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Building
Our	Association
One	Member	At	A	Time

One-on-One Conversations That Help Work Through Resistance

What’s	Inside
There are times during the recruitment 

and engagement process we face chal-

lenges to our efforts. Perhaps, we are met 

with resistance or hesitation when we 

invite non-members to join our organiza-

tion. Some will ask “What’s an Association 

membership worth?” Others may ask, 

“What’s in it for me?” The first and most 

important step to answering these ques-

tions is simply starting the conversation, 

one-on-one.

IEA Field Services

Organizing
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The people whom we organize, the potential members, 

will often demonstrate some initial reluctance to making 

a commitment.  Additionally, there may be employees in 

our bargaining unit who will be just as reluctant to be-

come full members of the Association, even after a fair 

contract is negotiated.  Were there no inertia to over-

come, organizing wouldn’t be necessary.  Were there 

some other way to secure fair treatment and livable wag-

es, the Association wouldn’t be necessary.  How can we 

effectively respond to resistance?  

Here	are	some	do’s	and	don’ts:

Do	 not	 trivialize	 or	 ignore	 a	 potential	 member’s	

reasons	 for	 resisting.  The reason he/she gives for 

not joining is often a clue to self-interest, i.e., what 

chiefly motivates the decisions he/she makes.  A per-

son’s reasons for hesitating can sometimes tell you 

as much about what he/she cares about – and what 

will ultimately secure commitment to the union –  

as anything else you learn in a relational organizing con-

versation.

Do	not	argue	with	the	potential	member.	   You can’t 

secure a commitment by scoring points in a contest of 

reason or rhetoric.  Organizing isn’t about rebuttals; it’s 

about listening to the potential member and speaking to 

his or her convictions.

Do	 not	 mistake	 a	 potential	 member’s	 initial	 hes-

itation	 as	 an	 absolute	 and	 permanent	 refusal.	  It 

takes a lot of work to overcome inertia and make a 

commitment, but is usually worth the effort.  Talk 

through a potential member’s reasons for hesitat-

ing rather than writing off the prospect.  Remember 

your own resistance to joining or getting involved 

in the union.  It’s important to respect colleagues’  

positions while at the same time working with them to 

increase their support based on issues important to 

them.  This process will often occur over the course of 

several conversations.  Do not hesitate to return to your 

colleagues to discuss the issues again.

Do	 return	 the	 focus	 of	 the	 conversation	 to	 the		

issues	 the	 potential	 member	 cares	 about.	 A strong 

commitment is always rooted in a desire to act to ad-

dress those issues about which someone is most con-

cerned.  Bring the conversation back to the issues – pay, 

academic freedom, respect, etc.  Keep the person think-

ing about what is important to him or her.  Ask whether 

he/she thinks positive change will occur in the absence 

of a strong commitment from the faculty and/or staff.

Do	use	a	person’s	resistance	to	help	identify	how	he/

she	 constructs	 self-interest.	  A potential member’s 

perceived self-interest will drive most, if not all, deci-

sions, and the reasons someone gives for not commit-

ting support often reveal what will motivate him/her to 

commit support.

“Do	not	mistake	someone’s	initial	hesitation	as		
an	absolute	and	permanent	refusal.”

Talking	Through	Resistance



3	 Building	Our	Association,	One	Member	At	A	Time

Tips	for	Recruiting

Set	a	time to talk. 

You	may	begin	by	stating,	“I	am	one	of	the	many	

members of               . I am calling to see if we 

could set up a time to talk. When is a good time 

for you?”

Listen	to	prospective	members. 

(80% listening, 20% talking)

Break	 the	 ice, then say your primary function as 

a member of (your local) is…”to get to know my 

fellow professional colleagues, see how our or-

ganization may be of use to you, tell you about 

benefits of joining, and generally to be a contact 

for you if or when questions or problems arise. If 

I don’t know the answer to something, I can find 

someone who does, and get right back to you…”

On	 the	 topic	 of	 membership, talk about the 

reasons why you joined. Leave them with a 

copy of “Your	IEA	–	For	Your	Rights.”

Be	ready	to	talk	with	people who hold differ-

ent views about your local and unions.

Experience

I used to work at 
a place where the 
union was really 

ineffective.Cost

I can’t afford to have 
dues deducted from 

my check.

Status
We’re not  

assembly-line  
workers, and I don’t 

think a union is  
appropriate  

for us.

Security
I’m not interested  
in making waves.

Engagement

I can’t make  
a difference.

1

2

3

4

5

Having used a potential member’s objections to identify self-interest, the organizer then connects that self-interest directly 

to having a strong union, e.g., by talking to someone driven by cost about the concrete material advantages to union strength.  

What follows are some helpful responses; keep in mind that it’s more important to listen and relate, rather than rebut.

Generally, objections can usually be classified into one of 

five broad categories:

“ ”
Objections
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State	 your	 own	 reasons	 for	 joining	 and explain 

your own hesitations.  Be honest that dues are a 

serious financial commitment, but explain how im-

portant it is to have a strong voice for your mem-

bers.

“Membership	 strength translates into a greater 

say in our economic future and greater influence 

in the political arena.  Your support will help make 

the changes you said were important to you.”

Don’t	be	apologetic or soft-sell membership be-

cause of their resistance.  It’s not a favor to you 

or something you are selling.  Respond with your 

own reasons for paying dues and why it’s worth it 

to you.

Quote	 dues	 in	 lowest	 terms – per day, per  

period, per week, etc.  “If you take home $1,500 

each pay period, that’s $15 dollars every two 

weeks, or $7.50 a week, $1 a day.”

Cite	 salary	 increases	 over	 recent	 years, credit 

the Association’s lobbying and bargaining to show 

that dues are a good investment.

“As	 an	 ESP, I am certainly no stranger  

to tight budgets. Still, if on my salary I can afford 

to pay dues, I believe there are others who really 

could do the same.  In reality, at $ a pay 

period, this breaks down to about $   for each 

hour we work. I can tell you from experience, it’s 

worth every penny! It’s a fact that most of us find 

money for the things that are important to us. I’ll 

bet if you tried, you could, too.”

Refer	 to	 the	 IEA	 Membership	 brochure	 which 

highlights what dues pay for, how dues amounts 

are determined, and both IEA and NEA Member 

Benefits.

“Why	join?	I	get	the	same	benefits	either	way.” 

“I know it seems that way, but just think about it: 

If such was the case, why would anybody pay?	 I 

certainly wouldn’t. The fact is, if you are not a 

dues-paying member, you’re missing out on quite 

a bit! You have no voice in what is negotiated and 

no vote on when or whether to ratify a contract.  

You have no say in how the Association operates 

since you cannot vote in officer elections.  Neither 

can you expect legal protection for anything that 

does not fall specifically under the contract.”  

“I	can’t	afford	it.”

Cost

Responses	to	Resistance
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“I	used	to	belong	to	a	union,	but	they	didn’t	do		

anything	for	me.”

“It	is	unfortunate	when	locals	aren’t	as	active 

as	 they	could	be.  When that happens, it sets 

a bad example for the rest of us who are doing 

good work with the help of active members.  Tell 

me, what kinds of things would you like to have 

seen your union do that it didn’t? Is there any-

thing you feel our union could be doing now but 

isn’t? We value and welcome every member’s 

input; our strength lies in our ability to connect 

and be connected with the members.  Would you 

be willing to help ensure that we do just that?”

“I	got	tired	of	all	the	in-fighting.”	

“We’re	all	pretty	busy	 these	days	and	want	 to	

make	sure	our	time	is	used	wisely	and	efficient-

ly.  Sometimes it takes a while for new teams to 

find their “rhythm,” and we all want leadership 

teams that can work together, sharing a posi-

tive vision for the future of our union.  When that 

doesn’t happen, it’s up to us to speak up about 

the leadership we want and need.”

“Nobody	asked	me.”

												“This	has	been	corrected.	I’ve asked you!”

“The	union	just	doesn’t	seem	effective.”

	“What	does	an	effective	union	look	like?”	

“Why	 don’t	 you	 join	 so	 you	 can	 nominate 

and vote on local leadership, and contribute to 

formulating Association positions?  We work 

to make the union stronger from the bottom 

up.  I’ll admit that the Association is not perfect,	

but it’s democratic, and it is OUR voice.  Would 

you rather the Superintendent, the Principal, 

or the School Board alone speak for faculty 

and staff, and make the decisions that affect 

us? Given what’s going on across the country, 

e.g. attacks on public education/employees, 

I’m going to stick with my union – that’s who’s 

fighting for me and my students for sure! The 

Association believes that you - helping teach-

ers in their classes, supporting students, 

making this school work - should have a say 

in what your job should be, how problems sur-

rounding it should be solved, and how much 

you should be paid for it.  You know how this 

place should be run to best serve students.” 

“I	guess	I	knew	there	was	a	union,	but	I	don’t	

know	what’s	going	on.”

“During	 new	 employee	 orientation,	 Human	

Resources	is	obligated	to	inform	you if your 

position is part of the union.  Know that we hold 

our local meetings on (day and time). These 

meetings are open to all paying members. I in-

vite you to attend.”

Experiences	

(Past	&	Present)
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“We’re	a	union	of	educators; we have a dif-

ferent culture and different issues than other 

fields, but we do need representation.  You 

just told me about (his/her issue), do you 

think that will be improved by the goodwill of 

administration alone?” 

“I	understand,	but	sometimes	we’re	treated	

like	we’re	on	an	assembly	line.  I am asking you 

to help us build a real and professional school  

environment.”

“If	 you	 examine	 our	 track	 record,	 it	 has	

been	 the	 Association	 that	 has	 stood	 for	

pay	 commensurate with our qualifications 

for collegial governance, for resources so 

that we could perform professional jobs, for 

increasing our freedom from businessmen 

and bureaucrats, for the best service to stu-

dents.  In short, the Association – not the 

School Board, not the Superintendent, not 

the Principal – has made the school more 

like the real educational institution you and 

I want it to be, and made my job and yours 

more professional.”

Status

“I	don’t	believe	it	is	‘professional’	to	join	a	union,”	or	“We’re	not	assembly-line	workers.		I	don’t	think	a	union	is	

appropriate	for	us.”

“ ”
“Unions…provide	a	democratic	voice	

for	workers	at	the	workplace	and	in	the	

larger	society.”																										 		
	 	 	 –Economic	Policy	Institute
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“I’m	afraid	to	join	because	my	supervisor	is		

anti-union	and	will	retaliate.”

“Your	 right	 to	 join	 and	 be	 involved	 is	 protected 

by the Illinois Educational Labor Relations Act.  

A supervisor who takes action against you faces 

legal penalties. The Association has a proven track 

record of fighting unfair labor practices and pre-

venting future offenses. You don’t have a right un-

less you use it.”

“It	 is	 against	 Illinois	 Statutes	 to	 victimize you 

for union activity.  The US Constitution and Illinois 

labor law protect your right to free association and 

the right to assemble.”

“It	is	an	unfair	labor	practice	for	an	employer to  

discharge, discriminate against, or coerce employ-

ees for their union activity.”

“I’m	not	interested	in	making	waves”	or	“If	I	get	

active	in	the	union,	I	will	not	be	rehired”	or	“I	will	not	

get	my	promotion”	or	“I	won’t	get	the	assignments	I	

want.”

“A	 union	 creates	 stability	 and	 provides	 proce-

dures	and	standards that the faculty and adminis-

tration negotiated together.  Showing your support 

by becoming a member doesn’t mean you have to 

make waves as an individual; it means you stand 

with your colleagues in an organization that rep-

resents your interests.”

Reassure	the	prospective	member by expressing 

your self-confidence and sharing your experience.

Name	some	faculty	or	staff	who	are	Association	

members	whom he/she respects.

“Many	 chairs	 and	 staff	 leaders	 are	 strong	 IEA		

supporters.  Many veterans of the Association are 

stellar academics and are very well-respected.”

Security

Unions	are	essential	to	give	laborers	
opportunity	to	deal	on	an	equal	basis		

with	their	employer.	
—U.S.	Supreme	Court
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“It	won’t	make	any	difference.		I	can’t	change	

anything.”

“If	 you	 believe	 this,	 we	 really	 DO	 need	 to			

talk.	 You name the time and the place and I’ll 

spring for the coffee.”

“I	need	to	think	about	it.”

“What	 more	 information	 might	 help	 you	 to		

decide? I’ll get back in touch with you. (Don’t 

leave it for them to contact you. But share your 

contact information with them in case they have 

questions in the meantime.)”

“No	way.”

“Can	you	tell	me	about	the	specific	obstacles	

you have in joining the union?  Can we set up an-

other time to talk later in the semester?”

 

“I	plan	to	retire	soon,”	or	“I	do	not	know	how	long	I	

will	stay	at	the	school,”	“so	why	should	I	bother?”

“I	know	it’s	important	to	you	to	maintain	the	

integrity	of	your	work.	  Supporting the Asso-

ciation now will go a long way towards putting 

faculty and staff interests before politics.”

“If	you	support	the	issues	we	stand	for,	join-

ing	 makes	 our	 voice	 stronger.	 	 If you don’t 

stay, at least you’ve added to our strength while 

you were here.”  

“Your	retirement	depends	upon	salary	gains	

the	Association	is	fighting	to	win	and	bene-

fits	it	continues	to	defend.  We need your sup-

port to continue winning those gains for others 

and to protect what you currently have.”

“Join	 now	 and	 stay	 involved	 through	 IEA-	

Retired.	  You’ll not only remain a vital part of 

public education in Illinois, but IEA will contin-

ue to work to protect your investment and your 

future!”

Engagement

“ If	you	support	the	issues	we	
stand	for,	joining	makes	our	
voice	stronger.


