A Strong Local

A strong local is a local that has power.  It is effective in advancing the interests of its members in a number of areas - better salaries and benefits, job security and protection, more satisfaction in their actual work, and opportunities for leadership development and social interaction.  It promotes a sense of involvement in shaping one’s own destiny and the destiny of the employer.

What’s In a Strong Local?

A local usually gains its power and effectiveness when it has certain components.  It has a strong INFRASTRUCTURE with trained Association Representatives (ARs) in place, with a manageable ratio of members to each AR.  These reps provide a face-to-face two-way communication system and a mechanism for involving members in activities.  The infrastructure also has communicators who assist ARs in direct communications with the members.  A strong local involves many members in its activities at various times.  “The right person for the right job” concept is utilized in getting members involved.

In turn, wide-spread INVOLVEMENT reflects a varied, MULTI-DIMENSIONAL PROGRAM because any group of people has a variety of different interests.  A local, whose only program is bargaining, especially if it enters into multi-year contracts, will have a difficult time being effective, even in bargaining.  The local’s program is developed from the input received from members.  The input comes through face-to-face interviews between the ARs and their ten (10) constituents (members).  The program is based on members’ concerns/needs/priorities.

Many people involved and a varied program also suggest a COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP TEAM.  A local in which a president does everything or where too few members do too much is a sure sign of a weak local.  Only a local with a number of members taking leadership positions will be able to involve a large percentage of the membership in varied programs.

Finally, a strong local INTERACTS WITH OTHER LOCALS because it understands that being isolated can lessen its power.  Communication and interaction between leaders spark creativity and exchange of ideas.  As locals work together they build more power in bargaining, in the political arena, and in the pursuit of their members’ needs and priorities.

How Do We Build a Strong Local?

Simply listing the characteristics or components of a strong local does not answer the questions of how to build a strong local.  How we build these components and develop these characteristics becomes the challenge for leadership and staff.

We need locals that concentrate on building and maintaining effective organizational structures.  To do this we need association leaders and staff who are organizational development specialists who practice and profess these concepts.

It is much easier to describe what is in a strong local than to prescribe how to build each component.  What follows are definitive ideas and examples on how to develop each component and, consequently, build a stronger local!

Components of a Strong Local

I.  STRONG INFRASTRUCTURE

A.  The Association Representative
The heart of any local association is its membership.  Responding to what the members want from their local takes effective building level leadership.  This leadership is the Association Representatives (ARs) in every building or work location.

Since the ARs are those closest to the members, they become the most important leaders in a strong local.  Given that premise, priority must be given to the identification, training, and retention of the ARs.

Being An AR
In order to attract the best people to be ARs, the job must be seen as important and rewarding.  (In most locals today that means the job will need to be changed.)  ARs must be seen as influential.  They must receive recognition.  The job must be reasonable and manageable, not just one where ARs stuff mailboxes.  It must be a position that has impact on the direction of the local.  Being an AR must BE IMPORTANT and BE SEEN as important by the ARs and members!

Identification of ARs
Officers and other central leaders should adopt a constant mind-set to be looking for new leaders, particularly for ARs.  At every function, meeting, or building visit they should be on the lookout for potential leaders.  Looking for the next generation of leaders must be a major part of a strong local’s leadership development program.

The following strategies will be helpful:

· Use the “right person for the right job” concept;

· Utilize past and present leaders to brainstorm potential ARs;

· Identify people who are influential.  If they already have the respect of their peers, they will be in a better position to represent them;

· Look for persons who show a natural curiosity regarding the local’s activities.  These members will generally “buy-in” sooner to the organization and take an active part.  (However, natural curiosity does not necessarily make them the right person.);

· Ask the members in the building who they would like to be their ARs.  Then use this “vote of confidence” or “nomination” to help convince those identified to be new ARs.

Special Note:  Although most locals elect their ARs, most are not swamped with effective “applicants”.  These ideas could (and should) be utilized by all locals.

Job Responsibilities of an AR
1.
To work with ten (10) designated members to keep them informed and to gain their input.  (The members should be assigned to ARs strategically, i.e. by department, hallway, grade level, etc.)

2.
To deliver members for jobs and activities in the local.  The ARs are the key to the involvement system.

3.
To assist members with their problems.

4.
To establish a working relationship with their administrators.

Training of ARs
The training and development of ARs determines their success.  ARs are not always born with the necessary skills.  In fact, in many cases, they learn from poor examples.  Many begin the job believing that all they have to do is stuff mailboxes!  By not providing proper training for ARs we actually perpetuate poor AR representation.

The training should always be structured so that the information to be learned is shared, then practiced or experienced, and then discussed and debriefed.  Passing out a handbook or hearing a lecture will do little to give the AR the tools necessary to do an effective job.

Training Should Include:

1.
How to work individually with the ten (10) members they represent.  This includes how to conduct one-on-one meetings with members to gain their input/involvement.  The training would also emphasize ways for the ARs to keep their members informed.  (See Appendix A for one-on-one meetings.);

2
How to deliver members for jobs and activities in the local.  The training would include how ARs should use other members to assist them in their job (e.g. using communicators, etc.), how to use the right person concept, and how to retain good volunteers;

3.
How to assist members with their problems (e.g. grievances, professional concerns, etc.)

4.
How to establish a working relationship with building administrators.

Retention of ARs
ARs often quit because they see the job as trivial and personally unrewarding.  In order to change this perception locals will need to make major changes in the AR role and status.

Some ideas to consider are:

1.
Bargain special benefits for ARs such as super seniority or release time to do their job;

2.
Convince members of the importance of the ARs;

3.
Have the local pay the ARs local dues.

4.
Recognition, “strokes”, and a simple thank you will go a long way in feeling needed and wanted.

Accountability of ARs
The other side of developing effective ARs is to make certain the ARs carry out their responsibilities and are accountable to their members.  This will add importance to the position and insure that members are served.




B.  Communicators
A second leadership position in a building that is important to the infrastructure is that of the communicator.  A communicator is the person who personally hands out materials (newsletter, etc.) to a small group of members, usually the ten (10) that a particular AR represents.  They also may deliver messages or verbal information that ARs want distributed to members.

Why use communicators?
1. They provide direct personal service to members.  (Instead of members receiving the material stuffed in their mailbox with other “stacks of mail”.)

2. The relieve the AR from doing the task.

3. The program gets people involved!

4. It fosters new leaders (future ARs, officers, etc.) by allowing people to get involved at a lower responsibility level first.

Ideas for Implementing the Communicators
1. Divide up the members each communicator will serve (as you should your ARs) by grade level, hallway, department, etc.  This makes the job easier and more manageable.

2. Personalize Handout Materials - Communicators should place the member’s first name in the upper corner and highlight an article or two by circling them.  By highlighting articles it is more likely that members will read them, and in order to circle an article, the communicator will have to read the material.  This will make the communicator better informed and solidify his/her commitment and involvement.

3. Each AR should have at least one communicator.  In addition, one AR should coordinate the communicators, provide them the newsletters and other materials/information, and insure they are completing their jobs.

C.  Association Specialists
Once a local has its ARs and communicators in place, it is ready to create more positions in a building to assist members and create more involvement.  These positions are established to do specialized association work.  They might be Grievance Specialists who advise members and ARs on the contract.  Or they could be Legislative-Political Action Specialists who help inform and involve members in these vital areas.

Association Specialists are just that - members who are trained in special association areas to assist members.  They do not replace ARs or communicators, but rather they add to the assistance members already receive.
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II.  INVOLVEMENT

A major component of any strong local is making a large percentage of the membership feel ownership and commitment to the local.  This is gained in part by the members being involved in the local.

No involvement - no ownership

No ownership - no commitment and loyalty

No commitment no loyalty, no strength and power

Involvement does not have to be long term or extremely time consuming.  But it must be something that the member sees as important and receives recognition for doing!

Involvement in a local association is characterized by:

1. Job/tasks that are needed and seen as important;

2. Involvement of as many members as possible is a constant mind-set, a priority of leadership;

3. A belief in the local that every member must be involved in some way, no matter how small;

4. Recognition of involvement is demonstrated;

5. Leaders who involve minorities;

6. Leaders who involve constituent/special interest members (i.e. traveling employees, specialists, members involved in extra activities, etc.)

7. Leaders who reach out for members who have never been asked to be involved.

Two Local Association Involvement Structures
1. Regular or Long-Term Structure Positions.  These are permanent positions like ARs, communicators, standing committees, or grievance or political action specialists in the buildings.  The appointment or election is usually for a set term such as one year.

2. Ad Hoc or Short Term Structure Positions.  These are created for a specific purpose with a specific time of existence.  They end when the job is done.  These positions could include local task forces, committees, membership recruiters, special projects, telephone callers, etc.

Minority Involvement
It is important that locals make special efforts to seek out and involve their minority members.  The addition of meaningful involvement by minorities is important to a strong local.

Summary of Involvement
The heart of any organization is its membership.  The success of the organization is dependent on its strength.  Its strength is gained from the membership being involved, gaining ownership and offering commitment.

RIGHT PERSON FOR THE RIGHT JOB CONCEPT

It is a proven fact in organizational development that local association are more effective when they carefully place individuals in selected positions or tasks.  This concept of the “right person for the right job” is particularly important in position with responsibilities that impact heavily on the operation of the local, i.e., Executive Board, ARs, committee chairs, specialists (grievance, political action), etc.  Since few local presidents (or other leaders) wish to fail, it is in their SELF-INTEREST to utilize this concept.

How to Use the Right Person Concept
1. What is the position(s) that needs filled?  What are the responsibilities?  What are the time requirements?  What kind of personality would work best?

2. Who are the potential “right people”?  Utilizing the collective leadership team to identify potential leaders is the best approach.  Whether it is a group of local leaders selecting the bargaining team or leaders in a building searching for a new AR, using a collective approach results in more objective evaluation of who would be the right person for that job.

3. How do you get the right person to say yes?

Who asks the person is important.  It should be someone who has influence with the person being asked.  The president may not be the right person to ask.  It may be the vice-president, a member of the executive committee, or a past leader.

How they are asked is important.  “I don’t suppose you would want to be an AR would you?” is automatically set up for defeat.  Instead the request should be positive, pointing out that:  the individual was selected because she/he was the right person; the position is important; and the responsibilities include ---------.  This should be followed by a sincere, personal request to take the position.

Using the team approach increases your chances for success.  Two leaders respected by the person to be asked will generally yield a positive result.

Remember that the right person in the right positions double the chances of a local being strong and successful.  It’s in your self-interest!
III.  MULTI-DIMENSIONAL PROGRAM
The local’s program - its activities and actions - is not only a measure of the strength of the local; it also tells members what their local offers them.

All local associations are made up of people with varied interests, concerns, and needs.  The local’s program should reflect that diversity.

How the program is developed is just as important as what the program does.  The program must truly reflect what the members want.  However, the members also must feel ownership by being involved in the program’s development and implementation.

How?

Effective Program Planning
The process of developing a local program is possibly more important that the actual product produced.  How it is developed and implemented is the cornerstone to successful organizational development.  Gaining member ownership, involvement, and commitment is the key to success.

Step 1.  Leaders Development of Survey/Timeline
The local’s officers and ARs are the key structure components in the planning process.  They must not only understand the need to survey the members, but must also feel ownership in the development of the process (survey, timelines, etc.)

Since the ARs are going to be asked to survey the members in their buildings, they will need to understand the effective way to do the survey.  They should understand the questions being asked, how to effectively solicit responses through meaningful conversation, and how to compile and relay to the local the information they receive from members.  Specific training should be offered ARs prior to their surveying the members.

Step 2.  Every Member Survey
The vital step is to ask (survey) the members about their interests, concerns and needs.  The process used to solicit this information is important.  

The information should be gathered by ARs through conducting one-on-one individual meetings with each member (in small locals, the officers could do it).  The importance of individual one-on-one meetings cannot be underestimated.  This process facilitates quality conversation and underlines the importance of each member’s input.  And since ARs should be representing only 10 members, it is not that difficult!  (See Appendix A for one-on-one meetings.)

Questions used to solicit the information should be general and open-ended enough to create a conversation.  They should not be simple yes/no questions.  (See Appendix A for possible questions.)

Note-taking by the AR is important.  It shows the member the AR is listening and it becomes a good record of what is being said by the members.  It becomes the data/information that needs to go to the officers, etc., to plan the local program.

Step 3.  Preparing the Tentative Program
The program is based on what the ARs gathered from their members is the one-on-one meetings.  The notes from these meetings, plus the analyzing and reviewing of them by the leadership team (officers, executive committee, etc.), are vital to putting together a tentative program.  The tentative program outlines the actions and activities that the local is going to undertake for and with its members.

NOTE:
It is important to involve the ARs in the analyzation and program planning.  Their ownership of the program will go a long way toward gaining their commitment to its implementation.

Step 4.  Program of the Members
Taking the tentative program to the members for their review sends positive signals.  It will show that the one-on-one meetings were important.  It demonstrates that the local is listening and wants to represent its members’ needs, concerns, and priorities.  And it will continue the process of developing member ownership in the local and its program!

Delivering the tentative program can be done in small group meetings, or, if good attendance can be guaranteed, can be done with the whole membership in smaller buildings.  The program should be explained, with questions and discussion encouraged.  It may even be advisable to take a vote on the program.  (If there is not a vote, it will be the task of the leadership team to meet and make final decisions.)

SPECIAL NOTE:  Making special efforts to get members to the review meetings will produce important organizational reward.  It should be a priority.

Step 5.  Implementation and Communications
The final phase in this organizational development concept is implementation and continued communications with the members, keeping them posted on the progress being made.  If the planning process has been successful, then the members will see the local’s program as their program.  They will be more supportive of the local and its efforts.  And they will be more likely to get involved in its implementation.

Members should be kept informed of the progress by their ARs.  The ARs in turn must be kept informed and involved by the officers, etc.

Step 6  Evaluating for Future Planning
Finally, before the next year’s planning cycle can begin, and evaluation of the year’s program must be done.  Minimally, the evaluation “team” should be the leadership team of officers, executive committee, and ARs.  If at all possible, having members involved in the evaluation would have even more positive organizational payoff.

IV.  Collective Leadership Team
Presidents who do not understand the importance of involvement and ownership is a strong local will be less successful.  Presidents (and other leaders) who say:  “It is easier and quicker to do it myself” are committing a serious organizational development error.

A strong local needs to have a leadership team that guides the local.  The team must be just as diverse as their members’ interests and needs.

A collective leadership team will include the officers, ARs, other executive committee (board) members, and other key leaders (committee chairs, etc.).  These people will feel they are important as leaders and they will be seen as leaders who are important.

The team is responsible for developing and implementing the local’s program, involving its members, and making certain the local represents what the members believe.  This is not to say that all of the leaders must be at all meeting and involved with all decisions.  What it does mean is that the leadership team works together to insure the local’s success.

V.  INTERACTION WITH OTHER LOCALS
When locals are interacting with other locals, they are networking for more power.  By sharing ideas and concerns, by exchanging programs and techniques, they are expanding their base of information and options.

The interaction can take many forms.  Presidents may meet monthly to discuss, share and plan.  Chief negotiators might meet to review bargaining.  A training session could be held for Association Representatives (ARs) that several locals participate in together.  The local political action chairs might meet to plan a campaign for a mutual candidate.  Representatives from the locals could meet to share ideas on employee evaluations.

A local’s power can be greatly enhanced by interaction with other locals.  The support it will build, as well as the ideas it produces, is well worth the effort.  Besides, it must be valuable.  District Superintendents and school boards do it all the time!!

OTHER COMPONENTS OF STRONG LOCALS

Obviously, there are numerous other components of a strong local.  However, until a local develops the infrastructure, places priority on member involvement, and develops the program through member input, the other components are difficult to implement.

Some components can be developed (or will develop) because they are a part of the main components already discussed.  For example, an effective committee structure operates if the local pushes involvement, uses the right person concept, and thanks (rewards) those who do the work.  A political action program will be successful if the members believe in it, feel ownership in it, and are somehow involved.  Other communication mechanisms like well done newsletters and informative bulletin boards are also dependent of gaining involvement, using the right person concept, and developing a member driven program.

The bottom line is that a strong local must have the key components in place before other areas of a local can develop successfully.  These key components are the foundation of a strong, effective local association.




TOOLS TO DIAGNOSE AND ANALYZE YOUR LOCAL

The basics for effective organizational development are diagnosis, analysis, and planning.  In local associations, measuring the strengths and weaknesses to diagnose and the plan, is done in several ways.  Analysis tools have become an important method for leaders to use.

Analyzing Your Local
Appendix B is a tool that can be used to analyze a local’s strength.  It can assist leadership teams in determining the strengths and weaknesses of their locals.

Analyzing Your Buildings (work sites)
Appendix C can be used to analyze individual buildings or work sites.  It can assist in identifying weak areas and deciding where to put time and energies to build a strong local.  

Appendix A:  

One-On-One Meetings
Association Representatives (ARs) should periodically meet one-on-one with the ten (10) members they represent throughout the year to gain advice, offer information, and make that important personal contact.

The most important one-on-one meeting with a member is when the AR discusses what the member believes the local’s program (its activities and actions) should be for the year.  These meetings should be a vital part of the program planning process of every local.

A.  Purpose of Meeting
1. To gather members’ opinions and information, so the local’s program reflects what the members want and need;

2. To demonstrate the local’s interest in what members believe;

3. To develop member ownership in the local.

B.  Process
1.
Make an appointment - determine the right time and right place.

2.
Best meeting place is in the member’s home or classroom.  (People will be more comfortable on their own turf.)

3.
Begin with small talk to break the ice.  Explain (re-explain) the purpose of the meeting (i.e. to get their opinions, offer information, etc.).

4.
Agenda is the members’:

a.
What are their concerns, issues, reactions?

b.
Don’t tell, ask.  Don’t give your program.  Let them tell you what they need. 

c.
Ask open-ended questions.  Elicit their responses/reactions.

5.
Don’t go from question to question.  Probe each response for more information.  Encourage members to expand on remarks (they will probably begin by giving you a hint, then you need to get them to tell you more, open them up.).

6.
Taking notes in the program planning one-on-one meeting demonstrates that what is being said is important.  Don’t make the note taking an inhibitor by writing every word, but instead make it a summary tool that the member sees as reflecting his/her opinions, etc.

7.
Do not:

a.
Argue.  Arguing is a no-win situation.  You are less likely to persuade them than to alienate.

b.
Lie or invent.  If you don’t know the answer to a question, admit it, and offer to find out.  (When you tell someone you will find out something, make sure you follow-up on it.  Obtain the answer/information and get back to them with it as soon as possible.)

Remember that the goal is for ARs to solicit what their members think, and for the members to feel their opinions are important to guiding the direction and activity of the local.

C.  Possible Questions

Questions used to solicit the information should be general and open-ended enough to create a conversation.  They should not be simple yes/no questions.  Possible questions include:

1. What are some of the problems (concerns) facing you in your job?

2. What do you like and/or dislike about working here?

3. How do you think our local is doing?  What could it do better to assist you?

4. Are there any other specific things you would like to bring to the local’s attention?  Is there anything we should change?

5. What would be your priorities relating to the concerns and/or problems you have raised?

6. How do you think these concerns and/or problems should be dealt with?

7. (If appropriate)  Would you be willing to help?

Appendix B

Analyzing Your Local
Introduction:  This instrument should be used by the local’s leadership team to attempt to objectively look at their local and its strengths and weaknesses.  Its purpose is to assist the leaders in determining the areas, which need their attention in order to build a stronger local.

The recommended method is to have each person on the leadership team complete the analyzing form individually, and then discuss and complete it as a group.

I.
Membership



90% or Fair Share



80%



70% or below


Notes and comments:

II.
Association Representatives (ARs)


A.  Ratio to Members



In reality, our overall AR to membership ratio is:



1 per 10 members



1 per 11-20 members



1 per building


Notes and Comments:


B.
Role/Effectiveness of AR

1.  Our ARs play an active role in local program planning 



Heavily Involved

Somewhat involved



Superficially Involved

Hardly Any Involvement

2.  ARs are seen as important leaders in the local



Very Much

Some are, Some are Not



They are not

3.  Check those things that most ARs do in the local



Meet periodically one-on-one with members



Use only mailboxes to communicate



Initially handle member problems/grievances



Regularly get others in building involved to do things

Notes and Comments:

III.
Involvement

A.  Benchmark Criteria:  A sizable number of members are involved in local activities.  More than 50% are doing something in the local.

Check One:



Exceeds benchmark criteria


Lower than benchmark, but more involvement than just a few doing everything


Very little involvement


Notes and Comments:

B.  How to get people involved


Check all those that apply:


Leaders regularly look for new people to get involved.


We make a conscious effort at recognizing/involving volunteers.


We use a nominating system where others nominate who they think would be good for a certain position.


We wait for volunteers.

Notes and Comments:

IV.
Competing Organization(s)

Check One


No competing organization(s) at all.


Some minor activity by competing organization(s), but nothing serious that can’t be contained.


Threat by competing organization(s) and need to be watched.

Notes and Comments:

V.
Program Planning

Check those that apply


Our local’s program is most determined by what the leaders believe.


If asked, most of our members would say they felt ownership in our program.


The only communications we have with most of our members is through our newsletter.

Notes and Comments:

VI.
Decision Making (Leadership Team)

Check those that apply:


Most major decisions are made by our officers.


Our ARs feel they help make important decisions.


Our ARs are not decision-makers, but rather paper and message distributors.

Notes and Comments:

VII.
Interacting With Other Locals

Check those that apply:


Our president meets regularly with other presidents.


Our local utilizes opportunities to meet with other locals over bargaining, evaluation, etc.

Notes and Comments:

Appendix C

Analyzing Your Building

Building Analysis Form

Instructions:
This can be used by ARs to analyze their own building, as well as by local leaders to analyze the strength/structure of their various buildings.  Benchmark criteria is what is measured against what is actually happening in the building.

I.  Association Reps (ARs)

Benchmark criteria:  One active AR per 10-15 members, follows through on actions/activities, gets others involved, attends meetings, interacts/interviews members for input (preferably one-on-one).

Scale  (circle one)

3 - Meets or exceeds benchmark criteria

2 - Generally meets benchmark criteria

1 - Overall, does not meet benchmark criteria

Comments/Explanations:

II.
Membership

Benchmark criteria (either use the percentage offered or write-in percentages that you feel better represents your local situation).

Scale (circle one)

3 - 90% = good

2 - 80% = marginal

1 - 70% = problems

Comments/Explanations:

III.
Involvement

Benchmark criteria:  30-40% of the members in the building are somehow involved (working for) with the Association.  (ARs, communicators, specialists [grievance, legislative, etc.], committees, short-term tasks –- anything that has them working for the Association).

Scale (circle one)

3 - 30-40% of members are somehow involved

2 - less percentage involved, but at least more than 10%

1 - little or no involvement; less than 10%

Comments/Explanations:

IV.
Communications

Benchmark Criteria:  Materials/messages, personally, distributed (no mailboxes!), utilizes others to distribute (communicators), two-way system vs. one-way, member feel their input is wanted and utilized.

Scale (circle one)

3 - meets or exceeds benchmark criteria

2 - generally meets benchmark criteria

1 - overall, does not meet benchmark criteria

Comments/Explanations:

V.
Competing Organization(s)

Benchmark criteria:  A competing organization(s) is in the building

Scale (circle one)

3 - no competing organization(s) is present in the building

2 - some pockets of competing organization(s) members are present

1 - a large pocket (more than 10% of eligible members) is present

Comments/Explanations:

Summary Analysis Total


I.
Association Reps Rating




II.
Membership Rating




III.
Involvement Rating




IV.
Communications Rating




V.
Competing Organizations Rating






Building’s Total Rating



Building’s Classification

(The classification would need to be designed by the local’s leaders to fit their particular circumstance.  A sample is provided below in addition to a place where a local’s own could be placed.)


Possible Classification
Classification


12-15=
Strong Building

 = Strong Building


8-11=
Marginal Building

= Marginal Building


7 - 0=
Weak Building

= Weak Building
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