recognizing that the decision to get involved is theirs alone. New
organizers are sometimes shy about using these techniques because
they mistake organizing as something done to coworkers. Rather,
like a dance, AEIOU done well is about moving with coworkers at
every step, discovering what you both want and how you’re going
to act together to get it.

In follow-up posts on this topic (at tinyurl.com/more AEIOU) I dive
into more depth, discussing common challenges people run up
against and how to overcome them. The version of AEIOU
synthesized above is a mixture of ideas borrowed from a range of
union sources, new and old, which has then been filtered through
thousands of hours of conversation experiences and many further

hours of discussion and reflection between the community of
organizers I work closely with.

Be gentle with yourself as you start using these techniques. Each
conversation with each coworker can, especially at the beginning,
feel slow and halting. But with practice and reflection you’ll start to
discover what works and feels good, you’ll get comfortable
integrating organizing conversation techniques with your own
conversational style and flow. Remember that the quantity and
quality of the political change you make will be determined by the
integrity and solidarity you create in your relationships with others.
With intention and care over the long haul, there’s no demand too
ambitious or action too grand that can’t be built through 1-on-1
conversations.
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The 1-on-1 organizing conversation between coworkers is at the
heart of grassroots union organizing. Because capitalist society in
general and capitalist workplaces especially are conditioned so that
people don’t feel empowered to stand up to the status quo and make
demands around their needs and wants, workers often feel helpless
in the face of serious grievances at work. Union organizing
techniques exist precisely to bridge this gap between widespread
passive worker agitation and the need for collective action. 1-on-1
organizing conversations are the main tool that unionists have to
pierce through the fear of authority and learned helplessness
imposed by capitalism.

How 1-on-1s are done varies somewhat across different organizing
traditions, but the core elements of 1-on-1s in each tradition are
largely the same. Most of the these ideas also apply directly to
student and tenant organizing, but the presentation here will be
framed around labor organizing. As a basic definition, a 1-on-1
organizing conversation is a talk you have with a fellow worker to
1) build a relationship of trust, 2) identify common grievances
and shared interests, and 3) move together from a place of
inaction to one of action.

My First Organizing Campaign

Every version of the 1-on-1 framework is composed of a series of
steps in a conversation. As a member of the United Students Against
Sweatshops in college I learned a nine-step version:

1. Introduce yourself and the problem
2. Get their story of who they are
3. Agitate about how the problem makes them feel

4. Educate by discussing solutions
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Now that you've taken collective action, don't let things revert back
to a mindset of workplace individualism where everyone only looks
after themselves. Debriefing how you all acted together helps form
a collective identity. No one is a union by themselves. You only
become a union together with others.

How to Use AEIOU

AEIOU 1in its literal and linear form is most useful when a group of
coworkers are all agitated together, motivated to do something about
it, and have a clear target and demand. Once when there was a major
shared grievance at my workplace, I had many individual and group
conversations with coworkers in my department over the course of
a few days, we went through AEIOU almost exactly like how it’s
presented above, we settled on an action plan, and we carried it out.
Then we won. I was surprised that AEIOU worked exactly as I had
learned it.

If you are newer to workplace organizing and want to be prepared
to execute AEIOU when such an opportunity arises, I’d suggest re-
reading the AEIOU sections above before heading into any meeting
or 1-on-1 where you think people are already agitated and prepared
to take action. Think about how each step of the conversation might
go. The purpose of this is less to have a rigid blueprint for the
conversation but rather to prime yourself for how to fluidly move
within and between different parts of AEIOU as the situation
dictates.

However, in my years of organizing at that workplace, opportunities
for such an immediate, literal, and linear application of AEIOU had
only arisen a few times. While AEIOU was indispensable in those
situations, it’s also important to remember that what made the
actions possible were the strong relationships my coworkers and [
had built with each other over those years. When a grievance got hot
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One thing I've become increasingly resolved on is the importance of
building relationships with coworkers before jumping into
organizing conversations with them. There are times when going
straight into organizing conversations is necessary, like when
intense grievances pop up early on in your organizing or when you
have to reach out to coworkers you don't often interact with.
However, most of the time it is better to meet up with a coworker
outside of work just get to know them first.

This has many benefits. First, newer organizers shouldn't have to
stress out about applying all of the conversation steps the first time
you meet up to talk with someone, and thus you can build your
comfort level and trust with someone more naturally. Second,
coworkers are unlikely to engage you on a lot of these questions if
they don't know you very well, so spending time building the
relationship is plainly more effective in the long-term anyway.

Once you have established some rapport with a coworker, there are
many ways to get to a 1-on-1 organizing conversation. One way is
when they bring up a grievance at work you can affirm what they're
saying and ask them more about it. If they respond further and are
open to talking about it, you can transition into asking them for a 1-
on-1, “The scheduling sounds like it is really troubling you. I’ve
been hearing a lot of people talk about that lately, and it didn’t used
to be like this. Would you want to talk more about it after our shift
tomorrow at the cafe down the street?”

Being specific about the time and place increases the chances of
people following through. While it’s worthwhile to build a culture
of good communication among coworkers on the job, it’s also
important to create space for deeper conversations outside of work
to avoid bosses overhearing you and to allow sufficient time to
discuss the issues.
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Sometimes coworkers can talk through different actions or levels of
participation that entail differing degrees of risk so that everyone
can participate in a way that is both effective and reasonably safe.
Sometimes when a coworker is dependent on wages to feed a family
they may decide to stay on the sidelines for the present. That’s
actually okay, and people will be much more willing to stay in
relationship with you and possibly get involved later if they know
you are willing to respect the things that they worry about.
Sometimes when people go through inoculate they conclude that the
boss is the cause of their problem, that workers are safer when they
take action as a group, and that the dignity and potential gains that
come with asserting worker power far outweigh the risks.

Organize

In AEIOU, the Organize step is about finding ways for people
to participate by taking on tasks that are right for them. How
this part of the conversation unfolds depends on how close you and
your coworkers are to taking action and how involved someone is.
If someone is brand new to organizing, the appropriate task can be
as simple as coming to a union meeting or them asking another
coworker what they think about the scheduling.

Like all parts of 1-on-1s, this part of the conversation is best done
as a series of questions and exploring possibilities. “What do you
think we’d have to do before we can successfully do [the thing
talked about in the educate section]?” “Do you think other
coworkers have problems with the scheduling too?” “Who else
should we talk to about this?” “Would you be willing to talk to
Tom?” And so on.

In contrast, if you’re talking with a coworker in the midst of deep
unrest at the workplace and you’re all about to take an action
together after having extensive agitate-educate-inoculate
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about processing our experiences and moving towards practical
solutions together using collective action. For our campaigns to be
welcoming and democratic, this process must sincerely involve
everyone’s contributions. This requires organizers to be able and
willing listeners.

Agitate

The Agitate step of the organizing conversation is made up of
two parts: 1. identifying the main issues, and 2. bringing to the
surface how these issues affect workers.

Sometimes when you go into a 1-on-1 conversation with someone,
they’ve told you before what their main grievance is, like in the
scheduling example above. In such cases you can go directly into
exploring the effects of the problem.

Sometimes, however, a coworker seems agitated about something at
work but you don’t know what it is, or you think you know but
you’re actually mistaken. If you get into a 1-on-1 and it’s not clear
what the grievance is, it’s best to get to the agitation part of a
conversation naturally by just talking with them about work in
general. This entails asking questions like how long they’ve worked
there, what’s changed over the years, how they got into this work,
what they like about the job, what about the job is hardest, etc...

When they have identified a grievance, the next task is to process
how that grievance is affecting them. The essential tension here is:
1) Under capitalism, most of us have jobs that negatively affect us
in various ways. 2) Under capitalism, we have to keep going to work
in order to keep getting paychecks to afford what we need. 3) Most
workers cope with this tension in the short-term by consciously
downplaying the harm or subconsciously blunting our feelings. But
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Often the first time a coworker is presented with the idea of taking
direct action on an issue it just feels alien to them because maybe
they haven’t considered that before. In such cases they may need
more time to consider it, to hear more stories where other workers
did similar things, and to hear what other coworkers think before
they’re ready to sign on.

However, when a grievance does feel important to a coworker,
initial suggestions of action will energize them to think creatively
about how they’re going to take their power into their own hands to
make the changes they want.

Inoculate

The boss reacts. The boss always reacts, which is why organizers
need tools to anticipate and prepare for the boss’s counter-offensive
in whatever form it takes.

In AEIOU, we talk about this in terms of inoculation, which is a
medical term used to describe the way a person is given a mild
version of a disease, like a vaccine, as a way to build up their body’s
defenses. To inoculate a coworker means talking with them about
what the boss will do in response to the actions and organizing of
the workers. Inoculate has two parts: 1) Anticipating and
preparing for what the boss will do, and 2) addressing people’s
fears.

An easy way to start this conversation is to ask, “How do you think
the boss will respond if we do what we just talked about?”” Workers
tend to have pretty good instincts about this, and will often come up
with likely retaliations that the boss will attempt, including “small”
things like moving their shifts around or taking away perks to life-
altering things like cutting hours or firing workers. Only the most
reckless and irresponsible organizers proceed to take collective
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If someone refuses to engage these questions, in Agitate or any other
section of AEIOU, respecting that is the only human thing to do. If
your relationship with this person is built on trust and not on wanting
to use them for your own narrow political goals, then you’ll honor
their boundaries. Also, chances are that other opportunities will
come up to ask about them another time or for them to raise the issue
again.

But sometimes these conversations can get real and people can get
emotional and cry. As an organizer, it’s not your job to shove people
down an emotional staircase. However, an organizer can open a door
and support them in exploring their situation and feelings.
Validating their feelings and self-worth is important.

As an organizer I’ve too often shied away from deeper conversations
because of my fear that I wouldn’t be able to hold space effectively
for people’s emotions. To overcome this I’ve had to learn how to be
vulnerable, how to share my own experiences when appropriate, and
how to listen and give support during tough moments.

While it’s useful to be able to wear the “organizer hat” to help others
process their emotions about work, when you have good
relationships with coworkers and are honest with each other about
job issues it’s often them that will be agitating you. When the boss
does something terrible your coworkers will come to you saying that
enough is enough. They’ll be the ones pushing you through Agitate
and onto the next steps.

Educate

The Educate step of AEIOU is about exploring how collective
action can solve the problem. Educate can be subdivided into three
main questions.
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https://libcom.org/article/job-conditioning

