract issues.

Be sure to check with your local Area Political Director to see if there are any laws in your state that impact 
COPE check-off.

Bank draft.

Bank draft (also called ACH) is another way for members to give monthly and on an on-going basis. This is an 
alternative to check-off if check-off has not yet been bargained into contracts. Even when it has been bargained, 
some members may not want to participate in payroll deduction for whatever personal reason or preference. 
With a bank draft, members provide a voided check or savings account slip and their authorization to the union 
for their contributions to be debited from their bank account and transferred to the local’s COPE account on a 
set day each month, just as many people do with car insurance, etc.

It is important to note that a local is responsible for putting a bank draft system in place and maintaining it 
administratively through their bank. There are costs involved for the local, including set-up fees and per trans
action fees, typically. Note: It is most cost-effective and administratively easiest to run the transactions only once 
per month, rather than having members pick the date. 
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There are some challenges to signing up members using this option. Members may not carry their checkbook 
to work or to union meetings or may not have a bank account at all. This type of contribution is “felt” in one’s 
pocketbook more obviously than payroll deduction which is taken out before it reaches the member’s bank 
account. However, where check-off does not yet exist in a contract, this is a decent option. As with check-off, 
members must give written notice to discontinue giving.

Check, cash, and money orders.

While we may prefer check-off for its conveniences, monthly guarantee of funds and longevity of contributions, 
other giving options allow members to participate who don’t have check-off or aren’t willing to give via bank 
draft. These include giving by check, cash (no more than $50 in cash, per legal requirements) or money order. 

These options are certainly more time and administratively intensive than check-off and bank draft; therefore, 
plans and systems must be in place to record and track pledges and contributions and necessary follow up. 
Pledge cards, like COPE cards, which include the legal COPE authorization language and member’s signature 
allow the member to sign up at work or at union functions like other members, but follow up is necessary to 
ensure the member sends/hands in her contribution. Postage-paid envelopes help aid this, along with a thank 
you letter reminding her of her commitment and a copy of the card she signed. It also requires quick follow 
up by the organizer and follow up tracking and then asks quarterly, annually, etc. depending on the member’s 
pledge. 

Choices matter—How much can a person give?

Whatever the member’s choice for how they give, they must also have choice in how much they give. Standard/
recommended contributions amounts should be encouraged, but any amount must be welcomed and appreci-
ated—both in legal terms (it is required) and because it reinforces that everyone can contribute, that $1 is 
a commitment as well as $50 or $100. Also, realistically, this helps locals successfully achieve a high level of 
member participation. We aren’t building our union if we automatically leave out folks who just can’t give the 
recommended amounts. Remember that no one is kicked out of church or frowned on for not using the official 
contribution envelopes or only putting a dollar in the plate. 

Most importantly, the union cannot legally mandate the contribution amounts. (This is explicit in the authoriza-
tion language required on COPE cards.) In some cases, certain employers such as Kaiser Permanente will limit 
the number of different contribution amounts they will allow for check-off, but members still have the option 
to give different amounts through means other than check-off. Even with this legal restriction, it is also in the 
union’s interest to welcome different amounts. 

While most people will tend to choose the most common, “suggested” amounts, most people will appreciate 
knowing they have a choice. Someone who contributes $5 year is still contributing, and that $5 may be a signifi-
cant contribution for her. For someone else, $100 may be significant. Both are voluntarily giving and committed 
to the program, regardless of the relative size of the contributions.

Note: Most people are most likely to check the second amount on a form. For example, if these are the COPE 
card options: 

___ $2    ___$5    ___$10 

Most people will choose the $5 option. This should be considered when making the fund-raising plan. 
Electronic data tracking will also allow you to track trends in giving to assist in creating the most successful 
contribution amounts over time.
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Moving people up.

Just as the most obvious and potentially easiest people to recruit to come to a canvass are often those who have 
volunteered before, those currently giving to COPE are the ideal candidates to “move up” in their giving. If 
properly recognized and continually engaged and moved to action, by increasingly deepening their commitment 
to and their role in building political power, current COPE contributors will then respond well over time if 
asked to increase their level of giving. Again, this “moving up” needs to be a personal ask. 

Oftentimes, a member increasing her/his COPE contribution is an indication of deepening commitment and 
the ask is appropriate in terms of leadership development. These members need to be recognized for their 
increased contribution. They can communicate their own commitment to other members about and encourage 
others to join them in giving.

Targeting—Being Strategic in our COPE Contacts
Targeting happens every day at a local, whether or not a “COPE drive” is happening. Organizers are building 
relationships, identifying potential stewards, Contract Action Team members, MPOs, and assessing workers 
throughout the course of their daily work. Because of this, few COPE asks actually need to be “cold” ones 
because organizers already know the first people they need to talk with about signing up. This is the payback for 
doing the organizing work—asking folks for COPE contributions from people you already know and think are 
likely to say “yes.”

Pick the low-hanging fruit first—but then go deeper because it’s not enough.

All locals—those starting with minimal numbers of contributors to those with years of significant COPE partici-
pation should reach out to their “base” or “low-hanging fruit” to build the foundation for COPE and maintain 
and grow COPE numbers. The base, who may especially appreciate the “insider”/team quality of becoming a 
COPE contributor, includes:

•	� Those members who love the union, the “Purple People” who are on board with the union’s program fully, 
regardless of the issue of the day, the political climate or what’s happening at their worksite

•	� Politicos—Members who are interested in politics outside of the union as well as within, those who are 
involved in a political party, who are precinct captains, who give to candidates on their own, who identify as 
“Progressives.”

These members, because of their predisposition to the union and to politics, are the most likely to respond 
positively (i.e. sign up for COPE) through a traditional blitz.

But rarely are there enough of these people, and even if there are, more is always better—and stronger. The next 
best members to target are those who have recently engaged in a particular campaign that has engaged them in 
the union, such as:

•	� Members who won a contract victory that included a political component, such as an elected official who 
spoke at their info picket or wrote a letter in their support to the workers’ employer.

•	� Members who were activated in a recent political victory, such as lobbying for and winning a specific piece 
of legislation or volunteering to pass a successful ballot measure or city resolution.

•	� New members, especially those who have directly benefited from political action when politicians have 
publicly engaged in their organizing campaign.



SEIU—Wellstone Action	 48

Moving members to become the askers.

Ultimately, the best people to ask members to sign up for COPE are other members. Members who do this 
important work will need to be contributors themselves, trained in assessment and identification conversations 
and the logistics of COPE (how check-off works, who is eligible to contribute, etc.) For new locals or locals 
with relatively new COPE programs, the COPE asks will initially be mostly staff-driven while the foundations 
program are being built. As those programs develop and in locals that already  have substantial COPE programs 
(and as newer programs become more extablished), energy, resources and time can be focused on identifying, 
developing and training a cadre of members who can and will sign up fellow members. Members in these roles 
will need on-going support from staff to encourage and ensure their success. Recognition of their important role 
is vital—one-on-one and publicly.

Stepping up as a leader, giving to COPE

Making a COPE ask to members who are stepping up as leaders, leaders have real followers, whether or not they 
see themselves as “leaders” is a broader ask than simply asking for a contribution; you are also about explaining 
how the person’s leadership is critical to the union’s ability to win for workers, how their co-workers look to 
them for guidance. These members may or may not be the most political members, but with conversation and 
development, they can understand why their COPE contribution will have broad implications. 

Just as it took conversations and deeper organizing to engage them in action and leadership, signing these emerg-
ing leaders up for COPE will require more work than with the Purple People and the Politicos.

Beyond the Blitz: COPE as Daily Union Work 
As the giving culture of the union is solidified, COPE will naturally become a part of every piece of the union’s 
work—worksite meetings, worksite visits, steward trainings and meetings, bargaining team and contract action 
team meetings, staff meetings, conferences, etc. These forums are all opportunities for conversations, for asks, for 
integrating COPE into bargaining, worksite organizing, external organizing, and the day-to-day life of the local. 

For example, monthly worksite meetings can have an ongoing agenda item during which a member reports 
about a political action, activity or update, and reminds members about what it means to them and how COPE 
makes it possible. 

Events. 

Contract ratifications, conferences, special trainings, lobby days, canvasses, phonebanks, and new unit organiz-
ing victory parties all offer excellent opportunities to talk about COPE. If pro-worker politicians speak at any of 
these events, having them talk about COPE reinforces that contributions to COPE can have real outcomes, i.e. 
electing pro-worker candidates who will stand with the members and fight for their issues.

These are most often group rather than individual asks because of the nature of the event. During this type of 
ask, people may sign up because others around them are doing so, and they may be moved by the spirit and 
excitement of the event and the COPE pitch. It’s good to prepare a member in advance who will commit to 
signing up at the event to get the ball rolling so that others will join in.

Raffles can be included in events to raise COPE money but they should be seen more as a part of culture build-
ing than a principal form of fund-raising. They are fun and they raise money, but should not be relied on as the 
key component of a local’s fund-raising plan. There are legal considerations involved with raffles, and ultimately 
they do not build a base of power any more than raising funds for schools through a lottery build a better educa-
tion system or stable education funding.



	 49� COPE

New members. 

New members can be asked for COPE at the same time they become members. As such, they are an exception 
to the otherwise necessary series of conversations that most members require before committing to become a 
COPE contributor. Both new members who have joined the union through an organizing drive, particularly 
when there was a political component to their campaign, and people who become new members through 
employment at an existing bargaining unit will be inclined to sign up for COPE as they are signing their appli-
cation for membership.

There may be a more or less formal new member orientation, depending on the bargaining unit, worksite and 
whether or not there is employer-paid time for it. It is usually possible to make a COPE group ask at an orienta-
tion (with larger employers). At other employers, one-on-one asks members “welcoming” their new co-worker to 
the union, which creates an opportunity for members to mentor new members. The important thing is to talk 
with new members about COPE as early as possible in their new employment.

COPE is part of everyone’s job description. 

COPE fund-raising needs to be added to job descriptions and expectations of staff, stewards, MPOs, executive 
board members, and other union leaders. As new people fill these roles over time, the expectation will be there 
from the beginning.

Reach Every Member (REM)—member census.

There is a role for concentrated, special unionwide COPE campaigns. These do not substitute for the integration 
of COPE into all aspects of the union, but they have a special role in creating a sense of excitement, something 
new (or an annual event), or creating a new direction (especially if a local does not have a history of COPE activ-
ity). One of the most effective campaigns is the Reach Every Member (REM) program.

Reach Every Member (REM) Census campaigns offer a good way to update member’s contact information, 
recruit and/or develop member leaders, run voter registration drives, run surveys or other data-gathering 
and offer a great “excuse” to talk about and sign members up for COPE (see the attached REM plans in the 
Appendix, Pages 95–101). 

The basic census asks for member data—name, address, phone, e-mail, job title/class, shift, worksite location, 
whether or not the member is matched to the voter file, etc. They also include a COPE sign-up form and collect 
some other data, such as one to three questions about the contract, interest in steward training, other issues that 
would be helpful for the local to identify. Be sure to include some questions that are nonpolitical to reach and 
engage the broadest audience possible. 

One sheet is printed per member and then broken out by worksite. Organizers and member leaders move these 
through worksites, asking members to update/complete their contact information, answer the questions, talk 
about and ask folks to sign up for COPE. 

Depending on the goals of the REM campaign, it can be unionwide (all at one time or over a period of months, 
though REMs should have a turn-in deadline no longer than three weeks from initial distribution to ensure 
their completion) or focused on specific bargaining units or worksites, “problem” worksites, or bargaining units 
that have an upcoming contract or political fight. Targeting these worksites/bargaining units should be part of 
putting together the political plan.
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Several considerations need to be taken into account when launching an REM campaign:

•	� Data entry. Who is responsible for entering the data when the census forms come back? What is the capa-
bility of the existing database to track the information collected?

•	� Making a plan. There needs to be a plan to move the census, and ideally this plan builds toward more than 
one goal (e.g. a contract campaign, or legislative fight). This way the work is not seen as an “add on” to staff 
but as part of building a larger campaign. 

•	� Training. Training people to use the census is critical, as is training for all aspects of an organizing program. 
Take the time to develop success. The payback will be much greater in the end.

Making a Campaign Fit a Local—Strategies to Overcome Challenges
COPE programs to meet individual local differences and nuances.

There is no off-the-shelf program that will fit each local. The fund-raising plan—from changing or strengthen-
ing the union’s fund-raising culture to materials to who drives the campaign (staff or member volunteers) will 
depend on the local union, its state, region, political climate, contract campaigns, etc. and where the local is in 
terms of capacity and commitment.

Those locals with an already solid COPE program have the opportunity to focus more on recruiting and 
mentoring members who will do COPE fund-raising. Locals starting more at the beginning will need to invest 
time and resources into building a foundation for long-term success. Building basic infrastructure takes time, 
and progress toward this is critical for any long-term success. The result of launching into a program guided by 
raising a number rather than building capacity and the infrastructure to sustain it is ultimately frustrating, and 
largely unsuccessful.

Private versus public sector.

Public sector workers will generally have some awareness that elected leaders have a great deal of power in 
deciding their wages, hours, and working conditions. Members as voters have the opportunity to elect their 
own bosses and use their role as someone in public service to advocate for adequately funded public services and 
public employee pensions. The connection of their day-to-day work life and COPE can be strong. That said, 
less direct but also important issues on the federal level might still take more conversations for a public school 
employee or local government worker.

On the other hand, private sector workers may initially feel a less direct connection to state or local political 
issues, but also may be more engaged with federal issues that affect a broad spectrum of workers, such as immi-
gration, overtime, Social Security, national health care issues, or civil rights issues. Or they may be connected to 
contract issues that relate to funding issues, e.g. Medicare and Medicaid funding for nursing home workers. 

In both cases, we need to help draw connections at all political levels, and work on and communicate about 
both proactive and defensive legislation/ballot measures. We must help members see that while legislation XYZ 
doesn’t affect them directly, its implications are huge—paycheck deception for public employees only, Medicare 
reform which affects seniors only, minimum wage which affects only lowest paid workers, and Social Security 
and pensions that may seem distant for younger workers. Again, this is why organizing conversations that get 
at member issues, interests and values are so important for the organizer in figuring out how to frame the indi-
vidual ask.

Michigan’s Local 517M (a public sector local) has successfully used the following in its COPE program: 
Leadership who submit lost time or travel expenses for their union work can contribute to COPE using their 
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reimbursement/expense vouchers. They hold regular dinners for COPE recognition where they use the opportu-
nity to re-sign members for check-off. And they use contract time to include COPE language.
 
Low-wage versus high-wage workers.

Reflecting the giving patterns by income in the United States mentioned earlier, lower wage workers may give 
at higher levels (both in numbers of contributors and in amounts given) than higher wage workers. There are 
many theories why lower wage workers have less to lose and more to gain; they more readily understand their 
fate as tied to collective solutions; they more acutely understand the power of money. But many locals will 
indeed find that those workers in lower pay classifications will be more likely to contribute to COPE with fewer 
contacts/conversations. 

Single member, small worksites.

We need to recognize that a lot of worksites, such as home care, single janitor buildings, child care and others, 
have one or two members. For the most part, a lot of conversations will have to be on the phone and at group 
meetings, not as much one-on-one in person (see the Appendix for “Tips for Reaching Home Care Workers,” 
Pages 112–114). 

Group asks can actually work well if you have a positive group and at least one person prepped to sign up. This 
gets other people to do so. Think of the contexts and opportunities to make these asks, e.g. contract ratification 
votes, informational meetings, holiday parties, etc.

New locals or new COPE programs.

New locals can start right in, creating their COPE fund-raising culture from the beginning. This has obvious 
challenges, but also opportunities: the benefit of having no history or attitudes of “life without COPE.” New 
externally organized units, if educated about politics and COPE as part of their organizing drive, come with a 
similar benefit. Organizers can take the opportunity to sign up these new members for COPE as the members 
are filling out their membership applications and attending their first meetings as new union members. 

During new organizing drives we can talk about COPE as an advantage of union membership so the union’s 
newest members already have basis of understand the links between organizing, bargaining, and politics. This 
is doable, especially since most organizing drives now involve politics (politicians signing on support letters 
and joining picket lines and rallies, workers’ rights boards, ballot initiatives to gain collective bargaining rights). 
This requires the inclusion of political information in fliers, meetings, and other communications with workers 
during the organizing drive. This also requires the external organizers to be as well-versed in politics as internal 
organizers, which is not always the case.

New COPE programs in locals that have previously done less work on COPE will take some time to get going. 
There may be old habits and attitudes to address. Sometimes key leaders have not bought into the importance of 
COPE, or perhaps they do not know how to get their arms around the task or develop an effective program. 

Initially reaching out to the “base,” the Purple People and the Politicos will help start the momentum. Changing 
culture takes time, of course, and because of that, the place to start will probably be with the base, changing 
language and materials, training staff, etc. Educating members about politics and COPE will take longer, as 
it may feel, especially to longtime members, that this is a new program (even a new “burden”) “coming out of 
nowhere.” 
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Locals coming out of difficult times—trusteeship, losing membership, dormancy—will need to put substantial 
resources of time and energy into working on and communicating with members about a number of campaigns 
(state legislative issues, federal issues, local ordinances, ballot measures, political support for contract fights) to 
show members that the local can and needs to do political work to build power for members. Engaging members 
on COPE first before this type of education and conversation with members has occurred will likely be much 
less successful. Engaging members on these campaigns first will be critical to members’ willingness to voluntarily 
contribute to COPE.

For locals with vibrant histories of activism and COPE giving, an increased COPE commitment can be seen 
as an opportunity to change and grow, to develop leaders and longtime members in a new way, and to develop 
activists as leaders in worksites that have not been as active. 

Noncitizens can still help. 

U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents can give to COPE; noncitizens cannot. This, however, does not 
mean that noncitizens cannot help out. While ineligible to contribute to COPE, they can contribute their time 
and other resources toward building the union’s political program—talking with members who are eligible to 
contribute and to vote and also participating in the array of other political activities. About how COPE fits 
into the larger picture of building political power is still worthwhile conversations to have with these members 
because they will hear about COPE throughout the local. They can see how their political actions combined 
with their co-workers’ contributions build power, and often they have a very direct interest in political decisions, 
e.g. immigration or health care benefits.

The employer hasn’t sent in the COPE check-off.

Your union has won COPE check-off but the employer hasn’t sent in the check to the local union. What now? 
First, congratulations for noticing. Careful tracking of your COPE sign-ups is key. If you are having a problem 
with this, congratulations, you at least are aware that your employers are delinquent! Some locals have imple-
mented systems to identify when the employers have not sent in employee contributions. A local in the Midwest 
automatically generates a letter to the employer inquiring about why the COPE funds have not been sent. When 
employers are violating the contract, it is important to enforce that contract, and filing a grievance would be 
your next step. To learn more about systems to track whether employers are sending COPE check-off, contact 
your APD or state council. 

Ongoing conversations and attrition. 

Once someone signs up to give to COPE, the “conversation” is not over. Work at keeping members engaged, 
remember why they give and continually tie their contribution to activities of the local and let them know how 
they can participate.

There will be natural attrition in every local. Airlines overbook by about 120 percent because they know from 
past experience that not everyone shows up—even if they buy a several hundred dollar ticket. Most fundraisers 
use the rule of 80 percent—80 percent of pledges do not result in a contribution. And most nonprofits only 
retain two-thirds of donors from year to year, even with strong, consistent fund-raising programs. 

Simply put, we need to recruit more COPE contributors than we think we’ll need, and we will need to continue 
recruiting. Because COPE is tied to union membership and therefore employment at a particular place and 
workers increasingly change jobs every few years, locals will necessarily lose a percentage of COPE contributors 
each month when people change jobs. Also, a certain number of members will drop their COPE because of 
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personal dissatisfaction with the union (their contract, a new organizer, a grievance lost) or a change in personal 
financial circumstance or other reason.

Locals with especially high attrition.

The average period of giving for bank draft donors (those who give monthly through automatic debits from 
checking or savings accounts) to nonprofit organizations and charities is seven years. Payroll deduction could last 
even longer, since people “feel” this gift less. However, a high incidence of members leaving their job or union 
could undermine this potential for long-term giving. With low-income workers who move from job to job more 
frequently than higher wage workers, this attrition will be more substantial. 

Tracking the Data
The key to running a successful COPE program—targeting, assessing, evaluating and adjusting it—depends on 
accurate data. Data tracking is critical but it need not be terribly complicated. There are several key elements 
that need to be recorded.

Tracking relationships/conversations.

Tracking data is key to building relationships, making assessments, and asks over time. With hundreds and 
thousands of contacts, proper data tracking is a necessity. Notes about conversations should be tracked, as well as 
members’ issues, interests, affiliations, etc. 

The best and most effective data tracking systems have the ability to record pledges (which members signed up 
to phonebank) and actions (who actually showed). Areas for notes with dates to track conversations are also 
essential. You must set up a system that is localwide so that each individual organizer does not have her/his 
own special codes that no one else can identify entering the data in a timely and useful fashion takes time. This 
administrative capacity needs to be built into internal organizing and COPE fund-raising plans.

Electronic tracking and databases.

Programs, such as Organizer’s Toolbox, allow for ready-made and extensive data tracking. However, COPE fund-
raising cannot wait for and does not hinge upon the ”perfect” data system. Many database programs currently 
used by locals, even Excel spreadsheets, will work for this. 

Tracking COPE sign-ups. 

Tracking contributor data is necessary for the legal filing requirements of COPE, to track progress and account-
ability and also to help illuminate where the local is being successful and where it may need more or different 
work. Data to track electronically:

•	Contributor’s name, ID number
•	 Job title
•	Worksite
•	Work area
•	� Shift (Codes as simple as Day, Swing, Graveyard will assist organizers in knowing when and how to contact 

members.)
•	Contribution amount 
•	Date of contribution authorization (or, in case of check, date of pledge and then date received)
•	Type of contribution—check-off, bank draft, check
•	Member’s assigned organizer
•	The person who did the actual ask—the organizer, a co-worker, steward, etc.
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•	� How the member signed up—worksite one-on-one, contract ratification, steward training, Reach Every 
Member, etc.

This will allow you to see trends—percentages of members who sign up at contract ratifications vs. worksite 
one-on-ones, which worksites have the least contributors, which times of the year are most successful asks taking 
place, etc.—and adjust your fund-raising plan as necessary. Tracking assignments and solicitors also helps in 
accountability.

Building Responsibility and Accountability into COPE
Any effective COPE program needs to take the particular challenges of the local and worksite into account, 
must be strategic in its long-term vision for building worker power, and accountable to specific and measurable 
benchmarks. 

What is progress and how do we determine it?

The big question is: What is progress? When do I know that I am making it? What are the standards to measure? 
Certainly, going from 0 to 100 is pretty huge. “Most improved” is also a valid measure of success and progress. 
How we track the more subjective and nonquantitative aspects of a campaign are harder to determine, but none-
theless important. How do we determine a “change of local union culture?” Or “A new commitment to COPE?” 
These forms of evaluation and accountability, like all good organizing, are ultimately grounded in relationships 
and conversations, this time between the local and the International.

Establishing and tracking assessment criteria for COPE organizing.

There are several key criteria that should be tracked and measured to assess both progress toward meeting a 
COPE commitment and for building union capacity (see Assessment Criteria in the Appendix, Pages 84–85). 
These measures include:

Meeting the local’s COPE commitment: Key measurements for monitoring a fund-raising program and for 
making strategic assessments and adjustments to that program.

•	 Total number of COPE dollars raised as a percent of COPE commitment
•	 Total number of COPE contributors as a percent of union membership giving
•	 Percent of membership on COPE check-off
•	 Average contribution per COPE contributor

Building the local’s membership capacity: Key measurements for monitoring an internal organizing cam-
paign and for making strategic assessments and adjustments to that program.

•	 Number of worksites mapped as a percent of total worksites
•	� Number of worksites with worksite leaders—contact people—communication structure as a percent of 

total worksites
•	 Number of MPOs and COPE captains (or their equivalent)
•	 Number of member volunteer hours/recruitments (from election tracking form)

Three additional criteria: 
•	� Number of COPE commitments obtained (broken out by those recruited by members and leaders vs. 

by staff )
•	� Number of member-to-member contacts vs. staff-to-member contacts (this will depend on current 

database capacity) 
•	 Number of times members received written communications from union (worksite vs. mail)
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Attached to this manual as Appendices are two grids that can help with assessment—Tool 1: Assessing Our 
Local Union’s COPE Political Program (which is a series of questions that can be used to systematically assess a 
political program as both building capacity and meeting a COPE commitment—Page 86) and Tool 2: Stages of 
COPE-Political Program Development (a series of benchmarks that can be used to measure a local union political 
program from “reactive” to “power-building”—Page 87). 
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V. Keeping it Legal

There are some very specific legal requirements involved with fund-raising for COPE. Please note that this 
section does not represent substantive legal counsel. Laws change regularly. Questions can be directed to 
John J. Sullivan in the SEIU Legal Department at 202-898-3465 or sullivaj@seiu.org.

Rules for SEIU COPE Fund-raising and the Handling of Contributions
SEIU and SEIU COPE may solicit union members, union executive and administrative personnel (who are not 
themselves represented by a union other than SEIU), and their families to contribute to SEIU COPE. 2 U.S.C. 
§ 441b(b)(4)(C); 11 C.F.R. § 114.6(b). In order to be eligible to be solicited for SEIU COPE, an executive or 
administrative staff person must be exempt from coverage under the FLSA, i.e., a salaried employee.

Unsolicited contributions may be received from any lawful source. 11 C.F.R. § 114.5(j). A member of another 
union or an SEIU staff person paid on an hourly basis may make an individual contribution to SEIU COPE or 
participate in an SEIU COPE fund-raising event, so long as they have not been specifically asked to contribute 
or participate. No contributions from employers should be accepted.
 
Neither SEIU nor SEIU COPE may knowingly solicit or accept a contribution to SEIU COPE from a foreign 
national, i.e., an individual who is not a citizen or lawful permanent resident of the United States, 11 C.F.R. 
110.20. “Knowingly” not only means having actual knowledge of the contributor’s status, but includes being 
“aware of facts which would lead a reasonable person to conclude that there is a substantial probability that the 
source of the funds solicited, accepted or received is a foreign national.” 11 C.F. R. 110.20(a)(4)(ii).

Any method used by a corporation to raise money for its own PAC, such as payroll deduction, must be provided 
to any union representing any employees of any branch of the corporation, at the union’s request and expense. 
2 U.S.C. § 441b(b)(6); 11 C.F.R. § 114.5(k).
 
The Federal Election Commission requires that the union include certain “disclaimers” in any written solicita-
tion for contributions to its political fund. These disclaimers include a statement that the contribution is vol-
untary, that it is not a condition of employment or membership in the union; that any suggested contribution 
amount is simply that, a suggestion, and that the individual is free to contribute more or less without fear of 
favor or prejudice, etc. SEIU has incorporated these disclaimers into a standard check-off authorization card 
which must be used for all SEIU COPE contributions made through check-off, unless an alternative card is 
specifically authorized by the SEIU Legal Department.

For each contribution that exceeds $200 annually, either by itself or when added to all previous contributions 
made by the contributor in the current year, the local union must collect and forward to SEIU COPE the fol-
lowing information for each contribution: the amount of the contribution; the date of receipt; the donor’s name 
and address; and, the donor’s employer. For individual contributions in excess of $50, the local union must 
collect and retain the following information for each contribution: amount of contribution, date of receipt and 
donor’s name and address. 11 C.F.R. 102.9 

Neither SEIU nor SEIU COPE may accept a COPE contribution in cash from a named contributor in excess of 
$100 or an anonymous cash contribution in excess of $50. 11 C.F.R. 110.4(c). An individual contributor may 
give up to $5,000 to SEIU COPE per year. 2 U.S.C. § 441a(a)(1)(C).
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All contributions of $50 or less shall be forwarded to SEIU COPE within 30 days of receipt. All contributions 
exceeding $50 must be forwarded to SEIU COPE within 10 days of receipt. “Forwarded” means placed in the 
mail, properly addressed and postage prepaid, to the SEIU COPE Treasurer in Washington, D.C. 11 C. F. R. 
102.8
All local union staff that handle or process SEIU COPE contributions should complete the online “Secretary-
Treasurers’ Training” found at the SEIU Web site, www.seiu.org.

Any questions regarding the legal requirements applicable to fund-raising for SEIU COPE should be directed to 
John J. Sullivan in the SEIU Legal Department at 202-898-3465 or sullivaj@seiu.org.
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VI. Training Curriculum on COPE Organizing

Below are three one-hour to one and a half-hour training modules for preparing field staff, MPOs, organizers, 
stewards, and other member activists who will be responsible for implementing the COPE as Organizing 
program.

This training curriculum is divided into three sections:

•	Organizing and Mobilizing (60 minutes)

•	Fundamentals of Fund-raising: Making the Ask (60 minutes)

•	Simulation Exercise: Practicing COPE Conversations and Assessments (60–90 minutes)

How to use the training modules.
The curriculum is designed so that each section builds off of the next. Mobilizing conversations make little sense 
without the context of finding common ground. This is the heart of organizing conversations, and the two types 
of conversations have a very different approach and aim. Ideally, the training program should be given in its 
entirety in a single day (see attached sample training agenda). 

However, this training can also be broken up sequentially and done over several sessions: e.g. a one-hour training 
on organizing conversations, followed with another one-hour training on fund-raising and mobilizing conversa-
tions, and a one-hour practice session on having a COPE conversation. As individual modules, each can be built 
into a steward training as an hour-long session, or a staff retreat, or even an executive board meeting.

How the modules are laid out.
These training modules are designed to be modified by trainers based on their own training preferences and 
needs. All trainers should study and learn the material before the training. Some trainers prefer to study and 
absorb the material before the training. then work off a very abbreviated outline that prompts recollection and 
highlights key concepts (see the abbreviated training outline that precedes each module). Other trainers prefer to 
train from main point to main point and think through the transitions of how you get from Point A to Point B 
and fill in the details based on their own experience. Still other trainers are more comfortable having a training 
outline that goes into much more depth and is scripted. 

There is no “right way” to train, nor is there a perfect training outline. We have tried here to address multiple 
training styles in the following modules. The expectation is that each trainer will modify the materials or high-
light the pertinent sections, so they work best with the trainer’s style. 

Each module begins with a shaded box that highlights the recommended flip charts the trainer should prepare 
before the training begins. These flip charts are referred to throughout the training module.

The earlier sections of this COPE manual provide a much more extensive background for understanding the 
overall COPE organizing program and the background behind the basic concepts of the training modules.  
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Sample training agenda

Building Our SEIU Power Through COPE

9:00–9:15	 Introductions/Review Agenda

9:15–10:00	 Why COPE? Why Politics Matter?
•	� Discussion/Brainstorm about how politics connects directly with the local: 

contracts, organizing efforts, political goals.

10:00–10:15	 Break

10:15–11:15	 Organizing versus Mobilizing
•	� Discussion and practice of intentional organizing 1:1 conversations and 

assessments as the foundation of all effective fund-raising and member 
mobilization.

11:15–12:15	 Fundamentals of Fund-raising
•	� Introduce the fundamentals of fund-raising: who gives, why, and how to 

make an effective “ask.”

12:15–1:15	 Lunch

1:15–2:45	 Simulation Exercise: Practicing COPE Conversations and Assessments 
•	� Practices the lessons of organizing and mobilizing conversations within the 

context of a worksite conversation.

2:45–3:00	 Wrap-up and next steps
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Module 1: Organizing and Mobilizing 
PREP (before the session begins):

1.	 Flip Chart: Write session purpose. 

Session Purpose 

•	� Discuss and demonstrate the relationship and differences between organizing 
conversations and mobilizing conversations 

•	� Emphasize the importance of genuine “conversation” and “listening” as  key organizer 
skills

•	� Discuss how to identify and assess a person’s issues, interests, values, capacity, and 
commitment

•	 Introduce the fundamentals of grassroots fund-raising

•	 Provide practical tips for a successful COPE conversation

•	 Practice asking for COPE contributions

2.	 Flip Chart: The difference and relationship between organizing and mobilizing.

Organizing and Mobilizing

•	 Organizing = Building relationships, capacity, and commitment

•	 Mobilizing = Motivating people to act on what matters to them

•	 Organizing + Mobilizing = Power

3.	 Flip Chart: The diagram and definitions for an organizing conversation.

Issues, Values, Interests, Capacity, Commitment

 
 

Draw out a stick person and label the following.

Issues (head) = what we work on/think about.

Values (heart) = our core principles that 
motivate us.

Interests (gut) = what our stake in an issue is.

Capacity (hands) = what resources we can 
offer (time, money, talents).

Commitment (feet) = our willingness to act; 
what we will do.
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Module 1: Organizing and Mobilizing

Abbreviated Outline
60 minutes total

I.	 Welcome and Overview (:05)

II.	 Why People Volunteer (:05)

a.	 How many of you are volunteering for an organization that is not the union?

b.	 Why do people volunteer? [Flip Chart]

III.	 Organizing versus Mobilizing (:05)

a.	 Organizing = building relationships over the long term

b.	 Mobilizing = motivating people to act on a common concern or toward some goal

c.	 Organizing + Mobilizing = Power

IV.	 Organizing Conversations (:10)

a.	 Intentional conversations: conversations with an agenda

b.	 [Flip Chart]

i.	 Issues = the things we work on

ii.	 Values = our core beliefs

iii.	 Interests = our stake in an issue: why it matters to us

iv.	 Capacity = what a person can offer (his/her skills)

v.	 Commitment = what a person will actually do (his/her actions)

V.	 Demonstrating a 1:1 Organizing Conversation (:35)

a.	 Trainer 1:1 Demonstration (:15)

i.	 Model 1:1 conversation; debrief; [HANDOUT]

b.	 Participants Practice 1:1s (:20)

i.	 Pair up: 5–7 minutes each person as organizer

ii.	 Debrief

1.	 What did you learn?

2.	 What questions worked best to open up a conversation?

3.	� How did the conversation change in “feel” from being the organizer compared to 
the person being organized?
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Module 1: Organizing and Mobilizing

Full outline
60 minutes total

I.	 Welcome and Overview (:05)
	 •	� Welcome participants as they arrive. Thank them for their hard work and dedication to building 

power for workers. Tell them a little about yourself:
i.	 Name
ii.	 Your union
iii.	 Your role in the union

	 •	 Have participants briefly introduce themselves
	 •	� Start with something like this: “We are here to talk about grassroots organizing and mobilizing, one of 

the cornerstones of building collective power. One of the key components of building our local’s power and 
our union’s power is our political program, which we call COPE (Committee on Political Education). 
COPE is called COPE because at its best and at its most effective, it is about political education—not just 
asking members for money—just as a union should be more than simply asking members for dues. Political 
education is grounded in organizing and in genuine conversations. So, in this training we will have several 
key goals that will help build a political education program that translates into building real worker power.”

	 •	 Review the Session Purpose as listed on the Flip Chart.

Transition—“Let’s get started”

II.	 Why People Volunteer (:05)
	 •	� Introduce: “A key thing to remember is that giving a contribution to COPE is a voluntary act (which 

is different than paying dues, or taxes which are not volunteered). So, to start, we want to step back 
from political fund-raising for a few minutes and begin with a more basic discussion about why people 
volunteer—for the union, or for anyplace.”

	 •	 Start with questions (ask for brief answers)—
i.	� How many of you are volunteering for an organization that is not the union? [have participants 

raise hands—Ask a few participants why they have volunteered. If the answer is that they do not 
volunteer because they are “too busy” because of their union work, suggest that this is the situation 
for many members—that they are too busy to volunteer for union work. This can be revisited as 
the training goes on.]

	 •	 Then ask participants: 
i.	� Why do people volunteer? [participants shout out answers and the trainer or a “volunteer” helps 

list them on the Flip Chart]

Note: Encourage participants to draw on their own experiences. Note their suggestions and be sure to 
include the following reasons for volunteering: 
•	 interested in the issue/candidate
•	 they were asked—

Note: stress the importance of making a direct ask: specific task, specific date/time.
•	 social outlet
•	 opportunity for a job
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Note: college/high school students will volunteer for class credit or young professionals will volunteer 
for experience or references.
•	 personal friendships

Note: get friends and family to do a mailing or phone calling together. 
•	 they like the recognition

Note: THANK THEM. Volunteers are not thanked unless they are thanked three times!!

Key Point: People volunteer because something matters to them.
People have all kinds of reasons why they volunteer, but ultimately people only volunteer because it matters to 
them. They get something out of it, something that makes it more important than all of the other things that 
crowd into their lives.

Transition—“Let’s talk a little bit about how we get to know what matters to folks—what 
motivates them. This is all about building relationships.”

III.	 Organizing versus Mobilizing (:05)
	 •	� Introduce: “In the labor movement we often focus on mobilizing people: for example, we need 15 

people for a picket line, we need 50 people for a rally, we need “x” people for this action or that one. 
We need you to contribute “x” dollars to COPE. Do the bodies always show up? Do the people always 
contribute? 

[Note: these are questions that are only meant to get people to think of all the times people haven’t 
shown up or haven’t contributed to COPE.] 

“And when they don’t show up or don’t give, we blame members for not caring or being apathetic, or blam-
ing the staff for not working hard enough, for simply not caring. How attractive is blame for a potential 
volunteer?

Before focusing on how to “mobilize” people we need to talk a bit about how we organize them.

	 •	 Show prepared Flip Chart with definitions of mobilizing and organizing.
a.	� Organizing = building relationships over the long term with people to get to know them and find 

common ground; building commitment and leadership.
b.	� Mobilizing = motivates people to act on their commitment toward some specific action (e.g. a 

demonstration, or to vote, or to contribute to COPE)
	 •	 The most effective mobilizing is done through the most personal connection.

	 •	 Rule: The more personal the connection, the more effective.
c.	� Organizing + Mobilizing = Power (Organizing without mobilizing creates great friendships; 

mobilizing without organizing doesn’t build power)

Key Point: Mobilizing is the end result of good organizing.
We cannot effectively mobilize people if we do not know what matters to them and what motivates them. 
This is the hard and long-term work of good grassroots organizing. The key to both effective mobilizing and 
organizing is building good relationships.
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Transition—“When we talk about relationships in organizing we are talking about 
intentionally trying to get to know someone and figure out what motivates them—what 
are the person’s issues, interests and values? What can they do (their capacity) and what are 
they willing to do (their commitment)?”

IV.	 Organizing Conversations (:10)
	 •	 �Introduce: “We’ve already said that people (we) only volunteer 

for something when it matters to us. The trick to good organizing 
is to figure out ‘what matters’ to the person and then make the 
link between what we want someone to do (volunteer, doorknock, 
contribute to COPE) and what matters to them.”

	 •	� Use the prepared Flip Chart of the stick person: Issues, Interests, 
Values, Capacity, Commitment.
i.	 Issues = the things we work for (e.g. health care; immigration)
ii.	� Values = our core beliefs—what we bring to our issues (e.g. 

social justice, fairness, human rights, etc.)
iii.	� Interests = our stake in an issue—why it matters to us (e.g. 

health insurance because my daughter is disabled or because I believe it is a basic human right; 
immigration because I want to reunite with my family.)

Note: Often we simply assume that all union people should be concerned about certain issues—with-
out asking them. We assume what their individual interests and values are. It is only by trying to find 
out “the rest of their story” that we can start making the links between COPE, or our campaign, and 
what people care about/are concerned about.

	 •	 Write two additional terms on the Flip Chart
i.	� Capacity = what a person can offer (their skills—their time, money, connections. It is important 

that even when we are raising COPE, we do not see money as the only valid capacity—or even the 
most important—that a member can offer).

ii.	 Commitment = what a person will actually do (their actions).

Note: As organizers we want to find out what skills people bring, and match their skills to our project 
(e.g. not everyone is good on the phones or going door to door). We also need to assess a person’s 
commitment to act (e.g. in a union organizing campaign we want to assess a person’s commitment to 
vote for the union; or in a COPE program how to assess their commitment to taking political action 
through a contribution).

Key Point: People act (volunteer) when their interest is being met.
People volunteer to act when they see their interest and values at stake in the issue at hand. Good organizers 
make connections between the campaign and what matters to a person and assess a person’s capacity and 
commitment to act.

Transition—“We’ve talked about the difference between organizing and mobilizing and the 
importance of building relationships for each. The key to building these relationships is 
having real conversations about issues that matter.”
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V.	 Demonstrating a 1:1 Organizing Conversation (:35)
	 •	� Introduce: “Now we are going to demonstrate and practice this type of organizing conversation. 

Again, this is a longer conversation that is aimed at building a relationship, getting to know the 
person and what their issues, interests and values are, with the aim of finding common ground. 
This may seem straight forward, but often we do not approach members—or each other—with this 
perspective.” 

	 •	 1:1 Conversation Demonstration (15 minutes)
i.	� This will be done by the facilitator with a participant to model an organizing conversation. The 

object is to ask lots of questions and get the person to talk. The conversation should take seven to 
10 minutes total. 

ii.	� Conversation goals: Our goal in the conversation is to find out the person’s story—what they do, 
what they are concerned about, why they do the work they do—in short, to ask questions, listen, 
and get to know the person. In the process we are interested in assessing what their capacity is and 
what their commitment is. 

•	 Note: need a volunteer. it works best for the demo to have someone you do not know as well.

•	 Note: you may want to use some excuse to start the conversation—e.g. a member census that is 
structured to find out what members are most concerned about.

iii.	� Ask participants to pay attention to the types of questions asked and what kinds of responses they 
elicit.  

iv.	� After done, debrief:
	 •	 What did we learn about this person’s issues, values, interest—capacity and commitment?
	 •	 What worked and what didn’t work?
	 •	 What questions were most effective?
v.	 Pass out HANDOUT of different questions that can be effective to open up conversations.
	 •	 Where are you from?
	 •	 Do you have kids? Family?
	 •	 What issues are you dealing with at your worksite?
	 •	 What is the most important thing to you in your contract?
	 •	 How long have you worked here?
	 •	 Where did you work before you had this job?
	 •	 Why did you want a job at this worksite?
	 •	 What do you want to do when you retire?
	 •	 Do you think this hospital/agency/company is run well? 
	 •	 Do you like working here?
	 •	 What are the big worksite issues you and your co-workers talk about the most?
	 •	 What do you do on the weekends/after work/before your shift?
	 •	 How have things changed since you started your job? For the better or worse? Why?
	 •	 If you could change one thing to make your job/life easier, what would it be?
	 •	 Do you think things are going in the right direction in this country/state?
	 •	� What do you think of politics? Politicians? Why? What experiences have you had that make you 

think that way (for good or bad)? 
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	 •	 Practice 1:1 Exercise: Conversations with each other (20 minutes)
i.	� Instructions: For this exercise you will be playing yourself. Pair up with someone that you really 

don’t know that well. For the first five minutes one of you will be the “organizer.” Your aim is to 
find out a person’s story, and in the process learn more about their issues, interests, values. After 
five minutes we will call switch and the other person becomes the “organizer.”

ii.	 Debrief: For a few minutes debrief what was learned from the conversation/exercise.
	 •	 What did you learn?
	 •	 What questions worked best to open up the conversation?
	 •	� How did the conversation change from when you were the organizer compared to the 

”organized”?

Key Point: Organizing conversations are intentional conversations with a purpose that are focused on 
building a relationship.
They may or may not result in an “ask” or commitment from the person. They are meant to get to know the 
person’s issues, interests and values, and assess their capacity and commitment.

Transition—“We’ve talked about that people volunteer their time, or their money for things 
that matter to them. As organizers, to effectively motivate them to take an action (or 
make a contribution) we need to understand their issues and their interest. That’s called 
organizing and requires listening and responding in a genuine way. Now we are going to 
start focusing specifically on raising money for a political program.”
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Module 2: Fundamentals of Fund-raising
1.	 Flip Chart: Write the list of different reasons why people give to COPE.

Reasons why people give to COPE

•	 Ask. 

•	 Attitude. 

•	 Values. 

•	 Politically involved. 

•	 Feels good. 

•	 Buying a service. 

•	 Believe in collective action.

•	 Like gift rewards.
 
2.	 Flip Chart: Write four key lessons to successful fund-raising (and successful COPE fund-raising).

Key Lessons for Fund-raising

i.	 Being asked by the “right” person

ii.	 Being asked at the “right” time

iii.	 Being asked a number of times 

iv.	 Being engaged in ongoing, mutual relationship

3.	 Flip Chart: The diagrams for a mobilizing conversation

Mobilizing conversation

Anger
Problem

Hope
Solution

Action
Opportunity
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4.	 Flip Chart:

Assessment Scale

1 = “with you and get others with you” 

2 = ”inclined to give/support” 

3 = “undecided, ambivalent or neutral” 

4 = “do not like or trust the union” 

5 = “actively oppose the union” 

5.	 Flip Chart: Write the six-step COPE Ask. You may want to make one point per flip chart Page.

Sample Approach to a COPE Conversation

i.	 Introduction—Why are you having the conversation now?

ii.	� Problem/Solution—What does the member care about?  
How can COPE help?  
Why the urgency?

iii.	 Ask/Wait—Make the connection and ask for the contribution.

iv.	 Alternative Ask—If not COPE, then what?

v.	 Instructions —The different ways to contribute.

vi.	 Thank you—This is so important.
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Module 2: Fundamentals of Fund-raising

Abbreviated Outline
60 minutes total

I.	 Why do we contribute? (:05)

a.	� How many of you contribute to an organization or cause other than the union or COPE? 
(How many of you contribute monthly?)

b.	 Why did you originally contribute to the organization or cause? 

II.	 Why others contribute to organizations but not to politics? (:15)

a.	 Review [HANDOUT] on who contributes to organizations—to politics

b.	 Why do people contribute to COPE? Why don’t they? [brainstorm/discuss] [Flip Chart]

c.	 Lessons learned. Summarize reasons. [Flip Chart]

III.	 Making an Effective COPE “Ask” (:40)

a.	 Concerns about raising money (:10)

•	 How do you feel about raising money? Your greatest concerns or fears?

b.	 Mobilizing versus organizing conversations: the mobilizing triangle (:05) [Flip Chart]

•	 Anger-Problem

•	 Hope–Solution

•	 Action–Opportunity

c.	 Finding common ground: Interest and capacity (:05)

•	 We need to find another person’s issues/values/interests to find common ground

d.	 Assessing a person’s commitment (:10) [Flip Chart]

1 = “with you and get others with you” 

2 = ”inclined to give/support” 

3 = “undecided, ambivalent or neutral” 

4 = “do not like or trust the union” 

5 = “actively oppose the union”

e.	 Making the ask (:10)

•	 Review mobilizing triangle

•	 Sample approach to a COPE ask [Flip Chart]

•	 Introduction— Why are you having the conversation now?

•	� Problem/Solution— What does the member care about? How can COPE help?  
Why the urgency?

•	 Ask/Wait— Make the connection and ask for the contribution.

•	 Alternative Ask—If not COPE, then what?

•	 Instructions—The different ways to contribute.

•	 Thank you—This is so important.
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Module 2: Fundamentals of Fund-raising

Full Outline
60 minutes total

I.	 Why do we contribute? (:05)
	 •	 Introduce: Start with questions similar to those raised at the beginning (ask for brief answers) 
	 •	 Why we contribute. 

i.	 How many of you contribute to an organization or cause other than COPE?

Note: have participants raise hands—everyone should be able to answer that they have contributed to 
something, sometime. Ask a few participants what they contribute to. 

You should also ask: How many of you have contributed monthly to an organization or cause other than 
COPE? 

Note: This is a more realistic comparison to COPE and it will be likely that fewer people do this type 
of contribution—if time explore why.

 	 •	 Then ask participants: 
i.	 Why did you originally contribute to the organization/cause? 
Note: have participants shout out answers and record or have a volunteer record the answers on a Flip 
Chart

Note: Encourage participants to draw on their own experiences. Note their suggestions and how 
similar they are to why people volunteer. Be sure to include the following: 
•	 interested in the issue/organization/cause
•	 they were asked—

Note: stress the importance of making a direct ask: specific task, specific date/time
•	 personal friendships

Note: how many of us have donated to a walk-a-thon, or to the Girl Scouts because a friend or family 
member asked? 
•	 Chance to win something (prizes, raffle, etc.)
•	 Because it makes us feel good (and then ask why?)

Key Point: People contribute for many of the same reasons they volunteer—because something matters 
to them.

Transition—“In order to do successful COPE fund-raising, we need to understand better why 
people voluntarily contribute money to the union’s political fund. Let’s start by looking at 
some general statistics about who gives to charity and why.”

II.	 Overview: Who contributes, why, and what can we learn? (:15)
	 •	 Introduce: “Let’s take a look at some statistics as to why people contribute.”
	 •	� Who contributes: Give out the HANDOUT. Introduce by saying: “There is a myth that people don’t 

contribute. In fact, overwhelmingly people donate money to various causes and organizations, and lower 
wage earners are more likely to give more as a percentage of their income than wealthier individuals.” 
(review the statistics)
i.	� In the United States, 82 percent of money given away by individuals is given by those with family 

incomes of less than $60,000. 
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ii.	� Poor and working class people give more money as a percentage of their income than upper 
middle class or wealthy people. People with incomes between $20,000 and $29,000 contributed 
3.9 percent of their income to charity, compared to an average of 2.7 percent for households with 
an income of more than $100,000. 

iii.	 Fifty-three percent of African American households give to charity. 
iv.	 Almost 63 percent of Hispanic/Latino households give to charity—and this is growing. 

Note: We see this in SEIU locals with lower wage workers (home care, child care, property services, 
etc.) who often have a high percentage of contributors and large contribution amounts compared to 
their wages.

	 •	� People do not contribute generally to politics. Although people commonly give to charitable 
organizations, they do not contribute to political causes.
i.	 Less than 5 percent of all Americans give contributions to political candidates or parties.
ii.	 Less than one-fourth of 1 percent give $200 or more.
iii.	� 70 percent of Americans of voting age said that they had never given a contribution to any 

political organization.
iv.	� Less than 20 percent of taxpayers check the box to make a $5 contribution to political campaigns, 

even though it does not increase their taxes.

Point: “The point is that people do give—we need to translate it into political giving. The point also is 
that when we ask a member to donate to COPE we are asking him/her to do something that is rare for most 
people—to give to politics—which makes it even more important to know what they are concerned about.”

	 •	� Why do people contribute to COPE? Why don’t they? Ask the following questions: “Why do people 
contribute to COPE? Why don’t they?” Flip Chart the responses.

Then use and review the prepared Flip Chart. Note: this list is really no different from the list of why 
we contribute. Note: this list can be filled out with specific examples from the particular local union.
i.	 Ask. They are asked. People who are asked rarely volunteer to give. 
ii.	 Attitude. Positive feelings about their local union (especially their contract, steward, or organizer). 
iii.	 Values. Think their values are reflected by the union and union’s political fund. 
iv.	 Politically involved. Understand the critical need to elect better lawmakers.
v.	� Guilt. Feel a sense of guilt—they can’t give time, or they feel that they have more money/privilege/

support than others.
vi.	 �Feels good. Feel good about themselves (and are recognized) and feel like they are part of 

something—an insider.
vii.	�Buying a service. See their contributions in terms of self-interest, that their contributions are 

essentially a fee-for-service. “If I give to COPE, our union can fight for affordable health care, 
which my family desperately needs.”

viii.	�Believe in collective action. Believe that change can only occur through collective action: “I can’t 
possibly fight for and win affordable health care on my own, so this investment is worth it to me 
and my kids.”

ix.	� Like gift rewards. Like the gifts they receive from contributing. This is similar to the fee-for-
service notion, above, but also speaks to their need to belong and be recognized. Who has ever 
said no to another purple T-shirt?

	 •	� Lessons learned: Use the prepared Flip Chart on lessons learned about successful COPE fund-
raising, just as other forms of fund-raising boil down to a few key guidelines:
i.	 Being asked by the “right” person
ii.	 Being asked at the “right” time
iii.	� Being asked a number of times and being exposed to COPE as an integral part of the union
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iv.	� Being engaged in ongoing, mutual relationship-building through conversations with their union 
organizer, steward, fellow members

Key Point: There is no magic bullet: people contribute to COPE for many reasons. The key is to find out 
what people care about to connect with. This means building a relationship with the right person who knows 
the right time (an issue/cause/reason) to make the connection and make the ask. 

Transition—“So how do we actually make the ask?

III.	 Making an Effective COPE “Ask” (:40)
	 •	 Introduce: “Asking for money is often hard for people to do.”
	 •	 Concerns about raising money (:10)

How do you feel about raising money? What does it feel like? Or what are your biggest concerns—fears? 

Put the responses on a Flip Chart. 

Note: This list should be hung up and gone back to as the session develops. Make sure that if during 
the session all of the points are not addressed to make time to discuss each concern. 

Note: This is a critical step for helping people become more comfortable asking for money—to allow 
legitimate fears to be expressed and discussed as real obstacles that we need to come up with ways 
around. You may want to share your own story, or unease with fund-raising if it applies. It is also 
important to note that many of us have no problem asking a person to donate their time (the most 
valuable resource) because the worst that can happen is that they turn us down—and we do not feel 
bad about that if they do. Money in our culture is treated differently. Part of getting over the hurdle of 
asking for money is to start believing ourselves that we are giving people an opportunity to participate.

	 •	 Mobilizing versus organizing conversations (:05)
i.	� Introduce by saying: “A fund-raising ask is a form of a mobilizing conversation except we are asking a 

person to volunteer their money rather than their time.”
iii.	� Review the Flip Chart of mobilizing conversations and its three components:
	 •	� Anger–Problem. This gets at what a person’s 

interest is—what matters to them. For a person 
to act he/she needs to see a problem that needs 
to be addressed. The person’s anger or concern or 
interest about the problem (or issue, or injustice, 
or anything that impacts their interest or violates 
one of their values) is the fuel that can motivate 
someone to act. This is what a good organizer tries 
to understand by talking with an individual—and 
does not presume.

	 •	� Hope–Solution. People only act when there is 
hope of solving the problem. Anger without hope 
becomes cynicism and apathy. Anger with hope 
can overcome fear (to volunteer, contribute, to act). This is about finding common ground 
between our campaign (COPE) and what matters to a person. This is inspiration.

	 •	� Action–Opportunity. A problem with hope for a solution and an opportunity to act requires 
an action that is within the interest and ability of the individual (Note: this is a person’s capac-
ity). Action takes commitment to solve the problem. For COPE to be about building power, 
members need to see their contribution as a way of solving a problem or address an issue that 
matters to them. 

Anger
Problem

Hope
Solution

Action
Opportunity



SEIU—Wellstone Action	 74

iv.	� Mobilizing conversations build off of organizing. Review: “One of the reasons that we started 
talking about organizing conversations is that relationships built and information learned during these 
conversations are invaluable for making an effective ask for COPE money. There are two critical forms 
of information that we need to have to make an effective fund-raising or mobilizing appeal.” 

	 •	� The person’s interests and capacity
	 •	� An assessment of the person’s commitment

 	 •	 Interest and Capacity (:05) 
i.	 Finding common ground. [Note: Use examples specific to your local here to illustrate the points.]
ii.	 �“We should not presume another person’s interest or issues. We should ask them—and if we do real 

organizing then we should know them for individual members and co-workers.”
iii.	� “We also need to understand a person’s capacity. Some people donate, some people volunteer, some people 

are focused on the contract. All of these are contributions to building union power. Organizers identify 
what a person is willing to do, then helps build the bridges and understanding that helps a person who 
does phonebanks see why it is also important to contribute to COPE, or a person who contributes to 
COPE to see why doorknocking is important.” 

iv.	� Note: A person who is asked to do something they do not have the capacity to do, or do not 
see (or fear) their ability to do will say “no.” An important part of building capacity is getting 
someone to say yes to anything (even handing out a few fliers to coworkers in their workplace) 
and then building off of that). 

v.	 Note: Use examples specific to your particular local and members.
vi.	� Generic Examples: Affordable health care for children may be the driving issue for one person; 

home care for the elderly for another; immigration for another; finding more time to work for the 
church another. 

	 •	 Assessment of Commitment (:10) 
i.	� Introduce assessment by drawing parallels between new member and electoral organizing.  

“Like external and electoral campaigns, people fall along a spectrum, from those who are most 
willing and eager to give and enlist others to do so to those who will never give to COPE under any 
circumstances.” 

ii.	 �“Therefore, one of the key elements of a successful organizing conversation is assessment. This is not 
necessarily, at first, an assessment of their willingness to commit to COPE (COPE may not come up 
in the first conversation) but an assessment of the person’s commitment to the union, its goals, and its 
programs. Much of this assessment can be done through effective listening when a worker talks about a 
question quite different from COPE.” 

Use Flip Chart of Assessment Scale (and the HANDOUT). One common assessment scale that 
organizers often use rates a person on a scale of 1–5.

1 = “with you and willing to get others” Just as in a union organizing drive or electoral campaign. 
These are often stewards, activists, or folks who are already committed to the union. For COPE, 
they are the “low-hanging fruit” and the people you will most likely get through a traditional blitz. 
Typically, there are few “1s” when it comes to political fund-raising, as the data we reviewed earlier 
makes clear. 

2 = “inclined to give/support” These individuals are inclined to support the union, generally feel 
positive about the union, and see their interests aligned with it. They will also be more inclined to 
give to COPE (though may take more work = more conversations). These individuals will be more 
likely to contribute or volunteer the more directly when they see their interest being met and can be 
developed into 1s by connecting COPE (or some other action) to their direct interest.

3 = “undecided, ambivalent or neutral” These individuals may have both positive and negative or 
entirely neutral feelings about the union and/or politics. These conversations take a long time. Trust 
needs to be built around the organizer and member and the member and the union first, before any 
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ask takes place. A 3 will almost never move to a 1 based on a scripted “rap.” These conversations 
are about getting to know the person better, answering their questions, respectively listening to 
their concerns, providing education that is direct, relevant and not condescending. These people 
are the heart and soul of long-term organizing, and the fertile ground for building a stronger, more 
powerful union. 

4 = “do not like or trust the union” These members do not “like” the union or their organizer, 
think their contracts are weak or their dues are already too high. They may disagree with the 
political work of the union and the candidates the union endorses. They are not merely skeptical 
or are unclear about COPE, they are generally opposed (the difference between a 3 and a 4). These 
workers are a lower priority, and will likely never contribute to COPE, although a very important 
issue or personal experience may politicize the person. 

5 = “actively oppose the union” These folks give money to the “right-to-work” committee. Forget 
about them ever giving to COPE. You will never win them over. Respectfully disagree, and spend 
time developing 1s and building relationships with 2s and 3s.

	 •	 Making The Ask (:10) 
i.	� Introduce: It should be clear by now that there is no “magic bullet” to raising COPE money—no 

perfect script or piece of literature or message that will guarantee a COPE contribution. It is all 
about building a relationship with the person so they see their interests met through COPE—
whatever their interest might be—(point to the reasons why people contribute list). 

	� This is not to say, however, there is not a model for moving the conversation from your knowledge 
of a person’s interest to asking them for money. This is what we call “The Ask.”

ii.	 Go back to the Mobilizing Triangle and review: anger—hope—solution.
	 •	� Anger–Problem. We need to start a conversation about what matters to a person (either by 

asking them, or better, by reminding them from a previous conversation we had with them)
	 •	� Hope–Solution. Then we need to link their concern with hope—trust and a belief that some-

thing can be done 
	 •	� Action–Opportunity. And then finally we need to create an opportunity for the person to act 

on their hope. It can be contributing to COPE (or it can be volunteering to talk with members 
at their worksite, doorknocking, or any other type of activity) 

iii.	 Sample approach to a COPE ask 
	� Talk through the main components of the approach to a COPE ask Flip Chart prepared before 

the session began. Note that this conversation is built upon already knowing what the person’s key 
interest/issue is. Brainstorm possible “asks.”

	 •	� Introduction—Why are you having the conversation now?
	 •	 �Problem/Solution—What does the member care about? How can COPE help? Why the 

urgency?
	 •	� Ask/Wait—Make the connection and ask for the contribution.
	 •	� Alternative Ask—If not COPE, then what?
	 •	� Instructions —The different ways to contribute.
	 •	� Thank you—This is so important.

Key Point: There is no magic script—only an approach that builds a connection between what matters 
to a person and why contributing to COPE will make a difference. The key is that an issue or concern 
that a member has little interest in will not make a connection or likely result in a contribution no matter how 
important the issue may be. Likewise, a connection can be made around an issue or concern that a member 
really cares about no matter how seemingly insignificant the issue or concern. 
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Handout

Who contributes to organizations?

Who contributes to politics?

People overwhelmingly donate money to various causes and organizations. Lower wage 
earners are more likely to give more as a percentage of their income than wealthier individuals.

•	� In the United States, 82 percent of money given away by individuals is given by those 
with family incomes of less than $60,000. 

•	� Poor and working class people give more money as a percentage of their income than 
upper middle class or wealthy people. People with incomes between $20,000 and 
$29,000 contributed 3.9 percent of their income to charity, compared to an average of 
2.7 percent for households with an income of more than $100,000. 

•	� Fifty-three percent of African American households give to charity. 

•	� Almost 63 percent of Hispanic/Latino households give to charity—and this is 
growing. 

People do not contribute generally to politics. Although people commonly give to charitable 
organizations, they do not contribute to political causes.

•	� Less than 5 percent of all Americans give contributions to political candidates or 
parties.

•	� Less than one-fourth of 1 percent give $200 or more.

•	� 70 percent of Americans of voting age said that they had never given a contribution to 
any political organization.

•	� Less than 20 percent of taxpayers check the box to make a $5 contribution to political 
campaigns, even though it does not increase their taxes.
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Handout

Organizing Assessment Scale

1 = “with you and willing to get others” Just as in a union organiz-
ing drive or electoral campaign. These are often stewards, activists, or folks who 
are already committed to the union. For COPE, they are the “low-hanging fruit” 
and the people you will most likely get through a traditional blitz. Typically, 
there are few “1s” when it comes to political fund-raising, as the data we reviewed 
earlier makes clear. 

2 = “inclined to give/support” These individuals are inclined to support 
the union, generally feel positive about the union, and see their interests aligned 
with it. They will also be more inclined to give to COPE (though may take more 
work = more conversations). These individuals will be more likely to contribute 
or volunteer the more directly they see their interest being met. They can be 
developed into 1s by connecting COPE (or some other action) to their direct 
interest.

3 = “undecided, ambivalent or neutral” These individuals may have 
both positive and negative or entirely neutral feelings about the union and/or 
politics. These conversations take a long time. Trust needs to be built around the 
organizer and member and the member and the union first, before any ask takes 
place. A 3 will almost never move to a 1 based on a scripted “rap.” These conver-
sations are about getting to know the person better, answering their questions, 
respectively listening to their concerns, providing education that is direct, rel-
evant, and not condescending. These people are the heart and soul of long-term 
organizing, and the fertile ground for building a stronger, more powerful union. 

4 = “do not like or trust the union” These members do not “like” 
the union or their organizer, think their contracts are weak or their dues are 
already too high. They may disagree with the political work of the union and the 
candidates the union endorses. They are not merely skeptical or are unclear about 
COPE, they are generally opposed (the difference between a 3 and a 4). These 
workers are a lower priority and will likely never contribute to COPE, although a 
very important issue or personal experience may politicize the person. 

5 = “actively oppose the union” These folks give money to the “right-
to-work” committee. Forget about them ever giving to COPE. You will never 
win them over. Respectfully disagree, and spend time developing 1s and building 
relationships with 2s and 3s.
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Module 3: Practicing COPE Conversations and Assessments
60–90 minutes total

I.	 INTRODUCE EXERCISE (:05) 
	 •	� Introduce: “This section will be run as a practice simulation. (See attached SIMULATION No.1: ORGANIZ­

ING AROUND COPE.) This simulation will practice identifying a person’s key interests and then moving to 
make a request for COPE.”

Simulation No. 1: Organizing around COPE
60–90 minutes

Background: As a union, you are committed to building a base of committed activists who will engage in the election in 2006. 
Your internal goal is to recruit an additional 5 percent of your membership to join COPE and have 3 percent of your members agree 
to commit at least six hours of volunteer time to work on the union’s electoral program. As part of this effort, you are contacting 
members at their workplace to talk with each of them about the upcoming fights and about the importance of getting involved. 
When you practice you will be drawing off your own local experience. You will be talking to members who do not currently belong 
to COPE.

Exercise: 
You will divide into groups of three. One of you will play the role of the organizer; one the role of the participant; one of you will 
watch. After seven or eight minutes you will be told to switch roles. After another seven or eight minutes you will be asked to 
switch again. By the end of the exercise, everyone in the group will play both the role of the organizer and as a member. 

Organizer Goals:
Your goals as an organizer are threefold:
1.	� This is an initial conversation so you wish to begin building a relationship that will lead to further activity by the member. Your 

most important goal is to make sure that it is a quality conversation and that you leave with an understanding of the person’s 
issues, interest, and values and an assessment of the member’s support of the union, politics, or the political program.

2.	 Have the member sign up for COPE if they are a 1 or 2. 
3.	 Have the member commit to some other volunteer action if appropriate.

Role play scenarios: 
Each participant will be given a slip of paper with a role on it. Do not share this with others in your group—even after the con-
versation is over. This represents the character you will be playing and your “assessment” (1-5). Feel free to fill in the gaps in your 
character. Make it as real as possible.

If appropriate, or if you have extra time, you may want to run a few scenarios as fishbowl demonstrations with 
a pair of volunteers demonstrating a conversation in front of the room followed by discussion. Note: This is an 
organizing conversation done within the context of a COPE campaign. 

	 •	 Remind participants that they should pay attention to the following:
i.	� Asking questions to get to know the person better and learn their issues, interest, and values.
ii.	� Make an assessment of whether the person is a 1 or 2, and if a 1 ask for a COPE contribution. If a 2, 

decide what the best approach should be—asking for a COPE contribution, another volunteer activity, 
and/or a COPE contribution.

iii.	� Think about how you will approach the person. Oftentimes the opening question or introduction is 
the hardest.

Debrief exercise (10–15 minutes, or more if time)
i.	� Have individual participants report out (or ask specific people to report out) what they learned about 

the person. What was their assessment of who they talked to. (Have the person say what they actually 
were.)

ii.	� What worked? What were particularly effective questions that opened up the conversation?
iii.	� Ask organizers: What were some of the challenges you faced? Have the “member” or others 

brainstorm what might have been ways to address the challenge.  

Key Point: Identify what matters to a person—make assessment—find common ground and make “ask” 
if appropriate. Find alternative asks if asking for COPE is not the right approach at first. 
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Simulation No. 1: Organizing around COPE
60–90 minutes

Background:  As a union, you are committed to building a base of committed activists who will engage in 
the election in 2006. Your internal goal is to recruit an additional 5 percent of your membership to join COPE 
and have 3 percent of your members agree to commit at least six hours of volunteer time to work on the 
union’s electoral program. As part of this effort, you are contacting members at their workplace to talk with 
each of them about the upcoming fights and about the importance of getting involved. When you practice you 
will be drawing off your own local experience. You will be talking to members who do not currently belong to 
COPE.

Exercise: 
You will divide into groups of three. One of you will play the role of the organizer; one the role of the partici-
pant; one of you will watch. After seven or eight minutes you will be told to switch roles. After another seven 
or eight minutes you will be asked to switch again. By the end of the exercise, everyone in the group will play 
both the role of the organizer and as a member. 

Organizer Goals:

Your goals as an organizer are threefold:

1.	� This is an initial conversation so you wish to begin building a relationship that will lead to further activ-
ity by the member. Your most important goal is to make sure that it is a quality conversation and that 
you leave with an understanding of the person’s issues, interest, and values and an assessment of the 
member’s support of the union, politics, or the political program.

2.	 Have the member sign up for COPE if they are a 1 or 2. 

3.	 Have the member commit to some other volunteer action if appropriate.

Role play scenarios: 
Each participant will be given a slip of paper with a role on it. Do not share this with others in your group—
even after the conversation is over. This represents the character you will be playing and your “assessment” 
(1–5). Feel free to fill in the gaps in your character. Make it as real as possible.
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Member Role Scenarios
These should be reproduced and cut into strips with each participant randomly given a character.

You are a “1” You are thankful for your job and are a strong union sup-
porter, attend union meetings. You make little money. You do not particularly 
like or understand politics. You grew up in a union family and think that the 
union has generally done a good job for workers. You are generally concerned 
about what’s happening in the state (and think it is going badly) but don’t really 
know the specifics or how it impacts you. 

You are a “2” You are disgruntled at work and unhappy about your job, but 
you think the union generally does a pretty good job for workers. Health care 
is very important because of a disabled child, and you know that you probably 
wouldn’t have health care if you weren’t in a union. You are extremely busy and 
involved in community groups and with your family (you only have attended 
union meetings at contract time). You tend to vote Republican because you are 
pro-life but not an extremist.

You are a “3” You are polite and uninformed. You do not realize that SEIU 
is your union, although you know you belong to the union because dues are 
deducted from your paycheck. You don’t really like it, but don’t really understand 
it either and think that it is what you have to do to keep your job. You go to 
church, are an avid sports fan, and love the outdoors. You have a family with 
children and are taking care of one elderly parent. You think your job is OK, but 
your passions are mostly outside of work.

You are a “4” You are the person who can find fault in just about everything, 
have an opinion about everything, and think that just about everything is going 
wrong—particularly when it comes to politics (and unions). You are independent 
minded, a very hard worker and very good at your job, and skeptical about the 
ability to change anything, let alone the government. You think that dues are too 
high and the union (which you do not know that much about in specifics) has 
done too little.

You are a “5” You are very polite, smart, conversational and a genuinely nice 
person, but you have no love for the union. You are a solid Republican because 
you believe in fiscal responsibility, individual responsibility, and family values. 
You belong to a number of organizations that are very conservative which rou-
tinely endorse candidates other than those backed by the union. 
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Wrap-Up

I.	 WRAP-UP: (:05)

This wrap-up should follow the whole day. If you give the training in sessions, you can modify 
this wrap up for the specific points that are applicable to the session. Write the major points 
on a Flip Chart of “Key points” prepared before the session began. Quickly go through each 
key point as a way of summarizing the session.

Key COPE Summary Points

•	 People contribute because something matters to them and it meets their interest.

•	 As organizers we need to listen to find out what that interest is. 

•	 Real power comes through good organizing—as do COPE contributions. 

•	 Organizing builds relationships and identifies common ground.

•	 Mobilizing motivates people to act on what matters to them.

Wrap-Up

1.	 Flip Chart: Be sure to highlight a key point of each section of the lecture as follows (you will 
refer to this chart at the end of the session to review key points)

Key COPE Summary Points

•	 People contribute because something matters to them and it meets their interest.

•	 As organizers we need to listen to find out what that interest is. 

•	 Real power comes through good organizing—as do COPE contributions. 

•	 Organizing builds relationships and identifies common ground.

•	 Mobilizing motivates people to act on what matters to them.





	 83� COPE

VIII. Appendices

a.	 COPE Political Program Assessment Chart 

b.	 COPE Political Program Stages of Development 

c.	 Planning a COPE Organizing Program Worksheet 

d.	 COPE Fund-raising Plan Worksheet

e.	 Best Practice Examples
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Assessment and Accountability of the Local Union COPE Program
Goals: The following are the goals for assessing, building, and measuring the success of an effective COPE 
Program.

•	Assess current COPE and political program activities and set strategic goals based on the assessment
•	Meet overall COPE fund-raising targeted goals
•	Build capacity by broadening member leadership
•	Strengthen member-to-member communication and COPE recruitment
•	Strengthen member education and leadership development

COPE Program Assessment Tools: There are two attached assessment tools. Tool 1 is the Assessing Our Local 
Union’s Current COPE-Political Program. It is designed as a way to guide a systematic assessment of your current 
local COPE program. It can be used in conjunction with other program assessment tools (e.g. the “Discovery” 
Capacity Survey Inventory) or in coordination with a Capacity Team site visit. Tool 2 is the Stages of COPE 
Political Program Development. This grid is designed to further challenge and further enhance local political 
programs by helping to set goals and priorities that move all political programs toward becoming more and more 
powerful Power-Building locals. By this we mean having the capacity to meet both COPE commitments and 
have the infrastructure and capacity necessary to move a pro-worker agenda electorally, legislatively, and in the 
workplace.
 
COPE Program Accountability Measures: What measures are used to measure success and progress are crucial 
to the success of the overall program. The following accountability measures are drawn from the SEIU Political 
Department’s Political Capacity and Infrastructure Form (see attached). The following key criteria from this form 
will be collected and monitored by the local and International to assess a local’s progress toward its strategic 
COPE organizing goals. These measures are divided into two categories: COPE Commitment and Building 
Capacity.

Meeting the Local’s COPE Commitment: Key measurements for monitoring a fund-raising program and for 
making strategic assessments and adjustments to that program.
•	Total number of COPE dollars raised/percent of COPE commitment
•	Total number of COPE contributors/percent of union membership giving
•	Percent of membership on COPE check-off
•	Average contribution per COPE contributor

Building the Local’s Membership Capacity: Key measurements for monitoring an internal organizing cam-
paign and for making strategic assessments and adjustments to that program.

•	Number of worksites mapped/percent of total worksites

•	� Number of worksites with worksite leaders—contact people—communication structure/percent of total 
worksites

•	Number of MPOs and COPE Captains (or their equivalent)

•	Number of member volunteer hours/recruitments (from election tracking form)

Three additional criteria will be collected:
•	Number of COPE commitments obtained (broken out by those recruited by members and leaders/by staff )
•	� Number of member-to-member contacts/staff-to-member contacts (this will depend on current database 

capacity) 
•	Number of times members received written communications from union (worksite/mail)
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Planning a COPE Organizing Political Program Worksheet
•	� The grid below is designed to help you systematically think through developing capacity around a member 

engagement and COPE organizing political program. Working through the grid provides all of the raw infor-
mation necessary to build an effective organizing plan. The key to success is thinking through the problem 
and breaking the big task of building capacity and into smaller goals and tasks, then making sure someone is 
responsible for carrying it out with measurable goals and a deadline.

Overall strategic aim/purpose 
Be concrete and specific in naming the problem or issue 
in order to target a solution. i.e. What are the strengths of 
your existing program that you are building on? What 
are the weaknesses you are trying to address?

A good place to begin is to have a discussion about 
what are the big issues or challenges that the local 
will be facing in the upcoming year or two (e.g. 
a big contract fight, a major legislative issue or 
political campaign, a major organizing campaign). 
The Assessing Our Local Union’s Current COPE 
Program sheet can be helpful in identifying areas 
in your existing program that can be targeted for 
improvement—e.g. lack of member involvement, etc.

Overall Strategic Goals
Based on the issue or problem that you identified 
above identify two to five clear goals for your 
campaign which will be the yardstick for determining 
success. Make your goals:

S = Specific
M = Measurable
A = Achievable
R = Relevant
T = Timely

Meeting your COPE commitment will likely be only 
one of your goals. Other specific goals might include: 
developing a worksite communications structure; 
developing a database and data tracking system that 
can track member contacts/conversations and COPE 
giving, develop a member-to-member rather than 
staff-to-member COPE program, be able to mobilize 
3 percent to 5 percent of the local union’s members 
for specific contract, legislative, or electoral actions.

The Local Union COPE Political Program Stages of 
Development grid may be helpful in identifying and 
setting specific goals to move your local program 
more and more toward “power-building.”

Goal 1:

Goal 2:

Goal 3:

Goal 4:

Goal 5:
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Current COPE Organizers
What people/groups can you already count on to 
do COPE organizing (e.g. staff organizers, e-board 
members, member COPE captains, etc.)? These 
people will likely be the ones who start the program 
and are the first people who must be engaged in 
building the program. The aim will be to grow this 
group, and to move more and more toward a “power-
building” member-to-member COPE organizing 
program. (Be sure that you only include known 
people that you already can count on, not people you 
think should support and help out with the program. 
These people will be identified in the next box.)

Potential COPE Organizers
What specific people/groups of people will you target 
to develop into COPE organizers (e.g. stewards, 
COPE captains, officers and e-board members, 
others)?

What will be required to achieve this? Part of the 
planning process is to identify who else can help out 
and what they will need (e.g. a personal ask, training, 
etc.). 

Institutional Buy-in
Internally: Who within the leadership or the 
organization needs to have buy-in, make resource 
decisions or approve plans, or requires additional 
information or conversations? (e.g. staff, executive 
board, COPE committee, principal officers, etc.)
Externally: Who else needs to be engaged—
International, regional, others? What specifically can 
they help provide (e.g. resources, planning assistance, 
etc.)?

Obstacles/Challenges
What are the key obstacles that you face in meeting 
your strategic goals listed above (e.g. lack of staff 
time, no one person in charge of the program, lack 
of trained organizers, lack of understanding by staff 
and members of what COPE means and why it is 
important, etc.)? What are some specific things that 
you can do to overcome these obstacles?

Planning a COPE Organizing Political Program Worksheet continued
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Strategy: 
Your strategy is the general approach for building the 
capacity to achieve your goals (e.g. use contract and 
legislative issue campaign, internal 1:1 organizing 
campaign, member training/education, etc.). 

Your strategy comes out of systematically examining 
your local’s:
Strengths (build on them)
Weaknesses (address them)
Opportunities (use them to organize)
Threats (use them—neutralize them)

Note: Don’t get hung up trying to figure out how 
this box differs from other similar questions in this 
worksheet. The key point here is to have a “big 
picture” discussion about what broad approaches you 
will take to achieve your strategic goals.

Targets 
Who are the individual members, bargaining units, or 
types of workers that your program will focus on first 
to contact, educate, mobilize, or ask:

•	 for COPE contributions? 
•	 to become worksite leaders?
•	 to serve on the COPE committee?

Other questions to ask include: 
•	 How will you get their support?
•	 Who is best to make the contact?
•	 Who are your top priorities? 

Note: Try to prioritize and be as specific as possible—
not “everyone.”

Key Messages
What are you going to say to members about COPE, 
or about your organizing program? 

Identify two to five key messages for your campaign. 
Articulate them clearly and in a language that is 
accessible to your audience and connects to issues/
interests that are relevant and compelling (e.g. a new 
contract, a big organizing win, a key threat). What 
is the vision you are communicating? How will it be 
communicated? 

Planning a COPE Organizing Political Program Worksheet continued
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Activities
Activities are the specific and concrete actions your 
campaign will do to accomplish your strategic 
goals listed above. These activities are concrete and 
measurable, and they become the benchmarks by 
which you will run your campaign (e.g. make 45 
worksite visits in two weeks, identify and train 15 
worksite member COPE askers, building COPE into 
each specifically named union communication, have 
each organizer identify five worksite leaders, map/
chart each worksite, develop a new COPE card, etc.) 

For each activity you need to decide: 
•	 What are the measurable outcomes?
•	 Who is responsible for making it happen?
•	 When will it happen?
•	 How much will it cost?

Note: this part of the worksheet can be used for 
brainstorming. The following grid models how this 
section can be laid out as a plan. It is in this part 
of your plan that you would include your specific 
COPE Fund-raising Plan.

Infrastructure and Budget
What infrastructure is needed to accomplish the goals 
and tasks above (e.g. computer database, dedicated 
staff support, printing, taking photos, tchotchkes, 
etc.)? Each specific activity and/or goal should have 
the infrastructure necessary to deliver it.

What is your budget? Likewise, each specific activity/
goal should have a budget attached to it (e.g. 10,000 
COPE leaflets @ 15 cents, or 15 T-shirts for prizes, 
etc.).

Planning a COPE Organizing Political Program Worksheet continued
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Sample Worksite Structure Plan

Building a Strong Worksite Structure Yields Results 
Arthur Towers, Oregon State Council Director 

Local 503 did its first census in 2000. In addition to the presidential election, they were facing 26 measures on 
the ballot, including six serious anti-union measures and one pro-union measure. The local used the census as a 
tool to educate members about the ballot measures and the candidates and also to clean up their member lists. 

Timeline. The local spent May and June of 2000 planning and training worksite leaders and staff to conduct 
the census. They developed a tool kit for leaders including information about Oregon candidates, the ballot 
measures (what they say, what they will mean to you), and where the presidential candidates stood on the issues. 
In July and August, the internal organizers were dedicated to the census as their primary project. 

Implementing the census. The local recruited 350 members who were worksite leaders to attend 

10 one-on-one trainings around the state. At the trainings there was a two-hour presentation educating members 
about how public services and their right to have a union were under attack. What can we do about this? Move 
the census! Staff did one-on-ones with leaders who didn’t make it to the meetings. 

Worksite leaders received census forms, one sheet per member, with the member’s name, address, e-mail, and 
other contact information printed at the top. It also showed whether the person was a member or an agency fee 
payer, whether they were registered to vote, and whether they contributed to COPE. The form asked members 
to pledge to vote the pro-worker way, to volunteer on campaigns, and to contribute to COPE. It asked for 
worksite information. The forms were sorted by worksite. Worksite leaders also had the binder they got at the 
training which gave them more confidence when they talked to their co-workers. 

Results. Out of 26,000 members, the local got 12,000 forms back and 6,000 people pledged to vote no on the 
anti-union ballot initiative (so that was 6,000 people they didn’t have to call, and an in-person voter ID works 
better than a phone call.) They got 2,000 new COPE contributors, signed up people who weren’t registered to 
vote, got more than 1,000 fair share people to join the union, and cleaned up the lists. They defeated the anti-
union ballot measures and Gore carried Oregon. They also had a tremendous number of volunteers turn out for 
the fall campaign, although they felt they could have been more systematic about recruitment. 

Accountability. Every week for two months the numbers of workers reached, census forms completed, and new 
COPE contributors were posted on a white board at staff meetings. 

Challenges. The census was a major time investment—data/IT time, training time; data entry time, etc. The 
IT department had to work really hard to set up the census. They hired temps to help with data entry when 
the forms were returned. The census process also exposed where the local didn’t have a worksite structure in 
place—and organizers had to just do the census themselves. 

Lessons learned. The local felt that they should have kept track of who made the ask for each census form 
received. This would have helped identify new leaders who got involved. Also, having specific maps of the 
worksites are important to facilitate effective and fast communication with leaders. If the database says “Kaiser 
Hospital” vs. exact floor, department, location, it may be difficult to find the person you need. 

Other uses of member census—for bargaining. In 2002, Local 503 did bargaining surveys that included 
census information to help clean up member contact information. 

Results in 2002. In 2002, Local 503 also collected ballot initiative signatures and they did a much better job 
tracking how many workers moved petitions than in the first census. 
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Advantages of a census. The biggest difference between the census and a survey is that in the census, members 
are interacting with each other. The census form serves as an icebreaker almost —”is this information correct?” 
Then the conversation goes back and forth about the issues and the candidates. The bargaining survey doesn’t 
have that back and forth and it takes much longer while the census is just three questions that lead into a 
discussion. 

Advice for other locals. 
•	Make it about internal organizing along with politics, to increase buy-in of nonpolitical staff. 
•	Keep the form simple. 
•	Make sure you include COPE on the form. 
•	Give the IT people plenty of lead time—in the 2000 census they were given six weeks. 
•	Rip off what’s working in other locals and don’t be afraid to tailor to different industries. 
•	Get leader buy-in from the elected leadership, the executive director, the staff director. 
•	� Don’t be afraid to talk about the other institutional benefits: the census helps address the top complaint of 

members that they never hear from the union because in doing the census you’re talking to members and 
you can tell them that by cleaning up the list you’re making it more possible for them to hear from you from 
now on. 

•	Hold people doing the work accountable. 

Staff challenges. 
No one likes to have their work quantified, and this is very quantifiable. The census process actually encourages 
leadership development in the worksite because staff recognize that the more places with strong worksite leaders, 
the less handholding the staff has to do. If the staff does not have their worksite mapped well, they may end up 
with a stack of paper and not know what to do. 

Regular worksite communication. The local uses its worksite structure to communicate with members about 
a variety of issues on a regular basis. For example, in June 2003, the local circulated petitions in the worksites 
around contract negotiations. And they also have a worksite flier system. When they have a “red button” flier—a 
drop-what-you’re-doing-and-make-your-rounds flier, they can get 26,000 fliers to every worksite in 72 hours. 
Only a handful have to be mailed. This is used for time-sensitive urgent situations, such as letting members 
know there’s going to be a strike next week. 
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Sample Worksite Structure/COPE Census

Lessons in Building a Worksite Structure and COPE Fund-raising
Jon Youngdahl, Director, and Amy Bodnar, Special Projects Coordinator, Minnesota State Council

In Minnesota, all the locals conducted their first census in spring of 2003. They got the best returns when 
business agents attached bargaining surveys to census forms and got forms completed during discussions with 
members about what they want in their contract. The program was driven by the elected leaders, and carried out 
by business agents, stewards, and volunteers.

Through the census process, we were able to:
•	Clean up the list.
•	� Build up the activist list of people willing to do phonebanking and go to rallies. We didn’t think we would 

get many, but more than 100 people signed up to do phonebanking which people often think of as the 
worst job.

•	� Raise COPE money as part of a larger goal to build a culture where every time a business agent went out 
they were asking for COPE contributions. We wanted to go deeper into the organization and get stewards 
asking. Ultimately, we want to have COPE asks at every meeting—membership sign-up meetings, contract 
meetings, etc.

•	� Test worksite structure—we used volunteers instead of lost-timers, to get good feedback on structures in 
each worksite.

We also plan to do campaigns or blitzes around COPE a couple of times a year. You have to do COPE on a daily 
basis to get to your goals, but a blitz is like a United Way campaign where for a month you increase the expecta-
tions and accountability.

Accountability. In conducting the census, locals faced some resistance from business agents. They felt it added 
extra work to an already busy workload. We think this response was a first time thing and that people will feel 
better about it next time because they will have the expectation that this is part of their job. Also, staff were 
impressed with the results—especially the success in raising COPE funds—so this will motivate them to partici-
pate in the next census.

The member census was done purely with volunteers. In the fall 2003 blitz, we’ll use paid lost-timers at work-
places where they have trouble reaching people. In July, August, and September 2003, the local staff is commit-
ting two to three days to do only COPE. In October 2003, we’ll have a one-week blitz where we’ll send lost-tim-
ers out on COPE and voter registration. We plan to continue that pattern in future years.

Results. The most compelling thing for the locals was to see that the number of forms returned directly cor-
responded to the increase in COPE contributions for that local. It was remarkable—if you got 14 percent of the 
forms returned, this matched 14 percent of the annual COPE goal for the local. If 39 percent of the forms were 
returned, this matched 39 percent of the annual COPE goal for the local. It showed you have to ask for COPE 
at every meeting and think about it every day. It did begin to change the culture in the locals. 

There was one nursing home in northern Minnesota that had issues that required specific legislation. The 
stewards got really involved and convinced 49 people (not a huge unit) to contribute $3 per pay period (26 pay 
periods) basically $6 per month. The business agent for that facility worked hard preparing the stewards. The 
majority had attended an October 2002 blitz that SEIU had for Paul Wellstone’s re-election and had been to 
lobby at the state capitol. They saw the connection between their jobs and COPE.

Building worksite structures. Sarah Scanlon, the central region COPE coordinator, has been working with 
Local 26, a building services local, to build a steward network to be ready for the 2004 political campaign. They 
started with 20 stewards and in two weeks identified 22 new stewards and 12 additional worksite leaders. They 
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talked to 737 members in 48 buildings. The initial goal is to get 120 stewards (they currently have 4,500 mem-
bers). They also just won a huge security officer campaign that will add about 1,500 members. 

Local 113 had a major contract campaign that energized members in the Twin Cities hospitals. They held back 
on the member census during the campaign, but plan to build on the contract 
network when they do their census this fall. 

SEIU members in the school districts (Locals 284, 63, and 26)—with 150 different units—already have a strong 
structure with one steward for every 55 members. In some places they need additional worksite coordinators so 
they have a worksite coordinator for each of their buildings. 
The goal for every local is to have at most one contact person for every 20 people—that’s the maximum that one 
person can realistically contact at one time. Ten people would be great, but most think that’s unrealistic. 

Lessons. It’s easier to ask for COPE when you have the census survey to go along with it. The members felt they 
could have a conversation about the questions and that would lead into the COPE rap. This was easier than just 
going up to someone and asking for $5. 

The locals found that it was better to ask members to contribute to COPE at meetings at the beginning of 
contract negotiations, when members are optimistic about how bargaining will turn out. At contract ratifica-
tion meetings, there is always someone who is unhappy or angry that can sway the meeting and make people 
less willing to give. For some people, it takes three or four times of being asked before they give, although many 
people do give the first time they’re asked. 

When staff regularly talk to members about politics and legislation at the worksite, they have more success when 
they ask for COPE contributions because members are more likely to make the connection between their jobs 
and politics. 

The census is a great tool for locals to do self-evaluation. For Local 26, the census helped them figure out that 
they needed to build their worksite structure. Where the forms are returned, you see that you have a good 
steward network, or need other worksite coordinators. 

The more involved the members are in an active political program, the easier it is to raise COPE money. 

With hundreds of forms going out it was a huge amount of paperwork for the locals to keep up with and it was 
hard to get information back. The census process really stressed the support staff. But in retrospect, the support 
staff felt it was worth it because they got more COPE money and they saw it was important for the running of 
the local to have members’ correct addresses and information. 

The business agents felt they were always asking the same people to contribute to COPE; the members who go 
to meetings like contract meetings. The census reached further into the membership to people who don’t go to 
meetings. 

Staff. Amy Bodnar from the state council was in charge of coordinating the planning and training for all of the 
locals and preparation of materials (with assistance from Sarah Scanlon). Amy had meetings with each local 
union; she went to their staff meetings for the first visit and then on the second visit she did a minitraining for 
the staff. At the locals, the census was driven by the local president and the political directors developed local 
plans and carried out the logistics. The business agents carried it out with the stewards. The stewards did it 
mainly one on one, or as a group at contract meetings. 

Next year we will work on building more ownership by the staff and the business agents by bringing all of the 
business agents from all locals together and doing an intensive training. We may include stewards in the training 
to help them understand their role better. 

Future plans. We will contact everyone who is not a COPE contributor or not listed as registered to vote. 
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Sample Worksite Communications Structures

Building Worksite Structures for Member Communications 
Lisa Williams, Communications Coordinator, District 1199P 

I. Building a map of members’ ties to the community. In January 2003, District 1199P undertook a Unity 
Fund project to reach out to every member in an effort to support their organizing campaign in the Allegheny 
County hospitals. Our plan was to map members’ connections to the community. We always chart our mem-
bers, but only at work. This project was about charting them as whole people, so to speak. The goal was to 
organize members to make contacts with organizations, churches, and politicians instead of having staff do it. 
It’s more effective if 20 union members who go to the same church approach their clergy about supporting our 
campaign, than if a staff member from the “union” approaches them for support. 

Carrying out the plan. We checked contact information (name, address, phone, e-mail, etc.) and other ques-
tions that would be useful to building community support for the campaign. We asked if members had family 
in the area, what church they go to, what doctors they have, what hospital they use, and if they have any con-
nections to elected officials or community organizations. We asked if members would be willing to be point of 
contact for the union at work, and give information out to others at work. 

The whole staff worked on it full-time for a week, knocking on doors and reaching out to members at work. 
Where we had a good system at the worksite and members engaged in making it happen, we had the most suc-
cess. In hospitals where they didn’t have an internal structure, they were doing home visits and reached far fewer 
people. If we had done more work in preparing for the blitz—for instance if we had known what shift members 
worked—we would have been more successful in reaching members at home. 

Ultimately, everyone thought it was something we should do more of—talk to all members, not just those who 
self-select to be active in the union. 

Neal Bisno, organizing director, and Julie Oppenheimer, assistant organizing director. drove the project, and Jane 
McAlevey was driving the project from the Unity Fund. It was a regional project for all of SEIU, coordinated 
with other locals (although mainly 1199P staff was involved). 

The local gained 300 new potential activists through this project. 

Lessons. We learned that we usually rely on a handful of leaders, but there are many more members that are 
willing to get involved if they are asked. By gathering this information, organizers at nursing homes found new 
work-area leaders and delegates. Even members who are in departments that are not active in the union, or 
where there was anti-union sentiment, felt they had an opportunity to share their feelings. They understood that 
activists and staff were reaching out, and that members would be much stronger with the community behind 
them. So members were very willing to share personal information with us. 

II. Member communications program. The communications program works best when we have a contact 
person assigned at each facility who is responsible for distribution. We send activists a cover letter with 10 ideas 
for distributing the flier—leafleting at the time clock, making sure each work area leader has enough for their 
people, and hand delivering the flier. 

Hospitals are more complicated because they often have multiple buildings. We target members who deliver 
meds or have other jobs that require them to travel around the buildings to do the distribution. A handful of 
hospitals do chapter newsletters (a leaflet with a lot of different pieces of news), and they may distribute the 
district’s hospital leaflet with their newsletter. 

Nursing home chapters are encouraged to do their own issue fliers when things happen, like a labor/manage-
ment meeting, or when they’ve won a grievance. They do fliers around issues, rather than a news bulletin.
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Training. In January 2003, we began training staff to think about the fliers and leaflets they produce in a new 
way. We use the SEIU PowerPoint and other materials to stress that the best leaflets are about what members 
care about, not what the staff or the “union” cares about, and that they are short and distributed at the worksite. 
So instead of putting out a flier with the headline “Meeting Notice,” we’re encouraging staff to think about what 
the members care about, like “What do you want to see in your next contract and what are you willing to do 
to win? Come to a meeting about it.” The training also includes segments on designing a flier using Microsoft 
Word and on talking to members about distributing it effectively. 

We have done this training with all staff by sector (hospitals, nursing homes, statewide health care workers). I 
follow up with staff at monthly meetings on what stories would be good for publications, how worksite distribu-
tion is going, and what kind of communication engages members. 

The first real group member training will be in September at the leadership assembly for members who are 
responsible for producing materials in their facility. 

At the nursing home bargaining conference coming up in the fall we’ll do a section on worksite distribution of 
leaflets, and the importance of doing it one way versus another. 

It’s a work in progress. Some chapters are really good at it and some are not sure how to even get a flier out. But 
we think that practicing it and using our worksite distribution systems frequently will help. 

Staff. Everyone understands why it’s better to hand out leaflets at work than mail out a newsletter. I have done 
training for them on how to produce a leaflet on a computer using Microsoft Word. The key is follow up. A day-
long training results in a tiny bit of improvement. So I’m trying to work with individual staff to improve their 
fliers, to look at them before they go out, and so on. 

Staff reaction is mixed. They are very engaged in thinking about what they should be getting out to members in 
the next month (but turnaround is still a bit long—a month of gathering information, printing, mailing—so we 
have to think ahead). 

PAC/COPE. The local has included PAC (Political Action Solidarity Fund) sign-up in publications but hasn’t 
gotten much response. Members aren’t signing up for PAC based only on reading a flier. We need to follow up 
with individuals to get them to actually fill it out and contribute. 

We also included a PAC card when members ratified the state contract. We try to connect PAC contributions to 
things members care about. During the state contract campaign, we prioritized raising money for PAC, building 
membership involvement, and getting fee payers to sign up as members. 

Worksite structure. The worksite structures came about through the District’s Committee to Build 

a Stronger Union (CTBSU), formed in 1999. We had a huge amount of growth. The CTBSU recommendations 
were that each chapter have officers, and enough work-area leaders 

and delegates to represent all the members in every department and every shift. 

Staff is trained by their supervisors to set up a plan to get each chapter “certified” under the CTBSU recom-
mendations. So far only seven chapters are certified. Certification requirements include 10 percent of members 
signed up on PAC with a plan to get to 25 percent, a communications structure, a CTBSU-mandated leadership 
structure, a member organizer and member political organizer, complete worksite charts, and an effective griev-
ance committee, etc. When a chapter is certified, they will get a dues rebate of $1 per member per month that 
the chapter can spend however it wants. Some use the dues rebate money to help members with lost time to go 
to union conferences, training, or to do other union work. 

At staff meetings, we check in to set goals for reaching certification at all our chapters. 
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The staff really sees the benefit because members in certified chapters can run their own union. And that frees 
staff for the other programs of the union and to work with other chapters that need help. This program was in 
place before the local started thinking about doing worksite communications. 

III. Campaign to enact a provider assessment. We engaged in a campaign to stop nursing home cuts and 
enact a provider assessment. For a number of weeks the campaign was very intense and we were distributing 
weekly fliers. Because we already had a communications structure in place for other publications, we could use 
that same structure to move the campaign information. 

We put together a large rally in Harrisburg, Pa., (the state capital) in three weeks. We used fliers to generate 
participation and bus nursing home workers to the state capitol. At the time, we had just spent three months 
putting together a big nurses’ rally at the capitol and we needed to do the same amount of organizing work in 
three weeks. 

The district met our goals for attendance at the nursing home rally in just three weeks. The result of the cam-
paign thus far: We drove out opposition from a nonprofit nursing home association, which is a big victory. The 
governor is on our side. The Legislature is on our side, but because the assessment is tied to the budget, it is held 
up as the Legislature drags its feet on passing the budget. 

Advice for other locals. 
•	� The unionwide mandate to use worksite communication to make our union stronger—especially setting 

standards for the number of elected leaders—is really important. 
•	� Charting the worksites is also very important for staff and member leaders. 
•	� Educate staff and members about how much more effective worksite distribution is, and reminding them 

that the flier is an opportunity to start a conversation about issues. 
•	� Give staff regular printouts of their membership so they can help chapter leaders keep updated charts and 

make sure everyone has had a union orientation and signed a membership card. 
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Tested Principles for Union Political Communication 

The ability of union leaders to win for working people in politics depends on the involvement of union 
members and their families in political action. 

If members don’t get involved in registering and voting, giving money, and taking part in worksite leafleting, 
rallies, phone banks, petition drives, and other actions, public officials are less likely to act on union members’ 
priorities. 

With focus groups, polling, and other methods, SElU and the CTW unions have tested methods of communi-
cation that increase member participation. That research shows that most members are more likely to support 
political action if they think it is… 

1.	� Based on economic and work-related issues that affect members’ families, not on union ties with 
particular candidates or parties. 

2.	 �Designed to hold all politicians accountable to working people on a year-round basis, not just to 
support certain politicians at election time. 

3.	� Based on the priorities and views of union members, not just goals of “the union” as an institution. 

Here are some tested methods for emphasizing those points in union communications:

Year-round contact. Use worksite leaflets, e-mail alerts, Web Pages, and other tools to encourage discussion 
between members and stewards or other activists throughout the year on local, state, or federal issues that affect 
working people. Members who are asked to help win on legislative issues during the year are more likely to get 
involved at election time. Use your Locals Online Web site’s Action Center to put up leaflets that workers can 
download and pass out at work. Encourage workers to visit the Web site and send letters to hold politicians 
accountable on issues that matter to working families. Collecting e-mail addresses throughout the year will 
enable you to communicate with workers during election campaigns. 

Integrate COPE and voter registration in the year-round communication program. Members are more 
likely to contribute to COPE if they understand how the political contribution can help them have a stronger 
voice on issues that matter to them—their contract, their wages and benefits, legislation that makes a difference 
in their job, etc. It’s also important that asking members to contribute to COPE or asking them to register and 
vote isn’t the only time we talk to them about politics—that leads to cynicism, not involvement. Communicate 
with members about political action before and after asking them to contribute to COPE. 

Two-way communication. Provide surveys or tear-off forms and online forms on your Web site for members to 
give their priorities at the start of legislative cycles. Like surveys in contract campaigns, these show members that 
union political activities are based on their needs. 

At election time, give members a chance to question candidates, and report on the discussion that took place to 
members who were unable to attend. Your Web site can allow members to send their questions in by e-mail or 
an online form (a great way to also invite them to update their personal contact information). Member involve-
ment in screening will increase support for candidates the union recommends. Your Web site can report on the 
candidates’ responses and on member participation in campaign activities.
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Worker voices. Feature members and their families in news conferences announcing political and legislative 
goals, contributions, and recommendations of support. In leaflets and other publications and on Web sites, 
include quotes and photos of members who have chosen to get involved in union political action because of 
issues they care about. This gives members role models and emphasizes that our goal is to benefit working 
people, not just “the union.”

Issues up front. Headlines and text of materials or statements and signs at news
conferences or rallies should lead not with politicians or union leaders but with issues: jobs, health care, security, 
quality service.

Factual, nonpartisan tone. Members say they are more likely to open a letter from the union than a brochure 
that looks like political advertising. All pieces should be clearly marked as “A message from your union about 
your job” or “Research for you by your union” so members won’t think it comes from a candidate or party. 
On your Web site, you can create Pages with tables displaying how the candidates stack up. When it comes to 
election materials, most members say they want factual comparisons of candidates’ records on issues so they can 
make up their own minds.

•	The union’s position on each issue and the effect on members should be included.
•	� The party affiliation of candidates should not be included, emphasizing that any recommendation is based 

on issues, not party.
•	� Comparisons should include at least one bad vote by the recommended candidate and good votes by others. 

Members don’t believe any politician is all good or bad.
•	� Unflattering photos of candidates we oppose should be avoided. They make our materials seem too slanted 

to be believed.
•	� Web sites or other sources should be cited for the information that is presented. Sources add credibility, 

even if the reader never looks them up. But don’t just link to the candidates’ Web sites without providing 
your own information on your site.

•	� The union’s recommendation should be provided at the bottom, after the factual information it is based on, 
and not in the main headlines where it will taint the credibility of the comparison that is presented.

It is better to use the word “recommendation,” which clearly leaves to the member the decision about for whom 
to vote, as opposed to “endorsement,” which to many members has come to mean an instruction determined by 
union officials.

Keep it short. Leaflets, letters, e-mails, articles, and Web Pages should have few words, large type, and one or 
two main ideas. Often, the time we have to get a point across is the time it takes for the reader to reach the near-
est trash can.
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Sample COPE Newsletter Update



SEIU—Wellstone Action	 112

Tips for Reaching Home Health Care Workers

Introduction
Even in the best of circumstances, maintaining an accurate membership list is hard work.

Home care locals face particularly difficult challenges:

•	� Because home care workers have a very demanding job and get paid relatively little, most locals report 40 
percent to 50 percent of their members leave the local and the industry every year.

•	� Even when members do stay with the union, it’s often hard to get their most current phone number and 
address.

•	� Because of their low pay, members change address and phone number—or have their phone number 
temporarily disconnected due to problems keeping up with bills—relatively frequently.

•	� When members give their contact information to their employer, they often give the address of the person 
for whom they are caring; so locals often don’t have their home address.

•	� Locals can’t rely on help from members who work at the same worksite because members don’t work 
together in a factory or an office, they work by themselves in their client’s home.

Given these challenges, what can a home care local that wants to mobilize its members for politics or organiz-
ing do to increase the odds of success? The best place to look for answers is in the experience and ideas of other 
home care locals.

The following is a list of strategies that home care locals have used or are considering using to maintain an 
accurate membership list. We have listed the locals that tried these approaches so that you can contact them 
if you want more details or need help strategizing about how to fit their approach to your particular situation. 
These tips were contributed by Mary Ruth Gross of SEIU Local 250; Karla Spence and Lisa Segal of SEIU 
Local 503; Arthur Towers of the Oregon State Council; Myriarn Escamilla of SEIU Local 715; Adam Glickman, 
Laura Southard, Candace Inagi of SEIU Local 775; Mila Thomas and Karen Orlando of SEIU Local 616; Keith 
Kelleher of SEIU Local 880; Tyrone Freeman and Dereck Smith of SEIU Local 434B; and Aida Garcia and 
Norvelin Pichardo of SEIU Local 1199NY.

Getting Updated Contact Information from Members
The best way to get the most up-to-date contact information about members is from members themselves. But 
for home care locals this is hard to accomplish. Therefore, some of the standard SElU techniques for getting 
information from members have to be modified to fit the unique circumstances of home care members.

For example, stewards and member-to-member contact are a good way to get a member’s information. Since 
home care workers work at a worksite of one, home care locals have tried several strategies for solving this 
problem:

•	� Local 250 has developed a network of members who act as surrogate stewards for a particular town or 
neighborhood, although they are not called stewards because many members don’t want that much 
responsibility.

•	� On an as-needed basis, 1199NY breaks down its membership by ZIP Code and assigns organizers to them.
•	� Local 503 has used phone trees organized by House districts, which have worked to varying degrees. The 

most successful efforts occurred in districts that had a large number of member activists with a strong sense 
of group identity.

•	� Local 503 is also trying an experiment in which new home care members in a particular county are sent a 
letter welcoming them to the union and giving them a list of activists in their area if they have questions or 
want to get more involved.
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Membership meetings are another great place to get the most current contact information about members—but 
only if enough members show up for meetings. This is why Local 1199NY, 880 and 250 phone their members 
about meetings.

Another way to update information is to have staff or volunteers contact members by phone. Since most home 
care locals tend to have inaccurate phone lists, Local 775 found that using a vendor to do a phone match before 
making calls can make a real difference. If done in a limited way, phone matches are affordable; Local 775 usu-
ally spends about $250 to match new names.

Most home care locals have not found that mailing members is an effective way of getting updated information. 
For example, Local 503 ran an experiment in which they sent members postcards asking them to tell the union 
if their phone number had changed. This effort met with limited success—they didn’t get many cards back.

Ultimately, to make real headway many locals try to use every contact they have with a member as a chance to 
get updated information. They have found that whenever their staff talks to members, whether it’s when you 
visit them or when your members call the office, your staff always ask members to confirm whether the union 
has their correct address and phone number.

Getting Information from the State 
Since home care workers are paid by the state government, the state can also be an important source of informa-
tion about members. 
Most locals have been able to get states to send them information electronically, which has been a real advantage. 
Some locals have gone so far as to help the state develop a good database program so they are able to get the 
locals the information they need. 
But state information is not a panacea. If the state sends you an address or phone number that differs from what 
is in your membership database, which data do you keep? Local 250 always uses state data because they are 
confident that it is reasonably accurate, in part because their successes in increasing member wages and benefits 
has significantly reduced turnover. In contrast, Local 503 has found Oregon state data is not as accurate as they 
would like, and the more they collect data from members through internal organizing, the less they use state 
data. Local 775 only uses state data when they are adding new people. 
The one area in which all locals rely heavily on the state for information is keeping track of when a new or 
returning member starts working and when members leave their job. No matter what information a local gets 
from the state, they will never have a completely accurate count of their membership: either they won’t find all 
new or returning members as soon as they begin working, or they will have people still listed as members when 
they have already left their job. But locals can significantly improve the accuracy of the information they get 
from the state by negotiating to get both how many hours a member worked and how many hours they were 
authorized to work. Because of the billing process, hours worked will always lag behind reality. But if someone 
new is authorized to work a certain number of hours, this information will show up in the state’s database right 
away.

Managing Your Membership Database 
Just as important as how you get information about your members is how you manage the information. Because 
turnover in the industry is relatively high, there are several issues you need to decide when setting up your 
membership database. 

One of the most important issues you’ll need to decide is, how long should you keep a member in the database 
so you can contact them? Most SEIU locals do not keep track of people who are no longer members. But in the 
home care sector, workers tend to drop in and out of the industry. For example, Local 503 found that 30 to 40 
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people come back every month who worked in home care in the last six months. As a result, most locals keep 
mailing people who were members up until six months ago. 

At some point, however, it no longer makes sense to keep a member’s information in your membership database. 
If you do not eventually remove the information, your membership database will become too large to support. 
Most locals found that one year is a good cutoff, because people who haven’t been members for a year or more 
are highly unlikely to rejoin the local. Two important exceptions are Local 434B, which has found it useful to 
keep inactive members in their database for two years and then archive them, and 1199NY, which keeps inactive 
members in their main database for only six months and then archives them. 

The other issue you will need to consider is who should have access to the membership database and who 
should be able to modify it. Most locals give organizers the ability to view information about members in the 
database. But most strictly restrict who can change the data to reduce the number of typos, etc. In Locals 250 
and 1199NY, reps pass changes on to administrative staff. In Local 503, they can add notes to the notes field. In 
Locals 775 and 880, organizing staff can look up names, but they cannot change the data. 

Mobilizing for Politics 
Most SEIU locals focus their energy on mobilizing their members for politics. But given the high turnover 
in the home care industry, it may be worthwhile for home care locals to treat former members as community 
allies. Former members are likely to vote for home care and health care policies that SEIU locals advocate. And 
since low-wage workers, particularly low-wage minority female workers, are rarely targeted by political parties, 
an effort to mobilize former members could bring people into the political process whose voice is otherwise 
ignored. 

Some locals, such as 1199NY and 880, have formed retiree groups whose members are active in politics. At this 
point, no locals have tried to systematically incorporate former members who aren’t retirees into their efforts to 
build community allies. Local 880 has found that a significant number of former members still show up at meet-
ings (largely because they are interested in becoming members again in the future). The Oregon State Council is 
considering an experiment to systematically involve former members.
 

Conclusion 
For home care locals, keeping an accurate membership list isn’t easy. But when SEIU locals first began organizing 
home care workers many years ago, they faced what many considered to be impossible odds. Both society and 
the labor movement had essentially written off these workers. SEIU led the way, helping the people who take 
care of some of the most vulnerable members of our society to have a real say in how they are treated on the 
job. Ensuring that these members’ voices are still heard is a difficult challenge. But by learning from each other’s 
experience and ideas, we can make a real difference.
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Sample Member Census Cards/Surveys

Local 113
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Sample Member Census Cards/Surveys

Generic Survey
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Sample Member Census Cards/Surveys

Local 113 New Member Orientation
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Local 49—Check-off/Bank Draft (front)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Local 49—Check-off/Bank Draft (back)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Minnesota State Council (side 1)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Minnesota State Council (inside)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

1199NY (outside)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Minnesota State Council (inside)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Local 49 Worksite Education Leaflet (Front-English)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

Local 49 Worksite Education Leaflet (Back-Spanish)
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Sample COPE Cards/Leaflets

1199NY COPE sign-up during rally
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WORKPLAN FOR A COPE DRIVE IN A LOCAL
Designed to be filled out together with APD and local Political Director

Local No. ____________

Political Director/Staff Name _____________________________

How many of our members are on COPE?

Number of members in local _________ divided by number of members COPE _________
Equals _______ percent of members on COPE.

What is the average yearly COPE $ coming from our union membership?

Total COPE $ per year ____________ divided by Total number of members in local _________
Equals an average of $ _______ per union member per year.

What is the standard that I am trying to get to? 

$________ per member per year

How much total COPE $ am I trying to raise per year?

$___________ per member per year goal X ________ number of members in my local = __________ Goal 
COPE $ per year

How much more COPE $ do I need to raise to get there?

Goal COPE $ per year $__________ – Current COPE $ per year $_______ =
$_________ COPE $ I need to raise

Start Date of Program: __________________ Review date of Program:_________________

Number of Weeks: ________				    Number of Work days: __________		
Other Goals:

-	 Recruit _____ member COPE collectors
-	 Sign up _____ members themselves
-	 Daily card goal for each staff person	 ________




