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“ Organizing teaches as nothing else does the beauty and strength of everyday people. 

Through the songs of the church and the talk on the stoops, through the hundreds of 

individual stories of coming up from the South and finding any job that would pay, of 

raising families on threadbare budgets, of losing some children to drugs and watching 

others earn degrees and land jobs their parents could never aspire to — it is through 

these stories and songs of dashed hopes and powers of endurance, of ugliness and 

strife, subtlety and laughter, that organizers can shape a sense of community not only 

for others, but for themselves.” 

— Barack Obama, 2009
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This manual represents the collected best practices of Organizing for Action volunteers 

and staff. It is intended for OFA volunteers working in our organization in many capac-

ities — fellows, chapter leads, data captains, statewide resource leads, and brand new 

volunteers, just to name a few examples. The information in this manual gives context 

on how OFA develops its strategy and how volunteer leaders can adapt that strategy 

to the local level. It provides information about best practices in issue organizing and 

building people-centered, metrics-driven grassroots issue advocacy campaigns. And 

it provides places for you to reflect on how to adapt these methods to the organizing 

work you’re doing in your community with fellow OFA volunteers.

While this manual is intended as a resource, your greatest resource in organizing at 

OFA will be other volunteer leaders and the staff who support them. Every volunteer 

and volunteer leader should be connected to our organization through a point of 

contact. For you, this person may be your neighborhood team leader, chapter lead, 

state coordinator, or mentor. As you work through this manual, work with your point 

of contact on how you can implement these techniques into the organizing you are 

doing in your community.

The organizing that OFA volunteers are doing on behalf of the issues Americans voted 

for in 2012 is already changing the conversation and holding elected officials account-

able to their constituents. By engaging our communities on issues that matter to our 

everyday lives, and organizing to persuade our Members of Congress to support us, 

grassroots volunteers are bringing the country closer to the change it voted for. We 

hope that you’ll use the organizing techniques in this manual to bring your community 

together and make your elected representatives hear your voices, and thereby push 

forward making the change we voted for a reality.

Thank you for being part of the OFA family, thank you for leaning in to learn more 

about organizing, and thank you for continuing to propel our movement forward.

YOU 
ARE
OFA
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Who We Are

You are OFA.

Organizing for Action exists because of dedicated grassroots volunteers throughout the 

country who are committed to organizing their communities to help achieve enactment 

of the agenda Americans voted for in 2012. By bringing supporters together and craft-

ing issue advocacy strategies that are both nationally potent and locally responsive, we 

are building persuasive issue advocacy campaigns that move Members of Congress to 

support our causes. 

Our mission comprises five main aspects that describe our purpose and how we 

achieve it:

1 Organize in states around the legislative agenda Americans voted for in 2012.

2  Build grassroots power by training and developing volunteer leadership on the 

ground.

3  Build meaningful, long-lasting and mutually beneficial coalition partnerships in 

states and nationally to build the progressive movement.

4  Develop state organizations that grassroots fundraise to self-sustain, connecting 

donors to activists.

5 Tell the story of our work.

Every part of our mission points back to the importance of grassroots volunteers in our 

organization. We embrace the motto “Respect-Empower-Include-Act” as the way we 

interact with one another as we build a sustainable, effective organization to advocate 

for the issues Americans voted for in 2012.

1
Who We Are  
OFA Mission

OFA Culture and Expectations
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2

2
Building Strategic Issue Campaigns  
How a Bill Becomes a Law  

OFA Issue Organizing Strategy

Power Mapping

Earned Media

Digital Organizing

Talking About the Issues through Personal Stories

Crafting Your Local Strategy

How a Bill Becomes a Law

One of Organizing for Action’s primary goals is advocating for bills to be passed into 

laws that support the agenda Americans voted for in 2012. However, before a piece 

of legislation becomes a law, it moves through many steps and must be supported by 

many Members of Congress, as well as (in most cases) the President. Before we dive 

into methods to organize support for legislation, let’s briefly review the process of 

moving legislation into law.
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1 Idea – Every piece of legislation begins as an idea for how a problem can be  

 solved. Ideas for legislation are born from real problems in our society that are

 affecting everyday Americans.  

2 Introduction – Once a policy idea has been studied and an approach to solving

 the problem formulated, a bill is drafted and introduced in either the House of

 Representatives or the Senate. Eventually the legislation will need to be  

 addressed and accepted by both chambers of Congress, although the order it 

 passes through the two chambers can vary. 

3 Committee Action – After introduction to each chamber, the bill is assigned to 

 a committee according to its subject matter. The Members of Congress on the 

 committee will research the bill, debate the bill, and hold “mark-up sessions” in 

 which the bill is revised and amendments added. The committee will then vote 

 whether to send the bill to the full chamber of Congress. 

4 Floor Action – Once the bill has been passed out of committee, it is placed on  

 the legislative calendar. Debate is allowed on the bill, and then a vote can be

 taken on the bill. In the case of the Senate, because the minority recently has

 filibustered so frequently, often a vote of 60 Senators is required to stop a

 filibuster before a vote on the bill itself can be called. 

5 Conference Committee – Often the Senate and House approve different versions 

 of similar legislation. Therefore, after both the House of Representatives and the 

 Senate have approved a version of the legislation, the two versions are sent to a 

 conference committee to be reconciled. Here Members of Congress work out the 

 differences in the two versions of the legislation in order to draft a compromise  

 bill. The conference committee writes a report on their compromise, and sends  

 that report back to the floor of both chambers of Congress for final approval. 

6 The President – When both chambers of Congress approve the conference 

 report, the bill moves down Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House for the   

 President’s signature. If the President does not approve the law, he vetoes the 

 bill and sends it back to Congress for an override. Congress can only override a

 Presidential veto with a two-thirds majority vote in both chambers. If the Presi-

 dent approves of the law, he signs it into law. 

7 The bill becomes a law – Once the bill is signed by the President it has

 become a law.  

8 Implementation – Once the bill is a law, the executive branch is responsible

 for developing procedures to implement the law based on the timeline set

 in the legislation. 
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The process of moving a piece of legislation from a good idea to practical policies that 

can improve Americans’ lives is a long and difficult one with no single path to success. 

There are often sidetracks and other complications. Our organizing actions can help 

persuade Members of Congress to introduce legislation by highlighting problems in our 

society and challenge elected officials to do something about them through legislation. 

Once a bill has been introduced, volunteer’s advocacy can bring attention to the 

importance of the policy issue to the communities a Member of Congress represents, 

and thereby why that Member of Congress should support it. Once a law has been 

enacted, volunteers can help to make sure the law is successful by making its benefits 

clear to the public.

1

2

3

4

= Volunteers tell Members of Congress (MOC)  their position on the issue 

   and ask for action

= Volunteers show MOC that their community  supports the legislation

= Volunteers make sure the public knows about the benefits of the law

= Volunteers let their MOC know they want legislation introduced
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OFA Issue Organizing Strategy

In issue organizing, our goal is to see laws passed that will further the policies we 

believe are in the best interest of our country. At Organizing for Action, we support 

issues that are aligned with the agenda Americans voted for in 2012. In order to pass 

these laws, we must earn the support of lawmakers who vote on the measures. For 

federal issue campaigns, this means having support of 218 members of the House of 

Representatives and 51 Senators, or 60 Senators if a Senator is filibustering the bill. 

In order to pass the laws we care about, we often have to persuade Members of 

Congress to support our position. To do this, we want to make our argument to them 

in the way that will be most effective. Therefore, we must consider what is important 

to the Member of Congress as he or she is deciding how to vote on legislation. 

 

This process of crafting an approach to affect a Member of Congress’s support is what 

goes into devising strategy. In our organizing at OFA we define strategy as using the 

resources you have to amass the power you need to create the change you want.

At Organizing for Action, our greatest resource is our grassroots organizing network 

that shows its strength when volunteers like you come together in organizing actions. 

That network is particularly effective because of its knowledge of organizing skills, 

which is why Organizing for Action invests heavily in training for volunteers, fellows, and 

volunteer leaders. The impact of our grassroots network is amplified when the story of 

our organizing is seen by more people through avenues like the evening news, emails, 

tweets, or local newspapers. This is why OFA’s strategy incorporates digital tools and 

earned media to tell the stories of our supporters.  

 

Our power comes when we use these resources to make an argument that will be 

persuasive to the Member of Congress whose support we are trying to earn. In order 

to do this, we must consider what is important to that Member of Congress. For each 

Member this will vary, which is why our volunteers’ local knowledge of their Members 

and their communities is so important.  

 

Our challenge as organizers is to make sure that lawmakers see and hear their 

constituents’ issue positions. In order to make that happen, our goal is to use our 

volunteers’ organizing knowledge and energy to amplify the positions of those 

who support our agenda in every community. We can change lawmakers’ policy 

positions by using our resources to demonstrate that their constituents support our 

agenda and why.
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CREATE
THE CHANGE

YOU WANT

Power Mapping

As we’re crafting a local strategy to move a Member of Congress to support our 

position, it’s important to consider who are important constituencies to that Member of 

Congress. These constituencies may support our position or be opposed to it. They may 

have a lot of influence or very little. The first step in planning our strategy is mapping 

all of the individuals and groups interested in this issue (regardless of their stance on it), 

their relationship to our Member of Congress and one another, and how much power 

they have to persuade the decision maker. 

 

One way to develop a visual representation of these relationships is by drawing a power 

map. A power map places each group of people interested in the issue on a grid and 

charts how much persuasion power they have.
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Our grid has two axes. The vertical axis shows how much power each group has. If they 

are high on the grid, they have a lot of influence. If they are low, they have very little 

influence. On the horizontal axis we’ll track if groups agree with our position or are

opposed to our position. If they are with us 100% they’ll be all the way on the left at 

position 1. If they are diametrically opposed to us, they’d be in the number 10 position. 

The very first person we’ll want to place on our power map is the lawmaker himself. 

Of course he’ll be a 10 on the influence scale, because he is the decision maker who can 

create the change we want by voting on legislation. The next question is his 

current position on the issue in question — is he absolutely opposed to it, neutral, 

or mostly supportive?  

 

Answering this question will begin the process of doing research on our Member of 

Congress. We need to gather some information about our Member of Congress in order 

to determine his or her position on the issue and what constituencies might be influen-

tial in moving that position nearer to ours. Consider a Member of Congress in your 

community who OFA members want to persuade to support our issues. Do some of 

your own research to answer the questions in the research survey in the box on the 

following page. Your research may involve searches on the web, information you receive 

from your OFA point-of-contact, or information you learn through talking to partner 

groups and other supporters in your community.

Member of Congress Research Questions

Issue:              

 

Member of Congress (MOC):          
 
 

Where does this MOC reside when not in Washington, DC? 

 

 

What previous elected offices, if any, has this MOC held? 

 

 

What was this MOC’s career prior to becoming an elected official?  

 

 

What is the demographic make-up of this MOC’s district? 

 

 

What organizational affiliations does this MOC have? Do they sit on any 

boards? Are there any organizations this MOC cites as critical to his or 

her success?  

 

 

What prior actions or statements has this MOC made on this issue? 

 

 

Is there any other information you feel is important to keep in mind as we 

work to persuade this MOC?
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Once you’ve gathered information about your own member of Congress you can start 

building a power map for the lawmaker on this issue. As an example, we’re going to 

power map a fictional Member of Congress – Senator Smith from the great state of 

Columbiana. Here we’re going to build a power map for Senator Smith on Gun Violence 

Prevention. Read the information about Senator Smith:

Issue: Gun Violence Prevention 

 

Member of Congress (MOC): Senator Patricia Smith (Columbiana) 
 
 

Goal: Secure Senator Smith’s vote on universal background check legislation 

 

Bio: Senator Patricia Smith is a freshman moderate Senator from Columbiana, a state 

with 3 major post-industrial cities and a large farming industry outside of those cities. 

Before being elected to the Senate, she served as a US Representative for her home-

town of Monroe, the state capital. Prior to that, she was the Director of the Freedom 

Institute. The Freedom Institute is a public policy advocacy and research organization 

that advocates public policies with emphasis on fiscal responsibility and school choice. 

 

She currently serves on the Judiciary, Armed Forces, and Foreign Affairs Committees. 

She’s also the ranking member on the African Affairs sub-committee. Senator Smith 

comes from a family of veterans, and she often talks about her father and grandfather 

teaching her how to shoot skeet from a young age. She has an ‘A’ rating from the NRA 

and has voted in-step with them in the past. While serving in the House she had a good 

working and personal relationship with former Congresswoman Gabby Giffords, 

because they worked together on the Armed Forces committee. 

 

After indicating she might vote yes, she voted no on the issue of background checks. 

Her initial comments were that she hadn’t heard enough from supporters and she 

encouraged survivors and others affected by gun violence to stay involved. With 

plummeting approval ratings and a good deal of national media, Senator Smith 

began stating that she is open to supporting universal background checks, and has 

acknowledged that her falling numbers are likely due to her vote against universal 

background checks.

After reading Senator Smith’s background, we can begin to put together a power 

map of groups who might be influential in persuading her to change her position on 

gun violence prevention. First, let’s place Senator Smith herself on the power map. 

While the Senator voted no on the most recent legislation, she’s indicated openness to 

gun violence prevention in the past. So let’s put Senator Smith as a 10 on the influence 

scale and a 6 on the support scale.
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Our next step will be to brainstorm organizations that have an interest in this issue. We’ll 

especially be considering if there are organizations that have a relationship to 

Senator Smith and that might express a position on this issue were we to ask them. On 

the issue of gun violence prevention there are some established groups who advocate 

on this issue: Organizing for Action, Americans for Responsible Solutions, and the 

National Riffle Association. Additional groups who have a stake in preventing gun 

violence include law enforcement, veterans groups, parents, teachers, student groups, 

and religious groups. 

 

Our next step is to place organizations on the power map by assessing their position 

on the issue and their influence on the decision maker. See the power map for how we 

placed various groups. On this map, OFA is a 1 on support, but a 6 on influence. We 

have a large grassroots network, but Senator Smith may not yet realize that our 

supporters include some of her voters. However, our coalition partner Americans for 

Responsible Solutions is rated an 7 on the influence scale because it is led by Represen-

tative Gabrielle Giffords, and our research showed us that Senator Smith has a personal 

relationship with the former Congresswoman and survivor of gun violence.  

 

Now let’s look at the National Rifle Association. As an organization, the NRA is clearly 

opposed to any new legislation on common sense background checks, we’ll place them 

as a 10 on the “against us” side of the axis. Also, since Senator Smith’s NRA grade is so 

high, we can assume that she might consider them an important constituency. So let’s 

give them an 8 on the influence scale. While the NRA as a national organization may 

not be changing its position, as we organize we may find NRA members in our com-

munity who support our position for common sense background checks. So let’s add a 

group to our power map “Local NRA members” and place them as a 8 on the influence 

scale but on the “with us” side of the support scale. 

  

Our final step is to consider the relationships between groups and between the groups 

and Senator Smith. What groups have access to Senator Smith directly? What groups 

have relationships with one another so that they could work together? These types of 

relationships change in each state and community, so it’s important to strategize with 

potential coalition partners to determine how your relationships could help groups work 

together, and thereby build a path to the Member of Congress. In this example, OFA 

and Americans for Responsible Solutions are coalition partners, so we know that ARS 

will help our members build a relationship with Senator Smith. 

 

Now that you’ve seen an example of a power map, try building one for your own Mem-

ber of Congress on the issue you are working on now! Use the research you did about 

your Member of Congress, brainstorm organizations and individuals involved in this 

issue, place the organizations on the power map, and then identify relationships. 

 

Developing a power map is one of the crucial first steps to developing a strategy. 

Next we’ll talk about some actions you and your fellow volunteers can take within an 

issue organizing strategy, then how you can craft your own strategy to persuade your 

Member of Congress on a targeted issue campaign.
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Earned Media 

 

One key tactic for using our resources to increase our power is making sure the public 

knows about the broad support that exists in the community for our position. Earning 

media coverage for our grassroots supporters allows their story to be seen across their 

community. Why is earned media so important when it’s the lawmaker we’re trying to 

persuade? Members of Congress are very attentive to the press coverage in their local 

news outlets because they know that such coverage both reflects opinions among their 

constituents and influences the opinions of more constituents.

Some earned media headlines written about OFA organizing:

1 huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/13/organizing-for-action-climate-deniers_n_3750126.html 

2 washingtonpost.com/blogs/plum-line/wp/2013/08/19/it-isnt-2009-anymore 

3 noticias.univision.com/inmigracion/reforma-migratoria/article/2013-08-05/reforma-migratoria-el-momen

 to-es-ahora#axzz2b3imy420 

4 gapersblock.com/mechanics/2013/08/22/gun-violence-prevention-advocates-rally-for-congressional-action

1

3

2

4

First, let’s make sure to define what earned media is. When we say earned media, we 

mean stories that run as news in the local newspaper, blog, or TV station. They are 

earned because we planned an event that was newsworthy in order to be covered. This 

is in contrast to paid media, also known as advertisements. Earned media is extremely 

effective in persuading constituents because news outlets are trusted sources for

information. If a news outlet has reported our supporters’ stories, constituents know 

that they must be authentic. 

 

Through organizing experience, we’ve developed best practices for earning media 

coverage for our events. When planning an earned media event there are four key 

elements to consider: message, talkers, location, and local connection.

Message

Talkers

Location

Local Connection

Remarks, Location, Signage 

Surrogate, Validator, Constituent

Message, Controlled, Accessible for news outlets

Connects national issues to local context and increases 

relevance to the broader audience
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Message 

 

The message is the main idea that we’re trying to get across through our earned media 

event. While there might be many specific policy points that are important to our 

supporters within a single piece of legislation, the main message communicates why 

the legislation is important and its ultimate goal. President Obama has talked a lot 

about building an economy in which hard work is rewarded and everyone plays by the 

same rules. That is his message frame. Underneath that frame, he has introduced many 

specific policy proposals, but the message expresses the overarching vision he has for 

the economy that inspired the resulting policies. When we are organizing press confer-

ences, it is important that the remarks, location, and signage at the press conference 

express the main goal of the positions we’re advocating. What people say and how the 

location looks will express in sound and pictures why the community supports our 

position on the issue.

Talkers 

 

Who is delivering the message at your earned media event is important as well. At Or-

ganizing for Action, our supporters are the face of our organization. They highlight the 

real impact of policy issues and the grassroots nature of our movement. We can think 

of possible speakers at an earned media event falling into three categories: surrogate, 

validator, and constituent.
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A surrogate is a person who can be considered a “local celebrity” and would attract 

media interest. This could be a local elected official, media personality, or sports figure.  

A validator is a person who can speak with authority on the subject, and who your 

audience will consider a trusted expert. This could be a scientist talking about climate 

change, or a small business owner talking about the economic impact of legislation.  

A constituent supporter is a person from the community who is impacted by the policy 

issue. They use their personal story to illustrate why the policy is important in the every 

day lives of people in the community. 

A well-planned earned media event can make use of all three types of talkers in order 

to present community support for the policy issue from a multitude of perspectives.

Location 

 

The location of your earned media event is important for many reasons. First, you want 

your location to illustrate the message of your event. If your message is “Immigration 

reform will be good for local businesses,” it would be a great idea to have your earned 

media event at a local business that will benefit from immigration reform (and have 

the business owner be one of your talkers). When choosing a location, you also want 

to consider what a photo taken of your event will look like. Often times people will just 

see a photo of an event without any explanation, so it’s important that a photo of your 

event communicates your message. It’s helpful to hold your event in a space where all 

of the participants will be grouped together so the location looks full. You also want to 

make sure that your event is not interrupted and that your agenda can run smoothly, 

so it is helpful to have it in a place that you have reserved and where you can control 

access. Finally, when you’re choosing your location, consider the reporters who you 

want to attend and make sure that it is easily accessible to their offices.

Local Connection

Perhaps most important when planning an earned media event is making sure it 

highlights a local connection. What makes stories on local news so influential to 

community members is that they illustrate why the issue is important to people like 

them. The policy issues moving through Congress are covered in the national press, 

but our local supporters can make it clear how the policy issue will impact each 

community where we organize. This makes a compelling case to the constituents in 

that community, and in turn motivates them to advocate for our policy agenda to their 

Member of Congress. 

Earned media is one of the most effective issue organizing tactics for persuading 

Members of Congress because it amplifies our message, makes it clear how national 

legislation will impact our local community, and demonstrates the growing community 

support for our position. When we are successful in organizing earned media events, 

we drive the local conversation to respond to our supporters’ positions, and Members 

of Congress take notice.
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This photo was taken at a press conference in support of the climate change campaign 

in Arizona. A local business owner has installed solar panels on his restaurant, and is 

talking about how using sustainable energy sources has a positive economic effect. 

From the photograph we can tell the message of the event – the signage makes it clear 

this is a climate event and identifies OFA’s involvement. The location is also clearly part 

of the message here – the press conference is outside of this local business. Our talker 

in this photo is the small business owner, a validator in the community because he 

knows about the economic benefits of sustainable energy first hand. As for the local 

flavor – we can see that we’re at a locally owned business and the business owner is 

surrounded by his neighbors. The impacts of climate change are affecting people right 

down at the local pizza parlor.

For details on the steps of putting together a successful press conference, please see 

the appendix page 123.
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Digital Organizing

Another key tool in our organizing toolbox is using digital platforms to amplify the ac-

tion our supporters are taking around a given policy. Digital organizing is important for 

two reasons. First, it is meeting people where they already are. Twitter, Facebook, and 

other social media networks are places where people are sharing content about things 

they care about – including politics. Second, it is a method of spreading the story of our 

issue campaigns that we can directly control. Sometimes despite our best efforts, no 

news outlet will come to our earned media event. However, if we do a good job telling 

the story of the action on social media through photographs and quotes, we can still 

succeed in getting the attention of the public and the Member of Congress we are at-

tempting to persuade. 

Photographs

 

No matter what social media platform we’re using, photographs are a key tool for 

telling the story of our grassroots supporters. Strong photos show people taking action, 

and convey a clear message about the issue campaign. Photographs tell the story of our 

movement in a single image and are compelling illustrations of our actions when shared 

on social media. Taking photographs at organizing events allows your OFA chapter to 

tell the story of what happened at the event and amplify it through social networks. 

One easy tool for taking and sharing photographs at events is the photo-sharing app 

Instagram for smart phones. 
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Twitter

 

When telling the story of organizing in real-time, Twitter can be a very helpful tool.

Because Twitter is an open social network, tweets can help amplify events beyond the 

existing social network of OFA volunteers. For example, when OFA chapters all use a 

common hashtag on a day of action, Twitter users can search that topic and see reports 

from grassroots events around the country. Twitter can also be a useful public format 

for having constituents reach out directly to their Member of Congress through tweet-

ing their story directly to the lawmaker. OFA uses the photos and stories that grassroots 

supporters post on Twitter to amplify the story of our movement. 

Facebook

 

Facebook is a critical digital media tool because so many people use it to source 

information through the endorsement of their social network. As with Twitter, 

organizers can share photos, stories, and links. Facebook also allows for community 

building through tools like events and groups, which OFA volunteers use to invite their 

online social networks to be involved with OFA activities. 

Telling the Story

 

With social media we have the opportunity to tell the whole story of the actions our 

grassroots chapters take. Building this narrative arc that follows the preparation,

execution, and follow-up of our actions gives extra opportunities for people in our

social network to engage with our organizing, and paints a clear picture of the

continuous grassroots activities our volunteers are coordinating in their communities.

Digital organizing is an important tactic within organizing campaigns and it’s something 

that every chapter should include in their strategy on each issue campaign and action.
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Talking About the Issues through Personal Stories

One of the most powerful tools we have as organizers is our own personal story. Each 

of our grassroots volunteers joined Organizing for Action because they have a personal 

connection with the policy agenda we’re advocating. That connection has its founda-

tions in that supporter’s values and real life experience of how progressive policy can 

improve the lives of people like him or her. Whether we’re organizing earned media 

events, telling our story digitally, or talking to friends and neighbors, the personal stories 

of our supporters — rooted in universal American values — make the most persuasive 

case for the importance of our policy agenda.

We use personal stories to build connections between the community and the policy 

issue, the community and its Member of Congress, and ultimately between the

Member of Congress and the policy issue. Our supporters already have a strong

connection to the issue. When they talk about their personal reasons for supporting 

the issue they build a connection with the community, which helps to build community 

members’ connection to the issue because they see how it can affect their lives. When 

community members within the Member of Congress’s core constituencies are reaching 

out to the lawmaker telling their personal stories about why the policy will help people 

like them, they build a positive connection between the Member of Congress and the 

issue. All of these connections are based on values — the principles that our supporters 

believe are just and wise ways for our country to govern itself.

Through past experience in issue organizing, OFA has developed a four-step process 

for effectively sharing the message of our issue campaigns through the personal stories 

of our supporters. The first step is to acknowledge and relate. This means making an

assessment of your audience and your shared concerns about the current problems 

facing our nation. The next step is to talk about values. Consider what values you share 

with your audience that led you to support this policy issue. Share a story from your life 

that illustrates how this policy reflects the values you share. The more specific and 

detailed the story is, the more effective it will be at illustrating why your position is com-

pelling – use your story to paint a clear picture of the problem that this policy change 

can solve. The next step is to pivot to supporting arguments. This is the time to lay out 

the key facts about the policy that will help address the problem you’ve identified, and 

are in line with the values you’ve described. Finally, complete your story by drawing 

contrast. Here you illustrate what will happen if the Member of Congress does not 

support this policy and how it will hurt people in your community.
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For every event where you’re speaking about OFA policy

issues — whether in a press conference, tweet, personal conversation,

or letter to your Member of Congress — consider how you can

communicate OFA’s position on the issues through your own 

personal story. Begin to plan your personal story on the next page!
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Issue Topic:             

 

Message you’re trying to convey:          
 
 

Event:              

 

Target Audience:             

 

Acknowledge & Relate: For your target audience, what do you think they per-

ceive as the biggest problem related to this issue? What story from your own 

life can you tell that illustrates the problem? 

 

Values: What values do you share with your audience related to this issue? 

How can you relate your story to these values? 

 

 

Pivot to Supporting Arguments: What are the key points about the policy 

issue that you want to communicate? How will they answer the problem you’ve 

defined? 

 

Contrast: What will be the consequences if your Member of Congress does not 

support this policy issue?

Crafting Your Local Strategy 

For each issue campaign, Organizing for Action develops a strategy for how to gain 

support from 60 Senators and 218 Representatives in the House. By acting with a 

coordinated national plan, we can make the most of our grassroots power to advocate 

for the agenda Americans voted for in 2012. However, you will be the expert on your 

local community, so our volunteer leaders are empowered to craft a local strategy that 

will move their own Member of Congress to support our issues.  

 

When developing a local strategy on each issue, OFA volunteers use research and

power mapping to first assess their resources and opportunities to build grassroots 

power. Then they choose what actions will make the best use of their resources to have 

the biggest persuasive impact on the Member of Congress. Here are some questions

to consider when working with other volunteer leaders to craft local strategies: 

 

1 What is the CHANGE we want on this issue? What specific decision do we want  

 our Member of Congress to make?

 

2 What RESOURCES do we have? Think about both people and tangible things.

 

3 How can we turn those resources into POWER to motivate this Member of 

 Congress to make the decision we want? What organizing techniques

 will we use? 

 

Below are some organizing techniques that will be discussed in detail in later parts of 

this manual. These techniques can be utilized as part of your local strategy to persuade 

your Member of Congress. 

 

• Press Conferences 

• Letters to the Editor 

• Pledge-to-Call Drives 

• Member of Congress office visits 

• Digital Amplification 

• Blizzarding 

• Petition & Pledge Card Drives
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3
OFA Chapters and Teams 
Why Chapters and Teams

History of the Chapter Program 

Chapter Responsibilities and Phases of Development

Chapter Structure

Chapter Role Descriptions

Team Responsibilities and Phases of Development

Team Structure

Team Role Descriptions

Testing and Confirming Leadership

Why Chapters and Teams

Organizing for Action was founded as a grassroots organization — our mission is to

empower volunteers in their community to work together to advance the agenda

Americans voted for in 2012. Experience in organizing has shown that grassroots

organizations accomplish more when volunteers work together in structured groups, 

take on positions of leadership in those groups, and assume responsibility for the

success of our organization at the local level.  

 

Working within this kind of structure gives volunteers ownership over the implementa-

tion of OFA strategy in their community. As a result, they invest more time, work more 

efficiently, and are more effective at delivering the message of the organization in their 

community — it’s more fun and more rewarding! This structure also leads to better

results because volunteers develop expertise in their specific areas of responsibility, 

build personal relationships that strengthen organizing ties, and can lead larger organi-

zations directed by volunteer leaders.

State Level

 

 

Chapter Level

 

 

Team Level

Headquarters communication 

Resource management 

Allied organization coordination

Leadership training 

Large scale media events 

Issue campaign leads

Smaller scale, local execution of issue campaigns 

Contribute to chapter-wide actions 

Action-based training
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The Organizing for Action structure in each state is divided into three levels: the state 

level, the chapter level, and the team level. Headquarters consults with state level 

leaders on issue campaign strategy. Those leaders tailor the national strategy to be 

appropriate to their state, manage resources, lead coordination with allied organizations, 

and provide support to volunteers in the state. Each state will have multiple chapters, 

which coordinate earned media events, customize the issue campaign strategy for 

their respective areas, and provide leadership training for developing volunteer skills. 

Additionally, chapters will often have members organized in multiple teams. Teams 

are generally formed on the basis of neighborhood affiliation. They contribute to the 

activities of their chapter — coming together for chapter-wide events and projects — 

and execute more localized organizing actions in order to bring new volunteers into 

the organization.

History of the Chapter Program 

Organizing for Action models its grassroots structure after the Neighborhood Team 

Model used effectively since 2007 and 2008 by organizers facing nearly insurmount-

able challenges and limited staff and resources. As the neighborhood team model took 

shape, leaders in states like South Carolina placed the responsibility of a paid organizer 

into the hands of volunteers, who were trained and empowered as leaders of the orga-

nization. The neighborhood team model placed ranks of highly skilled and experienced 

volunteers at the top of the organization’s structure.  

 

As Organizing for Action was determining what our volunteer structure should be, our 

guiding principle was that “form should follow function.” We knew we would fail as 

an organization if our structure was built in a room in D.C., and not out of the lessons 

learned in the states through action. So states began organizing and developing their 

structures to fit the needs they were encountering in diverse communities across the 

country. Organizing for Action’s chapter and team structure was developed from the 

work of pilot chapters through days of action, community service, trainings, successes 

and missteps. It reflects the structure that best accomplishes our issue organizing goals 

while empowering volunteers to be leaders in their communities.
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Chapter Responsibilities

Each state has developed its chapter boundaries according to the unique needs and re-

sources in that state. The responsibilities of a chapter vary as well depending on its local 

strategy for each issue campaign. However, all fully developed chapters are expected to 

accomplish the below:

 

• Facilitate bringing multiple neighborhood teams together to effectively earn

 media coverage in a given media market. 

• Ensure neighborhood teams are working effectively and efficiently together to 

 ensure sustainability.  

• Build and maintain relationships with press contacts and partner organizations. 

• Facilitate programmatic fundraising at both the chapter and team level. 

• Facilitate and manage SmartVAN for neighborhood teams, including training

 and data management. 

• Facilitate, train and manage chapter social networks and digital content. Serve

 as an example of how to integrate digital amplification for teams and volunteers. 

• Facilitate training within chapters and neighborhood teams.

Chapter Role Descriptions

In order for each chapter to fulfill all its responsibilities, it is essential that it develops 

volunteers to take on leadership roles within the chapter. Following the principle of 

form-follows-function, each state and chapter may define leadership roles and structure 

differently. The following are examples of some of the roles a developed chapter assigns 

to volunteer leaders:
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ROLE

Chapter Lead

Fundraising Lead

Training Lead

Data Lead

RESPONSIBILITIES

Communicates with statewide leadership and links actions to 

the Team Leaders. Chapter leads oversee the issue campaigns 

at a chapter level, and ensure the other leadership roles at the 

chapter level are working together. They ensure other roles at 

the chapter level receive the resources, guidance, and training 

they need. They also mentor neighborhood team leaders.

Ensures fundraising goals are met at the chapter level. They 

coordinate fundraisers, and work with team-level fundraising 

captains to hit their goals and provide resources and training 

to ensure success.

Ensures that training needs are met at the chapter and team 

level. Needs of the organization may include but are not

limited to coordinating the chapter’s fellowship program, 

securing resources, creating trainings on programmatic tac-

tics and strategy, evaluating and strengthening chapters and 

teams through ongoing training programs, and assisting with 

education around new issue initiatives.

Oversees data needs at a chapter level, including providing 

chapter and team level reports. Data leads also provide train-

ing for data captains at the team level, in order to ensure the 

right lists of volunteers and prospects are being engaged and 

that all data captured is being entered back into SmartVAN to 

strengthen the database.

ROLE

Digital Lead

Press Lead

Issues Lead

RESPONSIBILITIES

Trains team-level digital captains to guide their volunteers to 

take photos and use social networks. They also compile infor-

mation and make sure content is getting collected and posted.

Handles relationships with press outlets at a regional level. 

They build relationships with press and connect them to a 

chapter’s actions. Tasks include sending out press advisories, 

making press calls and wrangling the press during events.

Provide materials, training, and guidance to teams about each 

issue campaign in a timely fashion. They manage relationships 

with other organizations on their designated issue at a chapter 

level. If a team has an issue captain, the lead will work directly 

with them on team strategy and tactics. Depending on region 

and state, some or all of these issue leads will be necessary:

• Gun Violence Prevention Lead 

• Comprehensive Immigration Reform Lead 

• Climate Change Lead 

• Obamacare Lead 

• Women’s Issues Lead 

• Budget/Economy Lead
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Chapter Structure and Development

In order to coordinate so many people fulfilling so many organizing responsibilities, it’s 

important that chapters have a clear communication and leadership structure. OFA 

chapters follow a snowflake organizational structure, where a chapter lead coordinates 

the work of all the other leaders in the chapter. 

= Core baseline roles

= Varies by chapter depending on priorities

= Each manages a team; number of teams per chapter will vary
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Of course, chapters must grow into the fully developed snowflake described above. 

In order to grow, chapters use their organizing actions to identify, train, and develop 

leaders to take on specific responsibilities in the chapter. We call this process moving 

through the phases of development.

Phase 1 (Potential): Volunteers and volunteer prospects exist, but are not working 

together to carry out any of the functions of a chapter.  

 

Phase 2 (Budding Chapter): Volunteers are working together and have identified a 

common desire to form a certified chapter. Some volunteers are serving as point people 

on various responsibilities, but none have official roles or titles yet. 

 

 

Phase 3 (Certified Chapter): Volunteers are working together and have received chapter 

certification. Through demonstrating their ability to carry out the responsibilities associ-

ated with various roles, many volunteers within the chapter hold the title of Lead. Four 

of the six core lead roles are filled, and at least one Issue Lead role is filled. 

 

Phase 4 (Established Chapter): Volunteers are working together, have received chapter 

certification, and are successfully carrying out at least 90% of the functions of a chapter. 

All six Core Lead roles as well as all Issue Lead roles needed for that chapter are filled 

with tested and trained leaders who have demonstrated their ability to successfully carry 

out the responsibilities associated with that role.  

 

Phase 5 (Sustainable Chapter): Volunteers are working together, have received chapter 

certification, and are successfully carrying out all of the functions of a chapter. All six 

Core Lead roles as well as all Issue Lead roles needed for that chapter are filled with 

tested and trained leaders who have demonstrated their ability to successfully carry 

out the responsibilities associated with their role. In addition, a Sustainable Chapter also 

houses at least three neighborhood teams who take ownership over different projects 

and recruit new volunteers and leadership prospects within their chapter turf.  

 

What happens after Phase 5 for Chapters? 

Once a chapter has reached Phase 5, it should be able to remain at this phase of 

development indefinitely. This is because the team and leadership structure makes 

for a sustainable organization where no one person or group is carrying out all the 

responsibilities of the chapter. Additionally, understanding that no individual will stay in 

the same role forever, this model allows for new leaders to emerge through the team 

structure to replace leads who drop off over time. Once the chapter has filled all its roles, 

chapter leadership should focus on creating a pipeline of prospective new leaders who 

can emerge from neighborhood teams. Chapter leadership should hold regular trainings 

that allow for these leaders to emerge, and should coach Neighborhood Team Leaders 

through the process of identifying, testing and training new leaders.
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Team Responsibilities

Neighborhood teams within chapters provide a smaller, more local unit for volunteers. 

As such, neighborhood teams provide a pathway for volunteer prospects to get involved 

with OFA right in their own community. Teams take on many responsibilities relating

directly to executing local organizing actions. These include: 

 

• Inform and communicate strategy and tactics to volunteers. 

• Ensure the message and tactics of OFA issue campaigns are tailored to

 the community. 

• Work with surrounding neighborhood teams to pool resources when necessary

 to execute earned media events. 

• Provide a point of entry for people who want to make their voices heard

 on issues. 

• Ensure volunteers are trained to carry out organizational strategy and tactics. 

• Create a pipeline for identifying and training new leaders. 

• Provide local stories and features to highlight on chapter and state social

 networks like Facebook and Twitter (in addition to personal social networks).

Team Role Descriptions

Because the neighborhood team’s functions differ from that of the chapter, it

has different types of leadership roles. Also note that leadership roles within a

neighborhood team are designated as “captains,” while leadership roles with a

chapter are designated as “leads.” 

ROLE

Neighborhood 

Team Leader (NTL)

Phonebank 

Captain

Data Captain

RESPONSIBILITIES

Is the link between the chapter lead and the team captains. 

Helps organize the tactics necessary for success at a local

level. They also ensure their team captains receive the

resources, guidance, and training they need to carry out

their roles successfully.

Oversees all phonebank activities from a team. They ensure 

and oversee volunteer recruitment for phonebanks, and also 

make sure materials are prepped, volunteers are trained and 

results are reported.

Oversees all data activity. This includes prepping data for ac-

tion events and trainings, and ensuring data is entered into 

SmartVAN once captured. They are trainers for SmartVAN on 

their team.
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Team Structure and Development

Just as with chapters, it takes neighborhood teams time and effort to develop the 

capacity to fulfill all their responsibilities. A neighborhood team is also structured as

a snowflake, with the Neighborhood Team Leader in the middle as a coach and

facilitator for the work of all the team captains.  

 

Neighborhood teams develop through similar phases as chapters. As teams take

more actions, they are able to test and develop volunteers to take on more leadership 

functions within the team. As more volunteers become captains, the team is able to

fulfill more of its responsibilities. Team captains also provide a pipeline of leaders that 

can take on roles at the chapter level.

Testing and Confirming Leadership 

In OFA’s organizing model, volunteer leaders are given a great deal of responsibility

for developing and executing our local organizing strategy and managing other volun-

teers. Because of this, it is important that volunteer leaders have been prepared for their 

responsibilities and have agreed to carry them out. It is also important that they have 

demonstrated their aptitude and dedication to the role before earning a leadership title. 

This is why we test and confirm leaders before entrusting them with a leadership role in 

our chapters or teams.

When new volunteers get involved with OFA, organizers consider what responsibilities 

would be good for them to take on within the local organization. They then identify the 

volunteer as a prospect for that role. Then the prospect goes through a testing period 

where they progress from participating events to running them, and when successful, 

are officially asked to take on a leadership role. When they choose to accept the role, 

they are confirmed as a volunteer leader in OFA.
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OFA has found that testing is most effective when it is measurable and specific to the 

role the prospect may fill. For example, it doesn’t make sense for a Press Lead

prospect to run a phonebank, but it does make sense for a Press Lead prospect to

assist in outreach to press and send advisories for a phonebank. One of the best ways

to prepare a prospect to be successful in a leadership role is debriefing on the most 

recent test and training them for the next test. After a prospect has been confirmed into 

their new leadership role, it will be important for them to receive more specialized

training and coaching in their role so they are well prepared to take on their new 

responsibilities successfully. 

 

In Organizing for Action’s model, leadership titles are always earned. Volunteer leaders 

have demonstrated their aptitude and willingness to take on the responsibilities required 

of their role. OFA organizers have in turn made a commitment to the volunteer leaders 

to provide them the resources, information, and skill training necessary for them to

successfully fulfill their responsibilities.

APTITUDE
&

WILLINGNESS
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4
Methods for Building Capacity
Relationship Building and Our Movement

Personal Story

1:1 Meetings 

House Meetings

Trainings

Grassroots Fundraising

Metrics Driven

Organizing for Action chapters and teams continuously have two priorities in their

organizing — to achieve the goals of our issue campaigns, and to build their local

organization by recruiting new volunteers and developing them to take on leadership 

roles. The methods in this section focus on how to bring new people into our movement, 

integrate them into the actions of the chapter, and prepare them to take ownership of 

organizing responsibilities.

Relationship Building and Our Movement

Relationships are the bedrock of organizing. You can think of each individual in a

community like a thread. If the threads have no relationship with one another, they are 

very weak. If a fabric were woven from the threads but the connection between them 

was not very close, then the fabric would easily tear. However, if the fabric is woven so 

that the threads are very close and very tight, then the fabric will be strong. Relation-

ships in organizing weave the individual people in our movement closer together, and 

combined they are much stronger than they could ever be alone. 

 

When volunteers build relationships they help new supporters connect with the issues 

we care about and commit to our strategy for advocating for them. Relationships help 

volunteers commit to each other and keeps them engaged, even when things get tough. 

 

As an organizer, you have to work to develop relationship with your volunteers, but

you also have to facilitate relationship building between volunteers. As a result, when we 

talk about relationship building, we actually think about it in a couple of different

“directions.” The tactics we use to move chapters and teams through the stages of

development will always either help them connect to the organizer “vertically,” or

connect to each other “horizontally.” 

 

Let’s briefly review the tactics we use to relationship build vertically (between you and 

potential volunteers/team members) and horizontally (amongst potential volunteers/

team members). Take a shot at guessing whether each of the tactics described on the 

next page builds mostly horizontal relationships or mostly vertical relationships. We’ll dig 

deeper into these tactics later on in this section.
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TACTIC

One-on-One

Meetings (1:1s)

House Meetings

Skills trainings in 

small or large groups

Action Planni ng

Sessions

DEFINITION

An intentional, pre-scheduled meeting with a volunteer or a 

potential volunteer to discuss work to be done or check in on 

work that’s being done. If it’s an introductory 1:1, you share 

stories and make an ask for the person to get involved. If it 

is a maintenance 1:1, you can check in on progress to goal. 

Escalation 1:1s move people into a new role or help them take 

on a new challenge.

A meeting of five or more volunteers or potential volunteers. 

A house meeting occurs in a volunteer’s house and

usually lasts an hour and a half to two hours. It contains a 

social component, discussion about how to take action in the 

community to achieve a specific goal, and next steps.

Trainings have set agendas, goals, and visual materials where 

we intentionally: build relationships, teach important skills, 

gain buy-in to our strategy, and provide ample opportunities 

for participants to practice in a safe setting. The length of a 

training varies.

Weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly meetings where core teams 

(and sometimes additional prospects or volunteers) come

together to get caught up on progress to goal and

strategize/plan for the future.

MOSTLY VERTICAL? MOSTLY HORIZONTAL? WHY?
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Now, take a moment to think about some activities focused on moving our issue

campaigns forward. Much of our local strategy will focus around actions like the below. 

How can you ensure that everything we do with volunteers and teams provides

relationship-building opportunities, even issue advocacy events?

TACTIC

Press Conferences

Blizzarding

Pledge-to-Call 

Drives

HOW COULD YOU ENSURE

THIS IS A VERTICAL

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

OPPORTUNITY?

HOW COULD YOU ENSURE

THIS IS A HORIZONTAL

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING

OPPORTUNITY?
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Personal Story 

 

All of us have a personal motivation for deciding to dedicate our time and energy to 

organizing around progressive policies. As sound as a policy initiative may be, its real 

meaning is the difference it can make improving people’s lives in communities across 

the country. Your personal story will build a connection between the policy vision that

Americans voted for, constituents, and potential volunteers in your community. You are 

the messenger for our movement! It is within each of us to make this connection, to 

illustrate and bring to life the real stories and impacts this policy agenda will have on

everyday Americans.

Why Do We Use Personal Stories?

Which statement impacts you more:

 

1 The Affordable Care Act is providing an opportunity for more than 30 million

 uninsured Americans to get access to affordable health coverage and has

 eliminated discrimination against children and adults with pre-existing conditions. 

Or... 

 

2 Obamacare assures all Americans that they can have access to health insurance; 

 this was important to someone like my dad who has a rare heart disease and 

 needs an expensive medication to keep him alive. We were always worried if he 

 changed jobs that he wouldn’t be able to get on a new insurance plan because 

 of his pre-existing condition. Now we know that he’ll always have the right to

 purchase medical insurance.

 

Through the telling of personal stories, our issue campaigns become less about compli-

cated, abstract policy and more about real life. Personal stories are a way of connecting 

with other volunteers, neighbors, coalition partners, and friends. When we share our 

motivations, our challenges, our decisions and their impacts, we tap into a more human 

place and we begin to build a relationship. Building these relationships with as many 

constituents and potential volunteers as possible helps us drive the narrative on why our 

position is important for our community, and builds our power to persuade our Members 

of Congress to support our agendas.
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Telling Your Personal Story

In this movement, personal stories are a foundational piece of our work. This

movement is about neighbors talking to neighbors and, through personal stories,

we make connections to our own motivations for action on behalf of the policy issues

we care about. This tool is a core element of how we build chapters and teams because

organization building is all about relationship building. It is also how we connect with 

constituents — by relating to their concerns and connecting over shared issues

and values.  

 

As a volunteer with OFA, you will be asked to use personal stories in various ways and 

contexts, but most often your story will be the base of your volunteer recruitment

efforts and constituent outreach activity. 

 

We think of our personal story like a tree — the roots connect us to our values and 

formative life moments, the base is our anchor to organizing, the trunk helps us build 

connection, and the branches are the many ways we can use our personal experience 

to reach out and touch others. Using this image of a tree, we’ll talk about how you can 

develop your own personal story as a tool for organizing.

= branches: the various issues, constituencies, and different ways that you 

   will connect  with people

= trunk: asking questions and listening, so you can make a connection

   between you and the listener to build a relationship

= base: your core story; the anchor from which you will build 

   other stories 

= roots: strong foundation of personal motivations, issues, and key 

   life moments
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Phase 1: Understand the Foundation: Story Tree

 

All of us have roots—experiences and values that make us who we are. The story tree 

helps us visualize how we develop, use, and interweave our stories with those of others.  

 

Phase 2: Understanding your Roots

 

Everyone has many personal stories. Finding your stories requires reflecting back on 

a key moment of your life when you were motivated to action, made a decision to get 

involved, or made a choice that turned your life in a different direction. As a leader, 

you must familiarize yourself with your own motivations so you can use that passion 

to motivate others. Take a few minutes to reflect on this. This will become the root 

foundation of your personal story.

Next, think about the issues that resonate with and motivate you. Being able to connect 

your issue interests with your life experiences is a key tactic for illustrating why the OFA 

agenda is important for the lives of people in your community.

Why have you volunteered with OFA? What motivated you to take action? 

Reflect on what brought you here and what life moments influenced you.

What issues resonate with you? What happened in your life that inspired you to 

care about these issues? Do they connect with the moments you listed above?

Concepts from this section adapted from the work of 

Marshall Ganz, Harvard University.

At the core of your personal motivation and the issues that resonate with you, are 

values that you share with other OFA volunteers. These values get to the heart of why 

you are volunteering to support OFA’s mission and policy agenda. They speak to a 

belief in a certain ideal for your vision of America.

All of these questions should help you fill out the roots section of the tree. Your values, 

life experiences, choices you’ve made, issues that have impacted you, policies that have 

or will impact your family — they’re all a part of your roots.  

 

When you interact with volunteers, constituents, or coalition partners, you will draw 

from these roots to relate to them. You’ll also use this information to form the base of 

your tree, or your core story from which you will learn to adapt and adjust to different

audiences and issues. 

Phase 3: Discovering your Base Story

 

A personal story, or your base story, is not a life story or history, nor is it a re-telling of 

all of the things that have happened to you in your lifetime. It is a focused illustration of 

a key moment in your life motivated you to take action for issue advocacy. You will pick 

one key moment out of many depending on who you are interacting with and what

policy issue you are advocating for. This is why asking questions is so important.

From the issues you listed above, which values resonate from those issues? 

Which values of OFA and its agenda do you connect with? What beliefs and 

ideals do you have?
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 Step 1: Challenge 

 Pick a key life moment or pivot point in your life that caused you to think

 differently about the world, brought you closer to a policy issue, was a challenge

 you faced, or was the motivating factor that brought you to volunteer with OFA.

 This should be the main event of your story from which you will build the plot and

 expose something about yourself to your listener.  

 

 Step 2: Choice 

 This moment should move you to a point in which you will make a decision on

 which direction you will move towards — taking action on behalf of the issue. It is

 often an escalation point of your main event in which you are called to make a

 decision, and choose a path leading in a particular direction.  

 

 Step 3: Outcome 

 From here, you’ll round out your story with the results of that decision. Describe 

 the outcome that emerged. This could exemplify how you ended up volunteering 

 with OFA, or could connect back to the values or issues that resonate with your 

 listener. Either way this element should bring the story to an inspirational close, 

 showing that when make a decision to take action, it can make a difference.

Practice #1: Quick Write 

Often the details are what make the most effective stories powerful. Before 

you verbalize your story, take a few minutes to write out some details about 

steps 1-3 above. What did it feel like, look like, or sound like? Try to describe 

these key points in your story in a way that helps the listener understand

what it was like to be there. 
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STEP 

Step 1:Key life

moments or

“challenge”

Step 2: Decision 

point or “choice” 

stemming from the 

key moment

Step 3: Results

of the decision, or 

“outcome”

PERSONAL DETAILS

Like a tree, your story will continue to grow as you become

more rooted in organizing your community. As you talk to more of 

your neighbors and listen to the reasons they support the OFA

policy agenda, you’ll learn how to draw upon your own

experiences to adapt your story to different audiences. As you

do so, your organizing relationships with fellow OFA volunteers, coalition

partners, and members of your community will strengthen.
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Read Cesar’s personal story below. What is the challenge he is facing that relates 

to a problem our country is facing? What has he chosen to do in the face of these 

challenges? And what is the outcome of his choices?

Cesar F, Tucson, Arizona

My name is Cesar. I am a first generation American. My parents came

from Mexico, a land of poverty, zero prosperity, and hardship. They came

from absolutely nothing to the United States. I have seen first hand with my 

family in Mexico what it’s like to work until your hands bleed, and still not be

rewarded for your dedication. My parents at times while growing up in Mex-

ico didn’t have shoes. The reasons that people have today for coming to the 

United States are no different than the reasons the generations of immigrants 

before us and our Founding Fathers had. They came here because this beauti-

ful land offers a chance, hope, and an opportunity called the American Dream. 

The United States offers people an opportunity to do big things if your wiling 

to work hard, the U.S. rewards you like no other country in the world. My

mother and father are living the American Dream and they have struggled, but 

not without reward. My father when he arrived in the U.S. had an elementary 

education, and knew zero English; he was able to overcome those challenges 

and be somebody. I am now a college student here in Tucson AZ, and an

Organizer with Organizing for Action; I am working on Immigration Reform.

I just recently got back from Washington D.C. for the Action August event, and 

I left with a lot of hope and a fire in my belly because there were hundreds of 

volunteers and organizers from all over the country fighting for people who 

are stuck in limbo. I fight everyday with my team for millions who are living in 

the shadows, and for people who are just looking for a chance. Their pain and 

struggle is my motivation. My message is to not lose HOPE, to stand with us, 

and fight along side with us; we will get there!
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1:1 Meetings 

 

When it comes to community organizing, there is no substitute for direct person-to-

person interaction. Personal interaction and shared experience establish the strongest 

bonds, and provide the most compelling incentive for engagement. This is why one-

on-ones are a bedrock OFA technique for bringing new volunteers into our chapters 

and teams, for developing volunteer leaders, and for maintaining relationships with 

active volunteers.  

 

One-on-One Meetings (1:1s) are intentional, pre-scheduled meetings with a volunteer or 

a potential volunteer to discuss the organization, plan work to be done, or debrief 

completed actions. In OFA we talk about three types of 1:1s: 

1 Introductory 1:1s: This is a personal meeting between a new volunteer or 

 volunteer prospect and a volunteer leader. Often times an introductory 1:1 is a 

 supporter’s first interaction with the organization - a point of entry where they 

 learn how what OFA’s mission is and how they can contribute.  

2 Escalation 1:1s: When a volunteer has completed the testing process for a 

 leadership role, the organizer will hold an escalation 1:1 to confirm the volunteer 

 to their new role. In this meeting expectations are discussed for what the new 

 leader will need to do and how the organizer will support them to make sure the 

 new leader is successful in the role. This conversation ends with a commitment of 

 the newly confirmed volunteer leader to fulfill the expectations of the role.

3 Maintenance 1:1s: For volunteers fulfilling leadership roles in their chapters and 

 teams, maintenance 1:1s with their OFA organizers are essential for helping them 

 be successful in their roles and develop their skills. Maintenance 1:1 are the best 

 way for chapter leads or neighborhood team leaders to continually work with

 the leads and captains they coordinate to help them reach goals and plan

 successful actions.

Because of the different purposes 1:1 meetings can serve, they each have different

agendas. However, all 1:1s share these characteristics: 

• Face-to-Face: 1:1s are conducted in person and in a quiet place.

 

• Scheduled: 1:1s are scheduled in advance for 30-45 minutes. 

 

• Purposeful: 1:1s have an agenda and purpose. They are not about chit-chat. 

 

• Educational: 1:1s are about listening. The organizer or volunteer leader should 

 absorb where the other person is coming from and seek to understand what

 they are saying. 

 

• A Place to Share Strategy: The organizer should clearly explain how what the

 volunteer is being asked to do will contribute to a larger strategy for success

 of the issue campaign. 

 

• Require Rigorous follow-up: The onus is on the organizer to follow up afterward 

 and help the volunteer be successful in engaging in action.

 

• End with an ask and action item(s): Organizers should go into every 1:1 meeting 

 knowing a few actions they might want to ask the supporter to take. Then, upon 

 learning more about the supporter’s background, skills and interests, the organizer 

 should prioritize the most appropriate ask for the situation.
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One-On-One Agendas

 

Each type of one-on-one will have a different type of agenda. You don’t need to think

of these agendas as a rigid structure, but rather as a guide to lead your conversation. 

Remember that the primary purpose of one-on-ones is to build relationships and

personalize our organization to the needs of individual volunteers. Here we’ll look at 

sample agendas for each type of one-on-one meeting, which can be adapted according 

to volunteers’ needs.

Introductory One-On-One Agenda

Purpose: Explain the purpose of the meeting — to get to know them, tell them about 

the OFA’s mission and figure out together how they can be involved locally. 

 

Connection:  Ask questions about why the volunteer is interested in Organizing for

Action. What issues resonate with them? Why do they care about these issues?

What has been their past involvement in community organizing? What do you 

have in common? 

 

Story:  Share your personal story, relating to the issues or values that you share with the 

volunteer. Connect your story to how OFA’s actions on these issues will make an impact.  

 

Strategy: After you find shared values in your stories, explain the overall vision of OFA, 

and how the OFA strategy nationally and locally will help both of you achieve your 

shared vision together. 

 

Ask: Make a hard ask that the volunteer get involved in a specific activity at a set date 

and time. A successful 1:1 meeting ends with a commitment to take action that includes

a specific date, time, and goal.

Escalation One-On-One Agenda

Debrief: Review the volunteer’s last activity. Ask questions in order to understand

the result of the event, how the volunteer felt about the result, any challenges the

volunteer faced in putting it on, and any resources the volunteer drew upon to

overcome challenges. 

 

Praise: Look back on all the actions the volunteer has taken since starting her work with 

OFA. Point out successes and growth over that period. 

 

Need: Explain the team’s need for a volunteer to take on the leadership role. Connect 

the volunteer’s skills and accomplishments with the responsibilities associated with that 

role and with the chapter or team’s needs.  

 

Ask: Make a hard ask for the volunteer to assume that specific leadership role and carry 

out the responsibilities associated with it. 

 

Agreement:  Review with the new volunteer leader what your expectations of them will 

be, and what support they can expect to get from you as the organizer. The new leader 

should leave with a clear understanding of her role, and a plan for next steps in that role.
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Maintenance One-On-One Agenda

Debrief: Ask for feedback about the volunteer leader’s most recent activities. Ask 

questions to probe whether the chapter/ team is growing and more people becoming 

engaged, or if progress to goals reflects just the work of a few people. Ask about 

specific actions the leader has coordinated. 

 

Teach: Take time to build skills the volunteer leader needs. This can be based on

challenges the volunteer has identified during debrief, further skills the organizer

sees important to develop in the volunteer for her continued growth, or updates to

technology or organizing techniques being introduced by OFA on a national or

statewide basis. 

 

Goals: Review the chapter/ team’s progress to goals, and set specific goals for the

volunteer leader. Assess whether the team is on track to meet goals, or if other

secondary goals need to be established in order to meet larger goals (e.g. in order to 

have more attendance at the next earned media event, make a goal to make more

volunteer recruitment calls). Clarify and repeat back what support the volunteer leader 

needs to be successful in achieving these goals.

Following up on 1:1s

 

After you’ve had a 1:1 meeting, follow-up is essential to both building the relationship 

and ensuring action. Organizers must follow up on 1:1s to express gratitude, ensure 

completion of initial commitments, and deepen relationships. Follow up includes but

is not limited to: 

 

• Expressing Gratitude: Write thank you notes, send emails, or make follow-up thank

 you calls. You can also mention people you have a 1:1 with on social networks.  

 

• Reinforcing Commitments: Follow up with reminders about commitments made 

 during 1:1 and monitor progress to those goals. 

 

• Keep Promises: During your one-on-one meeting, keep a list of any commitments 

 you make to the volunteer. Make sure to fulfill these commitments in a timely

 manner. Relationships are built on trust, and you build trust as an organizer when 

 you keep the commitments you make to volunteers. 

 

• Deepen the Relationship: Add introductory 1:1 volunteers to your email lists

 and social networks. Call them periodically to check in and ask them for help

 in future endeavors.  

 

• Build a Relationship Beyond the Local Team: When possible, follow up with 

 non-asks. Call to give general updates about the organization and talk large-scale 

 strategy. But also ask for updates about their personal life — their knitting club,

 or their child’s soccer game. 
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House Meetings

House meetings are gatherings of supporters in a neighborhood location. The purpose 

of a house meeting is to persuade, organize, motivate, and activate volunteers. House 

meetings are particularly effective at expanding the OFA supporter network and

bringing new people to our movement, because through them hosts invite their personal 

social network to learn about OFA. House meetings are effective in motivating new

supporters to take action and also to become grassroots donors to OFA.

House meetings are effective not only at recruiting new volunteers, but building

horizontal relationships between volunteers in a chapter or team. They are an effective 

technique for chapters or teams that are in the first or second phase of development 

because it brings new people into the organization and can help transform a group of 

individuals into a coordinated team.
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House meetings can be powerful tools, but they must be run properly in order to be 

successful. OFA house meetings have four main goals:

 

House Meeting Goals

 

1 Build neighborhood teams by bringing like-minded members of communities

 together to hear about OFA’s issue campaigns and strategize together 

2 Generate enthusiasm and build relationships 

3 Aid in the identification, testing, and development of potential volunteer leaders 

4 Develop clear Next Steps:  

 •  Plan how the team will build for and execute action  

 • Establish associated events needed to reach attendee goals for those

  days of action, identify leads 

See the appendix for a guide on the process of planning, executing, and following up 

from your house meeting. 

House meetings build community among volunteers and bring new supporters into the 

OFA family, so they are a great technique for building a team or chapter and motivating 

new volunteers to take action!

Trainings

Trainings are another key organizing technique for building capacity in our organization. 

Trainings can be educational about the issues or hands-on in training on new skills; the 

audience can be experienced leaders developing their skills or brand new volunteers 

getting their first taste of phone banking; the length can be all-day, several days, or just 

a couple hours. Trainings are essential in a grassroots-led organization because they

prepare volunteers to execute well-organized actions and prepare volunteer leaders to 

plan, strategize, and lead those actions.

 

Every OFA training has four overarching goals:

 

1 Build relationships 

2 Teach concrete skills 

3 Earn strategic buy-in 

4 Lead to action

By facilitating volunteer trainings with these goals, trainings become not only an 

opportunity to present information, but a venue to strengthen teams, develop leaders, 

plan strategically, and prepare volunteers to take their next steps with applying what 

they’ve learned. 

 

Organizing a Training 

When organizing a training for your volunteers, it’s important to strategically consider 

what information, skill, or planning will help grow or develop your local organization.  

Let’s consider an example of a phase 2 chapter. This chapter has successfully organized 

an action once every two weeks and has about twelve volunteers who come to an event 

once a month. When an action happens, the organizer will talk to various members of 

the group about taking on certain roles, but none of the volunteers consider themselves 

to have a special expertise or confirmed role on the team. You want to use a training to 

prepare more of the regular volunteers to take on leadership roles. This will move your 

chapter towards phase 3 of development.
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What does this chapter need to move from phase 2 to phase 3? 

 

 

How could a training be used to accomplish these goals? 

 

 

What topics would you train on for this purpose? 

 

 

Who would the best trainers be for this training? 

 

 

What action will come result from your training?

 

 

One way you could use training to move this chapter from phase 2 or 3 is train

volunteer leadership prospects on specialized skills that would relate to their future

role. For example, you could design a training that includes these modules:

 

• Earning Media Coverage 

• Driving the Narrative 

• Digital for Issue Organizing

 

After providing this training, your action might be a press conference where you can 

test a potential press lead by letting them do the pitch calls and staging of the

action and a potential digital lead by asking her to take photographs and post them

to social networks. A training can give the prospects the skills they need to pass tests 

for leadership positions. 

 

See the appendix for a step-by-step guide on organizing a volunteer training for your 

chapter or team.
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Grassroots Fundraising 

 

Organizing for Action is funded by supporters who believe in our mission to support the 

agenda Americans voted for in the 2012 elections through grassroots advocacy on the 

issues. So far our average donation has been under $60. These donors are grassroots 

supporters who have invested in Organizing for Action because they value the impact 

our organization has in their community. 

Chapters and teams take on grassroots fundraising actions to encourage supporters in 

their own community to invest in Organizing for Action. Grassroots fundraising directly 

supports the organizing activity in each state, so donors see the impact of their dona-

tions in their own community. Grassroots fundraising is important because it expands 

the OFA donor base to people who may not give if they weren’t engaged via a personal 

appeal. It opens another pathway for supporters to invest in Organizing for Action in

addition to volunteering their time, and gives local community ownership over organiz-

ing. Finally, the investment of local donors demonstrates popular support and illustrates 

the grassroots nature of our movement.

Who Are Our Grassroots Donors 

Many of the principles that you’ve already learned about organizing apply to grassroots 

fundraising as well. Most important among these is that building relationships is critical 

when asking people to invest in our organization. Like conversations that end in a volun-

teer ask, conversations that lead to a donation ask should engage the supporter’s values 

and illustrate how OFA’s strategy will successfully advocate for policy initiatives the

supporter cares about.  

Nearly everyone that you can approach about volunteering you can also approach 

about making a grassroots donation. In fact, some people who you know do not have 

time to volunteer may be open to making a donation as their pathway to supporting 

OFA’s organizing. When grassroots fundraising for your chapter or team, first take some 

time to consider whom you can ask to donate. This will help you build your personal

invitation list for fundraising events or phone calls. Before you start making asks,

consider what the supporter cares about and what OFA is doing to address issues

that matter to them.

BUILDING
RELATIONSHIPS
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NAME

Aunt Betty

Pastor Bill

Mom

PHONE NUMBER

922-8076

 

451-4461

 

378-4257 

PERSONALIZED MESSAGE ABOUT OFA

Benefited from Obamacare eliminating lifetime 

caps on payments. Wants to see Obamacare 

enrollment succeed so more people like her 

have access to health insurance. OFA is helping 

spread the word about the positive effects of 

Obamacare and letting people know how they 

can enroll.

Cares about gun violence prevention and

concerned about recent incidents of kids taking 

guns to school in our community. OFA advocates 

for common sense background checks to

prevent this.

Deeply concerned about climate change and 

frustrated that Congress won’t do anything about 

it. OFA is calling out climate denier and insisting 

they be accountable for their position to their 

constituents.

SUGGESTED 

DONATION AMOUNT

$50

 

$100

 

$25
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Making Effective Grassroots Fundraising Asks 

The most effective grassroots fundraising asks are very similar to the conversation you 

have during a volunteer recruitment phone call or an introductory one-on-one. Below 

are the steps to having an effective grassroots fundraising conversation.

 

1 Ask questions about what the donor cares about. It’s important to listen to what 

 the donor cares about and understand their values relating to our policy agenda; 

 to do this you must engage the donor with questions.  

2 Share your personal story. Relate to the donor’s concerns by illustrating your

 real-life connection to that problem. Explain the work that OFA is doing and how 

 it can help solve this problem, with the donor’s support. 

3 Give concrete accomplishments. Illustrate how OFA’s issue advocacy strategy

 has been successful and explain how donor funds are used to advance that

 strategy locally. 

4 Share what we do together. Put the donor’s contribution into perspective by

 sharing the goal for your fundraiser or the fundraising cycle. While $25 may not

 seem like much, let the donor know that in concert with other grassroots donors 

 this money will help fund important OFA initiatives. 

5 Join our team. When you make your fundraising ask, explain to the donor that this 

 is an investment in OFA’s mission and strategy. Ask for a specific amount that 

 you think the donor can afford. If this amount doesn’t work for the donor, just ask 

 them what they could afford. Any donation indicates an investment the supporter 

 is making in OFA’s work on the local level.

 

After a fundraising conversation, it’s important that you follow-up with the grassroots 

donor. All they can do on the phone is pledge to contribute, so make sure they know 

how to make their donation. Then keep them informed about what your chapter is doing 

so they know that their investment in OFA is producing results!

Organizing Grassroots Fundraising Events

 

There are a number of ways to grassroots fundraise, including phone calls to potential 

donors, receptions, house meetings, or other events. In the appendix you’ll find more 

resources about planning a grassroots fundraising event. The important thing is to make 

your fundraiser match your community. If you live in a community that is passionate 

about barbeque, maybe a cook-off will be a perfect fundraising event. Get together 

with your volunteers and plan grassroots fundraisers that will engage supporters in your 

community and allow them to learn about and support OFA’s organizing.
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Metrics Driven 

 

At OFA we talk about our organizing as being “people-centered and metrics-driven.”  

We’ve already discussed how important relationship building is to organizing. Equal-

ly important, however, is keeping track of all the types of contacts we’re making in our 

community, actions we’re taking on our issues, and volunteers we’re preparing to take 

leadership. Keeping track of data in our volunteer database allows us to keep track of 

what we’ve accomplished over time, follow up on work, keep track of our relationships, 

and build our organization in a data-driven, strategic way.

The bulk of OFA data is tracked in SmartVAN, which is our supporter database.  

Through SmartVAN, we track the attendees to our events, the types of events we’re 

planning, information we learn about new volunteers during one-on-one meetings, 

where volunteers are in the testing process, the roles volunteer leaders are playing

within their chapters and teams, and volunteer prospects who can be called and 

asked to take action. Tracking this information in SmartVAN allows us to assess our 

organizational strength and potential in each area of the country, and strategize about 

how we can grow and develop. Data also records the interactions we’ve had with 

supporters so future volunteers will have a history to reference when they follow-up with 

those supporters in the future. Well-maintained data is a legacy that chapters and teams 

are passing down to the OFA organizers who will come after them because it maintains 

the history of their organizing work and allows future volunteers to build upon that work. 

Each team and chapter should determine the best strategy to make sure that their work 

is accounted for in this volunteer database. Most chapters test and confirm a data lead 

who pursues in-depth training on SmartVAN and can then coordinate additional chapter 

and team volunteers in making sure data is entered back into SmartVAN and pertinent 

data for actions can be accessed from the database. 

 

Keeping accurate data allows us to evaluate ourselves to ensure we spend our

resources in the best way possible. We have different reports, each one summarizing 

and displaying specific data from SmartVAN, which we use to hold ourselves account-

able on a day-to-day basis. Those reports also help us determine our strengths and 

weaknesses as a program. If we are not doing well, we strategize how to do better. This 

is how we are able to implement winning strategies to advocate for our issues, and

ensures that our organization is working in the most strategic and effective way.

 

Let’s consider how this cycle of people-centered, metrics-driven organizing would work 

on a particular event. Let’s say your chapter is trying to persuade a member of your 

state legislature to support marriage equality in an upcoming vote.
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You strategize that the best way to use your resources is to make sure the 

Representative knows you’re getting the word out in the community and that he has 

a lot of constituents who support the measure. So you decide to go to his neighbor-

hood to collect petition signatures of his constituents who support marriage equality. 

Next, you organize. You know you can’t make a very big impact by yourself, so you 

use SmartVAN to pull a list of volunteer prospects in your neighborhood. After you call 

them, you mark the result and use the My Campaign calendar to schedule the people 

who’ve agreed to come to your action. Now the time has come to actually collect your 

petition signatures. The volunteers you contacted join you, and you start approaching 

people to sign. After the event it’s time to report. Immediately you want to provide a 

soft report, so that your organizer knows how the event went in terms of petitions 

signatures collected and how volunteers engaged with the event. After your soft report, 

you’ll enter data into SmartVAN so that we know who our petition signers are and we 

know what volunteers showed up today for our action. After all the data is entered, we 

begin to analyze it. The point of collecting data is to be able to use it to inform our 

decisions. During the analysis stage, you should look at the data to see if there are pat-

terns that impact your strategy. Finally, we come back to strategizing — making a plan 

for the next action that is based on an understanding of what happened during the first 

action. In our petition collection example, if 80% of the volunteers who said they’d come 

to your action didn’t show, you might change the way that you’re making the volunteer 

ask or look at what kind of reminders people might need.

For every action we take as an organization, it’s important to report data so that it can 

be analyzed and our strategy adjusted to be even more efficient and impactful. This is 

how as an organization we’re able to use data to become increasingly better organizers.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Event Organizing 101

Organizing a Press Conference

Organizing a MOC Office Visit

Blizzarding

Getting Sign-On: Petition and Pledge Card Drives

Writing Letters to the Editor

Pledge-to-Call Drives

Taking Strong Photos

Organizing a Grassroots Fundraiser

How to Organize a House Meeting

How to Organize a Training

Event Organizing 101

No matter what kind of organizing event you’re planning, some basic best practices for 

planning and execution apply. Use this guide as a checklist to think through the steps 

of your issue advocacy action. Then check out other organizing guides to walk through 

specialized steps that apply to the specific action you’re planning, such as a press 

conference or blizzarding.

Before the event

•  Choose a date, time, and location for your event, and a rough idea of how many 

people you would like to have attend.

•  Create an online listing for your event at my.barackobama.com/page/event/cre-

ate (see event posting instructions below)

 1 Enter the ZIP code of the location where your event will take place.

 2  Choose the appropriate event type from the drop-down menu and 

continue to the next step.

 3  Enter your email and choose a password to create a barackobama.com 

account (or sign in if you already have an account).

 4  Enter your event details — be sure to add all the relevant information, 

including a description that lets attendees know what to expect at 

the event.

 5  When you’re done entering the event information, click “Create Event” 

to move on to the next page — after your event listing is created, you 

can begin inviting people!
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•  Start recruiting for your event, keeping in mind that you should get commitments 

from about twice as many people as you’d like to attend (for example, if your 

attendance goal is 15 attendees, you should strive to get RSVPs from 30 people). 

This is based on typical show-up rates for events.

•  Plan out the agenda for your event, and how long each part of the agenda will 

take.

•  Do some basic research on where your member of Congress stands on the issue, 

including their past statements and votes. You can find fact sheets on a number 

of 

issues at barackobama.com to share with your guests.

•  One rule of organizing is that every event you hold should lead to future action. 

Think about what action you want your event attendees to take after this event, 

and be ready to share the details with them at your event.

•  Make a confirmation call to everyone who RSVPs and send them a reminder 

email.

•  Day of event: Make sure you arrive early to your event location to get sign-in 

ready and prepare the space.

During the event

•  Ask every attendee to sign in using a sign-in form, and thank them for coming

•  Follow the agenda you created

•  Share the goals of the event with all attendees, and at the end of the event,

 report back on how the group did on achieving these goals.

•  Take pictures, tweet and update Facebook with stories, quotes, and fun

 anecdotes. We want everyone to know that folks across the country are 

 getting involved in our issue campaigns.

•  As your event draws to a close, sign all attendees up for the next action.

After the event

•  Thank your guests for participating and confirm them for your next action  

(tip: use both a phone call and an email).

•  Share your success! Report back to your organizer how the event went.

•  Make sure the data from your event is entered into SmartVAN and all the attend-

ees for the event have been marked recorded in the My Campaign calendar.

•  Post photos, anecdotes and stories on social networks, so that you can share the 

link later with attendees, as well as those who didn’t show.

•  Call through those who didn’t show and invite them to your next action.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Organizing a Press Conference

Organizing a Press Conference 

FIRST: Confirm with your state coordinator/lead that your event should be an earned 

media event. 

A huge component of issue organizing is being able to persuade our Members of Con-

gress to enact the change we want. Members of Congress are often most persuaded 

by what messages they are getting from their constituents — because they want to 

get re-elected. However, not every constituent has the time to contact their Member of 

Congress on every issue up for debate. So our job is to make sure we can amplify their 

voices to our elected officials. The best way to do that is to host an event that the 

media will cover, ensuring that our message gets out far and wide. 

There are four main elements that every event needs in order to be the most attractive 

for media outlets and the most impactful. You need: 1) a clear message, 2) effective 

speakers, 3) a good location, and 4) provide a local perspective on a national issue. For 

more details on each of these elements, please revisit pages 28–37 of this manual.
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Timeline

3 Weeks Prior to Event:

• Identify the message/purpose of event

• Identify speakers who could speak at event

• Research locations for event

• Plan phone banks to recruit for event

2 Weeks Prior to Event:

• Lock in location

• Start locking in speakers

• Post event on Barackobama.com when location is locked

• Conduct Phone Banks to recruit for event

1 Week Prior to Event:

• Confirm speakers for event

• Confirm attendees for event

• 4 days prior to event, you will receive press advisories and sample 

 remarks for talkers

Best Practices

Message: You need to have a clear understanding of what the message is you want  

conveyed at the event. 

•  This message should be weaved in the signage, the talking points of each talker 

and reflected in your location. 

•  The message must include which Member of Congress you are focusing on for 

the event (either positively or negatively)

• The message must include organizations represented at the event

•  Keep in mind the importance of signage, and judge the strength of your 

signage by asking yourself: If I were watching the news while doing the dishes in 

my home, and the TV were muted, would I understand the purpose of this event?

Talkers: The people who are going to help spread the message of the event.

• Surrogates: People who attract media attention — elected official, celebrity 
•  Validators: Someone who is seen as an expert on the issue. They validate 

the issue to the local community — local elected official, community leader, 

and grass-tops.

•  Constituent supporter: Someone who is an everyday person who can speak 

personally on the issue. They bring the human element to the story.

Location:

• Where and when possible, your location should reflect the message of the event.

• Make sure you have a location that you can control.

•  Keep locations close to news stations (the less they have to travel, the more likely 

they are to show up).

• Think about the background image. Does it reinforce your message?

Connecting local issues with national issues: 

•  Earned media events are more appealing to news outlets when they are able to 

cover a national story and give it local flavor.



112   APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES     113       

Pitching the Press

A pitch call is an opportunity to talk directly to a news outlet to tell them about your 

event, why they should cover it, and get a concrete commitment from them to cover 

the event. It is important to note that television stations have morning meetings, around 

9am local time, to determine which stories they will cover for that day. As you continue 

to call these TV outlets you will learn their meeting schedule. In the days leading up to 

your event, calling and emailing press advisories to news outlets is the best way to put 

your event on the radar of news outlets. Some local TV stations and newspapers will 

have an event calendar where they will let the public add their events so other visitors 

to their websites can see the upcoming events. This is a good way to get additional 

attention for your event. 

Timeline

4 Days Prior to Event:

• Receive Press Advisories from State Coordinator/Lead

• Receive specific message guidance on the Day of Action event

• Confirm speakers for event (speakers should be locked as early as possible) 

• Send message guidance and sample remarks to speakers

•  Recruit volunteer(s) who can take pictures and/or video and post to social net-

works and submit to TV stations and newspapers (for those websites that allow)

72 hours Prior to Event:

• Press Advisories emailed to press outlets in AM 

•  Host a prep call or meet with your speakers to ensure they are clear on the 

message for the event

48 hours Prior to Event:

• Press Advisories emailed to press outlets in AM

•  Follow up via phone to ensure outlets received these advisories (most outlets 

will not make a commitment to attend your event at this point)

• Prepare signs for your event that fit with the message frame

24 hours Prior to Event:

• Press Advisories emailed to press outlets in AM

•  Follow up via phone with a pitch call to the press outlets (now you should make 

the ask to attend your event)

• Confirm any last minute details with speakers

• Confirm volunteer(s) who will take pictures and/or video of the event

Day of the Event:

• Pitch calls and/or confirmation calls to the press in AM

•  Greet reporters who attend the event and get their contact information  

(either ask them to sign in on a Press sign-in sheet, or collect their business card)

•  Report out to State Coordinators/Leads any press that showed to your  

event ASAP

• Have a volunteer designated just to take photos and/or video of the event

• Post pictures and status to Facebook and Twitter during your event
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• Upload photo/video to news outlet’s websites who did not attend your event

• Email pictures during your event to your state coordinator/lead

• Look for and send up any press clips from your event

• Report out to State Coordinators/Leads event details including total attendees

Day after the Event:

• Continue looking for any press clips from your event and send up

• Send any additional pictures and/or video to your State Coordinator/Lead

• Post wrap up of event to your Facebook and Twitter accounts

Best Practices for Pitching to Press

•  Begin generating interest in your event by emailing press advisories to news 

outlets 72 to 48 hours in advance of your event

•  After emailing the initial advisory, follow up with a call to ensure they received 

the information and do not have any questions. 

•  Mornings are the best time to call a newsroom. By afternoon most reporters are 

under a hard deadline and will be less willing to be on the phone for very long.

•  Be prepared for a brush-off! Unless your event is the same day you are calling/

emailing the newsroom, they will most likely not commit to attending your event, 

but make sure to ask when they will make the decision so you can follow up.

•  Think of your press pitch call as a volunteer call — you always have an “ask” to 

make, but you also need to give the reporter a reason to say yes. Make the story 

appealing to them.

•  Wear your passion on your sleeve! Your excitement will make reporters excited to 

attend.

•  Make your call personal — local reporters want to cover issues that affect their 

communities specifically. Why is your Congressman’s office important? Why is 

this issue so important to your community?

•  Have strong follow up! Even if you’ve already spoken to a reporter and gotten a 

commitment to attend, follow up the morning of your event with another call to 

confirm their attendance.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Organizing a MOC Office Visit

Organizing a Member of Congress Office Visit 

The ultimate goal of our issue organizing is to persuade our Members of Congress to 

support our position on legislation — so at times it can be particularly effective to talk 

directly to the lawmaker or his staff. Member of Congress office visits create an oppor-

tunity to tell our supporters’ story directly to the lawmaker’s office. These visits can 

also be compelling earned media opportunities and provide an opportunity to generate 

interesting content for digital amplification.

Before your Visit:

•  Determine if this event is press worthy. Talk with your state coordinator or OFA 

point of contact to discuss your plan for your Member of Congress visit and 

whether it would be a good opportunity to earn media coverage. If yes, deter-

mine a member of your chapter to reach out to the press following the guidance 

for organizing a press conference.

•  Schedule volunteers to attend the office visit. Set a goal for how many 

volunteers you’d like to have join you on your office visit. Congressional district 

offices are often small places, so you don’t necessarily need a large group to fill 

the space. Work with your chapter and neighborhood teams to make calls and 

send out invites for people to join the office visit.

•  Write out what matters to you. It can be very effective to leave the Congres-

sional staff with information on the people who attended the office visit. Having 

each of the volunteers write out their personal story that relates why the issues 

matters in their lives can leave a big impact. Make sure to have volunteers include 

their address so that the lawmaker can see that they are his constituents.
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During Your Visit

•  Introduce yourself. When you enter the office let the staff know that your group 

is from Organizing for Action and would like to sit down with the Member of 

Congressman to share your perspective on the policy issue. If the Member is not 

there, ask for a short meeting with one of the staff.

•  Share personal stories. Have constituents in the room share why they are pas-

sionate about the policy issue and how it impacts their personal lives and the 

life of the community. Speak from the heart; you don’t need to be an expert, just 

someone who knows firsthand how important this legislation is.

•  Ask for their support. Before you leave, ask if your member of Congress will 

commit to supporting the legislation on this policy issue.

•  Stay calm and positive. Our goal is to engage in a meaningful, respectful discus-

sion. Remaining calm, positive, and polite while speaking to any staff member is 

the best way to be heard.

•  Take photos and post them to Facebook and Twitter. Tell the story of your office 

visit as it is happening in real time.

After Your Visit

•  Plan next steps with your attendees. After your visit take some time to debrief 

with your volunteers before they go home. Make clear what your next action on 

this issue will be and schedule them to join.

•  Report back about the result of your event. Let your OFA point of contact know 

what happened, and make sure attendees are entered into VAN. 

•  Look for press clips. If press attended your event, monitor that news outlet to 

see if a story about your office visit is broadcasted. If so, make sure to share the 

clip with your chapter lead or the state coordinator.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Blizzarding

Blizzarding 

What is “Blizzarding?”

 “Blizzarding” means flyering or delivering postcards to help bring an important issue to 

the attention of more people and lawmakers in your community. 

Why Blizzard?

There are two key goals to blizzarding: 

•  Spreading the word: Blizzarding can help raise the profile of an issue, provide 

community members with important information, and inform them where their 

lawmakers stand on the issue. In many cases, constituents who strongly support 

an issue don’t know that their elected representatives may be planning to vote 

against their wishes.

•  Applying pressure to lawmakers: In addition to letting people know where their 

lawmakers stand on an issue, blizzarding is a way to make those lawmakers aware 

that this is an issue that their constituents care about and are engaged with. An 

important part of this action is making sure that lawmakers know about it — by 

posting on social media, and encouraging local media to cover your work. 
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Planning Your Blizzarding Event

You can blizzard by yourself, or with a group of friends or local supporters that you 

help recruit. 

•  Find a neighborhood: Identify the best neighborhoods for flyering or postcard 

delivery. Think about which communities are most likely to be impacted by the 

issue, where the issue has the most support, and which areas you have existing 

relationships and familiarity with. 

•  Print your flyers/ postcards: You’ll be responsible for printing up copies yourself. 

You can find fliers for a number of issues at barackobama.com.

•  Recruiting volunteers: Even a small group can be successful using this action, but 

it’s important that you document and amplify your efforts effectively. Here are a 

few volunteers roles you should consider having:

 °  Photo/ digital captain: Someone to take excellent photos during your 

event and post to Facebook and Twitter afterward (be sure to mention the 

issue and the lawmaker you’re trying to influence). 

 °  Logistics captain: Someone whose primary responsibility is making sure 

everyone knows where they’re going, that they have the materials they 

need, and that communication is clear while volunteers are out flyering.

Making an Impact

•  Be aware of the visual: A flyering event with just a handful of people can have 

an enormous impact informing communities, applying pressure to lawmakers and 

creating great social media content. Even just a few good photos can tell the 

story of your event, but be aware of the visual — make sure your message is clear 

but respectful, and that you’re focusing on your interaction with the community. 

•  Reach out to local radio, blogs, and TV media outlets: Reach out well in 

advance, the day before, and as a follow-up the day of your event to pitch your 

flyering event to press. In some communities, local radio stations, local blogs, and 

TV shows carry a lot of weight.

•  Consider your messenger: If your team is pitching your event to a publication 

widely read by a specific community, the volunteers doing interviews should 

ideally be someone who identifies with that community. For example, a 

Spanish-speaker may be the best messenger for a Spanish language newspaper 

serving the Latino community.

•  Tell your lawmaker about it: A great way to reach lawmakers is through social 

media. For example, tweet a photo and description of your event using your 

lawmakers Twitter handle. 
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Getting sign-on: Petition and Pledge Card Drives

Petition Drive

Gathering Petition Signatures

Petitions are one of the best and easiest ways to raise awareness and build support for 

an issue in your community. Below are a few tips and tricks for successful petition 

signature gathering: 

Find the Right Petition

•  You can download petitions for a number of issues at barackobama.com 

•  Make sure to print out copies that are easy to read — even from a distance — and 

clearly communicate the issue.

Make the Ask the Right Way

•  Be approachable, but don’t wait to be approached. Having a friendly demeanor 

goes a long way when it comes to gathering signatures. Even if it doesn’t come 

naturally to you, smile and speak with confidence — it will make the difference 

between a successful outing and a disappointing one.

•  Make a clear ask. Research shows that people are more likely to respond when 

you phrase the question as “Have you signed the petition in support of ____” 

rather than open-ended questions like “Do you support ____?” 

•  Be sure to smile and make eye contact (don’t wear sunglasses if you can avoid 

it), and be as engaging and friendly as you can. 

Be Strategic About When and Where You Go

•  Look for spots with lots of foot traffic. You can maximize your efforts by talking to 

the more people in the time you have to gather signatures.

•  Choose a time of the day when more people are outside. Mornings, lunch hour, and 

early evenings are often the best time during the weekday. 

•  Catch people in line or as they exit. DMVs, shopping centers, theatres, and bus 

stops can be a great place to talk to people as they wait. 

•  Make signature swings. Hit everyone in one location and then move on to the next. 

When foot traffic dies off, move on to a new spot.

•  Make multiple events each day. Even just a few signatures here and there add up 

over the course of the day. 

•  Ask for advice. Your friends, co-workers, neighbors and fellow volunteers know their 

neighborhoods best and may have good advice on where to look for signatures.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Writing Letters to the Editor

Writing Letters to the Editor 

What is a “Letter to the Editor” (LTE)?

A letter to the editor is a short letter to a local newspaper or publication that gives  

your opinion on an issue and calls on your lawmakers or fellow community members  

to take action.
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Why Write an LTE?

The letter to the editor section is one of the most widely read parts of most newspa-

pers. These letters can help win issue campaigns by:

•  Raising awareness. An LTE is a great way to raise the profile of an issue in your 

local community. 

•  Responding rapidly to new developments. Many publications print LTEs within 

a day or two of receiving them, making them one of the most effective actions 

when trying to respond quickly to new developments or announcements. 

•  Energizing our supporters and thanking supportive members of Congress. 

Published letters fire up local supporters and show lawmakers that their 

constituents have their back when they lead on important issues.

•  Sending a message to the opposition. LTEs can show unsupportive lawmakers 

that their constituents care passionately about an issue and will hold them 

accountable if they fail to represent them. 

•  Persuading those who are on the fence. LTEs can show how an issue affects 

local people in a way that those on the fence, including lawmakers, may 

sympathize with.

People Read LTEs to Find Out:

•  How local people think or feel about an issue.

•  How an issue is affecting the local community.

•  What are the major impacts of a potential piece of legislation or action.

However, people do not read LTEs for:

•  In-depth policy descriptions. LTEs should be short and demonstrate the local and 

personal connection to an issue and the views of local community members. You 

don’t have to be an expert on an issue to share your personal story. Most papers 

will not print select letters that are too long or try to outline an entire policy issue.

•  National political debates about an issue. People turn to TV and large publications 

to learn about the national debate on the issues. LTEs that speak in general terms 

about how an issue affects the entire country or region will likely not be selected 

for publication in a local paper.
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Planning Your LTE Campaign

•  Research publication type. Which publications are commonly read in your 

community? Most local newspapers have well-read letters to the editor sections, 

but they can be found in unlikely places. Don’t forget online spaces like Patch.

com, alternative papers or lifestyle magazines that younger people may read, and 

community specific media, including media in languages other than English. Don’t 

discount a publication just because you don’t often read it — it may be very pop-

ular with other parts of your community. Investigate what’s out there by asking 

friends what they read and listen to. Make a list of the publications to target with 

your campaign.

•  Consider radio and TV media outlets. In some communities, local radio stations 

and public-access TV shows carry a lot of weight. Look into submitting LTEs to 

such programs if they have a segment where letters are read aloud on air.

•  Know the rules for LTE submission. Publications usually have tight rules for pub-

lishing, including length of the LTE and listing your own contact information in a 

very specific manner, and they will reject letters if they break the rules. Know the 

rules for submission and make sure your letters conform to them. Know the publi-

cation’s schedule and submission deadlines. 

•  Consider your messenger. If you are working with a group of volunteers on an 

LTE to a publication widely read by a specific community, it’s usually ideal to 

make sure the name attached to that LTE is that of someone who identifies within 

that community.

Write Your LTE

•  Keep it short. Stay within the publication’s rules — likely no longer than 250 or 

300 words. This may seem very short, but shorter letters are the most effective. 

Get to the point.

•  Tell your story. Begin the letter with a brief story about you or someone you know. 

People can argue with your positions, but they can’t argue with your experience. 

Describe how this issue has affected you, your family, a coworker or a friend. Make 

it personal. Even another local OFA volunteer, someone you met on a long plane or 

bus ride, or in line at the grocery store can be a great subject for an anecdote 

(especially if this person is from the local area). Make the issue human.

•  Know your audience. What type of publication are you writing for, and who is 

reading it? Retired people, young professionals, and immigrant families may find 

different types of personal stories compelling. Use a story the audience will 

connect with. Ideally, have your letter writer be of the same group or background 

as the primary readership of the publication.

•  Don’t delve into policy. There is not enough room in 300 words to make a 

nuanced policy argument. When using facts and numbers, use only one or 

two, and choose the most powerful. A long string of facts and information is 

not an argument. 

•  Use powerful language. Let your feelings show! Use powerful verbs and descrip-

tive nouns. Write short, punchy sentences. Vary sentence length. This will help 

your letter stand out and make it more likely to be published.

•  Make a call to action. End your letter with a specific call to action to your local 

lawmakers or community members. Your LTE will only be effective if it gets 

others to take action!

•  Check for proper grammar and spelling. If you’re working with a group, trade 

letters with each other and edit them carefully. If you’re writing a letter by 

yourself, ask a friend to take a look at it before you submit it. Don’t submit LTEs 

with errors — they will likely not be published, and even worse, they may be 

published with the original errors.
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Getting Published

•  Monitor the publication. After you send your LTE, keep an eye out! Many publica-

tions, especially small ones, may not tell you if you will be published because you 

have already given your permission to publish the letter by sending it.

•  If you are published: Success! Congratulations! Your message is being heard. 

Make sure to:

1  Reshare the printed LTE on Facebook, Twitter, and other social media outlets. 

Link to the page where it is published online. E-mail it yourself from the site 

if possible.

2  If the publication has an “e-mail” or “share” feature, ask local supporters to use 

the web site itself to send the piece to family and friends. This will make it rise on 

the “most e-mailed” or “most shared” list on the site if it has one.

3  If your letter is printed in the actual paper, clip the letter and make a scan of it. If 

it’s broadcast on TV or radio, record it.

Dear Editor:

[If you are responding to or referencing another article, you should reference it 

by writing the first sentence, then the title of the article, the name of the pub-

lication & finally the date it was published. If not, you can start here with the 

reason why you’re writing, but it’s not always necessary. Sometimes it’s best to 

include some kind of interesting hook here that also explains why you’re writ-

ing without saying “I’m writing because…”]

[Tell your personal story in this second section. How has the issue impacted 

you, your family, or someone you know? Or why is this issue important to you? 

What are the impacts of the issue on people in your community? Remember 

to be concise, draw a local connection, and relate to the community you know 

best by touching on the values you share with them. If you include contrast —

what the opponents think — be respectful.]

[So now what? Are you encouraging readers to contact their legislator? Are 

you asking them to take some other action? Don’t be afraid to make a specific 

ask of the people reading your letter.]

[End on a positive note. You have gone to all this trouble to entice your 

readers, you don’t want to turn them off to your opinions before you’ve sealed 

the deal.]

Sincerely,

[YOUR NAME]

[YOUR CITY, ST, Month DD, YYYY]

Sample Template

Below is a sample template to help you structure your letter. 
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Pledge-to-Call Drives

Pledge-to-Call Drives

Overview

Any lawmaker will tell you that the biggest factor in the decisions they make is what 

their constituents care about and are requesting of them. Congressional representatives 

and Senators receive dozens and sometimes hundreds of calls and letters to their

offices daily, urging them to support or oppose issues being debated in Congress. Use 

this guide to organize local supporters to contact their lawmakers on the issues you 

care most about.
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STEP 1: CALLING YOUR REPRESENTATIVE OR SENATOR

Before you ask others to call, be sure to do it yourself. Your voice is just as important, 

and having already completed the process will make it easier to explain it to others. You 

may find it helpful to do a quick internet search for any comments your members of 

Congress (remember, you have two senators and one representative) have made on the 

issue you are calling about, but it’s not necessary — you can simply urge their support 

for an issue, give them your information and be done with the call in less than a minute. 

The easiest way to get in touch with your member’s office is through the Congressional 

Switchboard. Dial: (202) 224-3121 and ask to be put in touch with your representatives.

SAMPLE SCRIPT

Hi, my name is [NAME] and I live at [say ADDRESS slowly — often they will 

record it so they can send you a response]. I’m a constituent, and I’m calling to 

encourage [REPRESENTATIVE/SENATOR NAME] to support [ISSUE]. 

[Explain why this issue is important to you personally].

Can I count on [HIS/HER] vote in support of this important issue? 

[WAIT FOR RESPONSE]

[IF YES:] Great! Thank you so much for your support!

[IF NO:] I’m sorry to hear that. Again, I’d like to strongly urge [REPRESENTA-

TIVE/SENATOR] to reconsider, because [HIS/HER] constituents strongly sup-

port action on this issue. 

Please stay in touch with me about [HIS/HER] position on this issue.

STEP 2: FIND 5 FRIENDS & FAMILY TO CALL

Remember that for every call you place in support of a bill, there are also groups 

mobilizing to generate calls and letters in opposition. In order to ensure the voices 

of your community are heard loud and clear, the next and most important step is to 

find at least five friends or family members to call with the same message that you 

called about. 

•  Make it easy for them. You should provide them with the name of their remem-

bers and the direct line to their office, which you can get from the Congressional 

Switchboard in Step 1. 

•  Give clear instructions. You might want to print up a sample script for them fol-

low. If not, be sure to give them clear direction on what to say. 

•  Make it personal. Explain why this issue is so important to you, and encourage 

them to talk about why they care as well. It will be easier for them to get their 

point across over the phone if they’ve already discussed it in person with you.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Taking Strong Photos

Taking Strong Photos

You might not be a professional photographer, but you can be a good photographer —

and you don’t need a fancy camera. Combined with free apps, today’s camera 

phones are convenient enough and perform well enough to capture excellent photos. 

Here are some tips for making sure your photos of an event effectively tell the story 

of our organizing.

1  Get the posed photos out of the way first, allowing everyone 

to relax and you to get candids.

2    Watch the light behind your subject. If they’re in front of a 

window or lamp they’ll come out dark. Move to the side to 

another angle where they will be better lit.



140   APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES     141       

3  Get closer. If your photos aren’t good enough, you’re not 

close enough.

4  Move your subject from the middle — the rule of thirds.

Creating a Shot List

One way to make sure that you capture the photos that will tell the story of your event 

is to plan a shot list beforehand.  This will give you a chance to consider before the 

action happens what images will help tell the story of the event.  When creating your 

shot list, also consider what will capture the attention of the main audience for your 

photos: potential supporters in your community, the local media, and key decision 

makers we’re trying to impact. 

 

Here is an example shot-list for an event when volunteers delivered Climate Denier 

Awards to Members of Congress who deny the science on climate change:

• Close up of Climate Denier Award 

• One portrait of each volunteer holding the award 

• Exterior of Member of Congress’s office 

• Close up of a volunteer carrying the award in the parking lot 

• Head-on shot of volunteers approaching the office with the award,

 taken from the entrance 

• Volunteers talking to staff 

• Volunteers talking to Member of Congress 

• Member of Congress with the award
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
Organizing a Grassroots Fundraiser

Organizing a Grassroots Fundraiser 

FIRST: Confirm with your state coordinator/lead that you are cleared to run a 

fundraising event. 

A fundraising event is an opportunity to gather supporters together in supporting 

OFA and issue organizing in a new, fresh context. Grassroots fundraising events, while 

still organized and operated by volunteers, require materials and preparations that can 

differ from ordinary field events. In this regard, use this guide as you navigate the 

process to make your grassroots fundraising event run smoothly and successfully.

Before the Event
Set a Location and Date

Remember a good rule of thumb is to set your date 10–14 days ahead of time, and that 

the event does not need to be at your home.

Set Goals

• Main Goal: How much will you raise? Set the dollar amount.

•  Secondary Goal: How much will you ask attendees to donate? This is the average 

donation per person.

•  Secondary Goal: How many attendees do you want to show up? You will need to 

invite enough attendees to hit your goal. A good way to figure this out is to take 

the Goal Raise for your event and divide it by your average donation (the amount 

you’re going to ask people to donate). For example if your goal is to raise $500 

and you’re asking everyone to donate $20, then you will need 25 attendees at your 

event. In order to get 25 attendees at your event, you should invite at least 50.
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Grassroots Event Link

You will need to ask your State Coordinator or person you directly work with/report to 

for OFA in your chapter or team to help get you a donation link specific to your event. 

By doing this, you can have folks directly donate to your event’s link and track how 

much you are raising towards your goal.

Action Theme

Your event should have an action component to it that helps advance at least one or 

more of the issue campaigns we’re working on. Decide what activity your event will do, 

such as writing letters to the editor or calling members of congress around an issue, 

and include it as a part if your ask to attendees for your event.

List your Event on BarackObama.com

Register your event on BarackObama.com so you can amplify your event online and 

use the link to invite event attendees.

Create Attendee List

Remember, you should reach out to your personal network and ask for a list of support-

ers in your area from OFA if you need/want to invite more people.

Invite Attendees

A good rule of thumb is to invite twice the attendees that you need to ensure you reach 

your goal. For example, if you need 25 people from the previous example, then you 

should invite 50. And remember, a personal ask is best. You should use all methods to 

invite attendees through social media and email but a personal ask face to face or over 

the phone from the host is the most effective.

Confirm Attendance

Make sure to remind people about your event with both a phone call and e-mail 48 and 

24 hours in advance.

During Your Fundraiser

See below for a sample agenda and details for your event!

Sign in

Ensure you have assigned a fellow volunteer to handle the sign-in process. A best 

practice is to have a computer available with your event’s fundraising link up to accept 

donations directly.

Introductions & Welcome

The host should share their story and invite a few other attendees to share theirs. The 

intro should be no longer than 10 minutes to ensure you keep up excitement in the 

room. The host should also announce the goal for funds raised for the event.

OFA Update

The host or another Volunteer should give an update to the crowd to review what ac-

tion has been taken around issue campaigns in the community and upcoming events 

where attendees can take action. This is an opportunity to inform guests of how their 

donations will be put to good use.

Celebrating our Goal

The host will announce the money that has been raised so far. They will have a volun-

teer who has been keeping track of donations during the sign in process. A good best 

practice is to use a makeshift thermometer to show where the goal for the event is and 

where you stand. If you have already hit the goal, ask everyone to pitch in 1 more dollar 

to reach another benchmark. If you haven’t hit your benchmark, show what you have 

left to raise and ask everyone at the event to help you reach your goal. Tally any 

remaining pledges and celebrate hitting your goal.

Action

Including an activity around at least one issue campaign will not only help advance 

the issue on the ground but will also help to bring more attendees into the organiza-

tion through volunteering. It’s the perfect example of killing 2 birds with one stone. The 

activity should be timed to the rest of the event and should be no longer than 1 hour. 

Good examples are letters to the editor, call congress, or a mini-training.
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Next Steps

After folks have finished the action event at your house party, you will want to give 

them an opportunity to hear how to get involved with more detail. The announcement 

of next steps can come from the host or another volunteer and should be planned 

ahead of time for what you want attendees to take action on after the event. It is also 

important to ask folks to make a public commitment to take action after the house par-

ty and ensure you have someone focused on signing people up directly for the next 

event. A good next steps best practice is having the future action events on a large 

piece of paper and directing folks to sign up after it is announced.

Closing

This is an important component of the event. In five minutes, the host should bring 

everything to a close, thank attendees, and tie in how the money raised at the event will 

help us continue taking action on our issue campaigns. Also, don’t forget to collect any 

remaining contribution forms or have folks donate using the online link before 

they leave.

After the Event

Report

Make sure to report in the link provided in your host guide after your event so we can 

hear how you did and help to track your donations. The online link will direct you to 

report both the total raised, pledged, and attendees as well as give qualitative feedback 

on how the event went.

Thank

Remember to follow up and thank all attendees and donors within 2 days of your event. 

They will be more likely to donate again!

Follow Up

Remember to follow up with anyone that pledged that hasn’t donated yet within 2 days 

of your event.
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A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
How to Organize a House Meeting

Organizing a House Meeting 

No matter which issues you care about and what action you take, you’ll be more  

effective — and have more fun — when you get local supporters to take part with you. 

Often the best way to start is with a house meeting, where you can invite people who 

are interested in learning more about a topic, brainstorm plans together, and get firm 

commitments from people who are interested in taking action. 

 

Hosting an event can also be a great way to meet new people in your area who care 

passionately about the same issues you do. Whether you’re a first-time host or an expe-

rienced veteran, below are a few basic tips on how to have a successful house meeting.

Before the House Meeting

• Decide on a date, time, location and issue topic for your house meeting.

• Create an online listing for your event on barackobama.com/events. 

•  Recruit guests. Reach out to friends and family, but also be sure to ask them to 

invite their friends that you might not know. You may want to promote your event 

online as well as in local coffee shops or other areas that allow flyering or event 

postings. Be sure to invite more people than you plan on having, as not everyone 

who RSVPs will be able to make it, and always make confirmation calls for anyone 

who RSVPs. 

•  Prepare. Print any materials you’ll need beforehand, and set up your space for 

optimal sign-in, flow and seating before your first guests arrive. If you’ll be using 

a computer, speakers, or any other equipment for you meeting, but sure to test it 

beforehand in the space you’ll be meeting so you know it’s working properly.
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During the House Meeting

•  Welcome the attendees as they arrive, and ask them to sign in. Provide them 

with a brief overview of the agenda and be sure to make them feel comfortable.

•  Introduce yourself to the group, and then go around and ask the attendees 

to introduce themselves and briefly state why they care about the issue 

being discussed.

•  Outline the issue you’ve decided to focus on. Keep it brief, and don’t feel like you 

have to be an expert on the issue. Be sure to cover: 

 1  The problem. Start by addressing the problem at hand. What are you and 

your guests trying to fix with your organizing? 

  2  The local connection: If you’re focusing on a national issue like immigration 

reform or climate change, identify the local connection. How does the

  local community feel about the issue? Are there groups who are particularly 

  affected or interested in the issue? What are your elected representatives’ 

  positions on the issue? 

 3  The leverage point. Who are the people or local lawmakers who have the 

most control over the issue at hand, and how can you best move them?

•  Choose an action and then begin the planning process with your new volunteers. 

Consider:

 1  What action can you and your guests take in your community to have the 

biggest impact on the issue at hand? 

 2  Is this action realistic?

 3  Is it the best use of your time and resources?

 4  Don’t feel like you have to solve the problem all at once — successful issue 

campaigns involve lots of small actions that build on one another over time. 

•  Make a clear call to action. Once you’ve identified the action you’re planning on 

taking, get firm commitments from your guests to take part. People will be much 

more likely to commit now, while they’re fired up and engaged in the issue, than 

they will be if you wait to follow up later. 

•  Determine next steps. Assign roles and responsibilities to members of the group. 

Exchange contact information and set up regular communication or check-ins to 

make sure every member of the team is on track. Give people clear next steps, 

and set a date for your next meeting or outing.

•  Share your success. During your house meeting make sure to amplify your suc-

cess by sharing photos and quotes of the new volunteers attending. Report out 

what action your house party group has committed to take.

After the House Meeting

•  Report the results of your house meeting. Check in with your OFA organizer to 

tell them how many people attended and what actions you’ve planned as a result 

of your house meeting. 

•  Enter data into My Campaign to keep track of who attended the house meeting, 

and record their commitments for future actions in the My Campaign calendar.

•  Follow-up with attendees to remind them of their commitment to take part in 

future actions and make sure they have all the information they need to make 

those actions happen.



152   APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES APPENDIX: STEP-BY-STEP GUIDES     153       

A
Appendix: Step-by-Step Guides
How to Organize a Training

Organizing a Training 

One reason organizing is rewarding is that it gives volunteers the opportunity to learn 

new skills and then apply them in the context of action. Planning a training for your 

chapter or team can take your organization to the next level as you engage new people 

in action or develop the skills of your current volunteers.

These eleven steps for organizing a training take you through planning, preparing, 

and executing a rewarding training for your volunteers: 
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Step 1: Establish Goals and Determine Audience

Your first step is figuring out what organizational objective you want to achieve for your 

training. From there, you can identify the appropriate audience. For example, if your pri-

mary objective is to get more people in the door who can take action with your chapter, 

your resulting audience would be supporters who are not yet volunteers or who have 

started volunteering very recently.

Step 2: Assess the training resources available 

Organizing for Action has developed a number of training resources that are available 

for volunteer leaders to train other volunteers. This includes trainings on each of our 

issue campaigns, a multitude of organizing skills, and strategic planning guides. Before 

moving forward with your training, work with your OFA point of contact to assess the 

available resources and consider if they will fit your needs or if you need to develop 

new materials especially for your training’s goals.

Step 3: Create a Training Team

The biggest mistake you can make is to think you can organize and execute a great 

training on your own. What roles will you need to fill to plan and execute your training 

well? Below are some options — enlist volunteers to fill as many as make sense.

  •  Training lead (that’s you!)

 •  Location Coordinator

 •  Food Coordinator

 •  Breakout Coordinator

 •  Printing/Packets Coordinator

 •  Cleanup Coordinator 

 •  Sign-in Coordinator

 •  Time Keeping Coordinator
 

In addition to filling these logistical roles, you also need multiple trainers. We recom-

mend that you recruit at least one trainer for each section in your training. This helps 

keep the workload light for each trainer as well as gives participants exposure to a 

diverse set of voices, rather than just one person.
 

Step 4: Develop Skeletal Agenda

You know what your objectives are, you know what curriculum is available, and you 

have built a solid training team. Determine the duration of your training and the best 

logical order for training sessions. Then, assign trainers to modules. You can build your 

skeletal agenda by filling in a table like the below:

START TIME END TIME MODULE TRAINER

Welcome and Introductions

Debrief, Next Steps, Closing
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Step 5: Take Care of Logistics

Convene a meeting with your Training Team to talk through every single task that needs 

to happen in preparation and execution of your training, by when it needs to happen, 

and who is responsible for it. This creates a shared to-do list for your training team and 

makes it easy to monitor that preparations for your training are on-track. Make sure 

you’re thinking of everything in terms of food, supplies, and the venue.

On the day of your training there will be a lot of logistics to take care of, in addition to 

actually training your participants. So it’s helpful beforehand to create a staffing grid 

that lists every job that will need to be accomplished during the training and who will 

be responsible for making sure it’s done. 

BRAINSTORM

List of every single task that would need to happen at a day-long training for your 

volunteers. What tasks could be done by the same person and what task would need 

to be done by separate people? How many people will you need to help you support 

your training? 

TIME

8:30 – 9 am

9:00 – 9:30

9:30 – 10 am

10am – 10:30

11:30 – 12:00

ACTIVITY

Buy coffee

Test projector and speaker system

Registration table

Introductions

Pick up lunch from sandwich shop

VOLUNTEER

Jeff

Cassie

Katie

Patricia

David

Step 6: Recruit Participants

Recruiting for a training is just like recruiting for any other event — we have to make 

hard asks, recruit twice as many people as our attendance goal, make multiple rounds 

of confirmation calls and emails, and make hard asks. If yours is a Recruitment training 

(designed to bring in new people as opposed to developing skills of experienced 

volunteers), use your social networks and email list to recruit heavily for your training. 

Keep one rule in mind: if your training is longer than four hours, it’s probably going to 

take more than 3–4 days’ notice to get people to commit to attending, so recruit early 

and often! 
 

Step 7: Customize Curriculum

Volunteers find trainings much more compelling when they address the situation in their 

own community. Every module of curriculum OFA produces is designed to be tailored 

to your state, so make a plan to go through all the materials and customize them as 

needed. You can do this yourself or delegate it to the trainers assigned to each module 

— just remember that ultimately you, the Training Lead, are responsible for making sure 

it is done! The last thing you want to have happen is to see a PowerPoint slide come up 

with the text “Insert local example here” on the day of your training!
 

Step 8: Practice Training Sessions

This cannot be emphasized enough. Every trainer should practice with an audience 

at least 3 times, in addition to practicing at home. The trainer will need to review the 

curriculum materials, practice what to say on every slide, and consider what questions 

or reactions might come from the audience and how to respond. More than any other 

preparation step, the degree to which trainers practice and prepare will determine how 

successful your training is at engaging your volunteers and moving them to action.
 

Step 9: Confirm Participants and Logistics

Your team should do two rounds of confirmation calls as well as two emails with 

all the logistical information leading up to the training event. You should also check 

in with your Training Team often to make sure everyone is on track with their 

assigned responsibilities.
 



Step 10: Train!

Take lots of pictures, and post them on Facebook and Twitter to share the success of 

your training!

 
Step 11: Celebrate, Evaluate, Learn and Improve

Make sure to collect an evaluation from all participants, and have an immediate debrief 

discussion with your training team right after the training, as well as a more extended 

debrief a few days later. Take note of your key lessons and takeaways, apply them to 

your next training, and keep getting better at what you already do amazingly!

OFA

BARACKOBAMA.COM


