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I. Overview 

INTRODUCTION 
The idea for this strategic media and communications needs assessment emerged from the work 
Laine Romero Alston and Joseph Phelan (of ReFrame Mentorship) did over the past several years to 
analyze and build communications capacity in the worker justice field. This iterative process has 
included grantee convenings, one on one deep dive conversations, surveys, meetings with 
communications experts, and a lot of reflection and analysis of the shifting terrain of worker 
organizing. This process helped identify the desire of many in the worker justice sector to improve 
the network-wide media and communications capacity of the field as a top priority. 

As part of an exploratory process aimed at furthering this objective, and in response to feedback 
from the field that a more coordinated communications strategy could significantly increase the 
power and effectiveness of the workers’ rights field, the Ford Foundation commissioned this 
assessment. 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this needs assessment was to comprehensively evaluate the media and 
communications strengths and challenges among selected organizations working on a range of 
workers justice issues. It was carried out with the intention of identifying where opportunities exist 
to build both the individual and collaborative communications capacity of these groups and better 
informing future funding initiatives. 

In particular, the assessment sought to: 

1. Assess what communications and outreach capacities currently exist in the field: what work is 
being done, who is doing it, and what strategies are being employed? 

2. Clarify what messages and messengers are being used and what audiences are being targeted. 

3. Identify key communications strengths, gaps, and challenges in building groups’ capacity for 
more coordinated communications work. 

4. Distinguish what, if any, communications and collaboration capacity needs are unique to 
different issue areas and organizations within the field. 

5. Identify existing communications, public opinion, and messaging resources that have been 
commissioned or developed by participating groups. 

ABOUT THE NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
Before beginning the data collection process, ReFrame Mentorship identified 37 eligible national, 
state, and local organizations advocating for workers’ rights. In collaboration with ReFrame 
Mentorship, ReThink Media developed a needs assessment survey of 72 quantitative and qualitative 
questions in Survey Monkey. The survey went to senior staff (generally the Executive or 
Communications Director) at each of the selected organizations, with extensive follow-up to ensure 
the widest participation possible. 

The survey was designed to determine the level of each organization’s media capacity and to identify 
needs both across the sector and individually. Questions focused on the following six core areas of 
strategic communications and outreach capacity: 
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1. The level of internal communications infrastructure and capacity. This section included 
questions regarding each organization's staffing, levels of investment in communications, and 
degree of access to core, industry-standard communications technologies and services—such as 
a professional media database or the use of professional public relations firms. 

2. The level of media outreach and messaging capacity. These questions tried to determine the 
range of media outreach strategies already being employed and to identify the field's ability to 
develop and test effective messages. This included questions regarding each organization's 
commissioning or use of public opinion and media coverage analysis, the primary geographic 
focus of their work, the type of media they prioritize, and the range of media and public 
outreach strategies they employ. 

3. The current capacity for outreach to key constituencies and target audiences. This 
included identifying the most frequent and most prominent messengers, currently, as well as 
the constituencies and target audiences that organizations consider critical for shifting the public 
and policy debate on workers’ rights issues. 

4. The current level of rapid response capacity. This section assessed how well organizations 
feel they currently respond to breaking news. Questions examined whether organizations have 
a system in place for consistently monitoring traditional and social media coverage, whether 
they have developed targeted press lists and built personal relationships with key reporters, and 
whether their spokespeople are trained and available 24/7. 

5. The current capacity for collaborative communications. Questions in this section examined 
the extent to which groups have already engaged in collaborative communications work and 
what these efforts have entailed. Most importantly, this section asked organizations to identify 
the greatest challenges inhibiting further collaboration efforts. 

6. The greatest challenges and opportunities facing both individual organizations and the 
field as a whole. This last section asked organizations to identify key obstacles for the sector 
regarding messaging, improving collaboration, building shared communications strategies, and 
influencing public opinion and policy outcomes. 

WHO PARTICIPATED IN THE ASSESSMENT? 
The findings of this report are based on the results of a 72-question survey completed by 30 of the 
37 organizations contacted in the field of worker justice (a 78% participation rate). The sample 
included 14 national organizations or national networks (henceforth “national”) and 16 local, state, 
or regional organizations or networks (henceforth “state and local” or “state/local”). 
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Because a key objective of the needs assessment was to identify any differences in capacity between 
national and state/local organizations, in several places we present the data broken out by these 
two geographical categories. Participating organizations identified their strategic approaches in the 
following ways. 
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Organization Types 
Among the 14 national 
organizations, eight characterized 
themselves as national 
organizations with state or local 
affiliates; one is a national or 
regional affiliate network; and the 
remaining five are simply national 
organizations. 

Among the 16 state and local 
organizations, seven called 
themselves local organizations; 
four are state organizations; three 
are regional; and two are 
local/state affiliates of a national 
or regional network. 

There are challenges inherent in 
an issue field made up of so many 
state and local organizations, from 
the sheer size of each constituent 
organization to physically 
convening a quorum of advocacy voices regularly. One aspect of any future collaborative 
communications endeavor in workers’ rights must be developing a structure that serves the needs 
of both national and state/local groups. 

Issue Focus 
Most organizations in the survey (23) said that workers’ rights are the primary focus of their work. 
Seven respondents (23.33%) reported that workers’ rights are not the primary focus of their 
organizations’ work, including 14% (2/14) of national and 31% (5/16) of state and local groups. 

Several organizations named workers’ rights as just one aspect of multi-issue advocacy work, which 
also included housing, transportation, environmental justice, childcare, immigrants’ rights, access to 
healthcare, racial justice, and small businesses. 
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II. Executive Summary 

The idea for this strategic assessment emerged from the work Laine Romero Alston and Joseph 
Phelan (of ReFrame Mentorship) did over the past several years to analyze and build 
communications capacity in the worker justice field. This iterative process has included grantee 
convenings, one on one deep dive conversations, surveys, meetings with communications experts, 
and a lot of reflection and analysis of the shifting terrain of worker organizing. This process helped 
identify the desire of many in the worker justice sector to improve the network-wide media and 
communications capacity of the field as a top priority. 

As part of an exploratory process aimed at furthering this objective, and in response to feedback 
from the field that a more coordinated communications strategy could significantly increase the 
power and effectiveness of the workers’ rights field, the Ford Foundation commissioned this 
assessment. 

PURPOSE 
This assessment examined the media and communications capacity of organizations working on 
workers justice issues. The survey collected information about the current levels of communications 
and outreach capacity across the field; our analysis identified the challenges and high-priority 
capacity needs of both the field and individual organizations. Finally, the results demonstrate 
opportunities for developing and implementing a more coordinated messaging and 
communications strategy. 

FINDINGS 
1. Access to professional media tools is incomplete and not evenly distributed. About 2/3 of 

workers’ rights organizations have access to a media contact database, but only ¼ have access to 
a press distribution system. 

2. Public relations firms have been used widely (60% have used one in the last two years). 
Workers’ rights organizations expressed a lack of communications expertise and capacity as 
major challenges, and it is likely that PR firms have filled that gap. However, PR firms do not close 
that gap. 

3. Research and analysis resources are not shared—or not shared enough. Many 
organizations, particularly state and local groups, said media analysis, public opinion analysis, 
and message-testing research doesn’t get shared enough or at all within the field. 

4. Many organizations don’t put their best face forward when it comes to the press. While ¾ 
of the organizations surveyed say they have resources geared toward the press on their 
websites, 1/3 say they’re not up-to-date. National organizations are three times as likely to have 
resources and twice as likely to have them up-to-date. 

5. Newspapers, social media, and online publications are the major media foci for worker 
justice organizations. Also, state and local organizations are more likely to focus on broadcast 
(TV and radio). 

6. Rapid response is strong but could be improved. 90% of organizations have both ready-made 
press lists and established relationships with journalists; 80% monitor breaking news on 
workers’ rights issues every day; and 60% have trained spokespeople. 
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7. Social media, despite being an area of focus, is only a component of one person’s job at 
many organizations. Only 20% of groups have one or more full-time staffer managing social 
media. Most organizations surveyed feel their engagement and integration of social media could 
be improved. 

8. One message frame appears to be widely used by advocates. However, many organizations 
feel they could use a lot more help (and analysis) with strategic messaging. 

9. 70% of organizations have collaborated with other workers’ rights advocates. But many 
say collaboration is limited, issue-specific, or unsatisfactory. Competition between organizations 
is one common factor. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Context 
Below are short, medium, and long-term recommendations for building a coordinated strategic 
communications praxis in the worker justice sector. Underlying these recommendations are several 
important assumptions:  

• Communications, when used as an integrated strategy for social change, can create space for 
short-term victories while laying the groundwork for more profound shifts in society by 
advancing narratives and shaping common sense. 

• Alignment around field-level communications will clarify division of labor, coordination, and 
could lead to more aligned action across the field.  

• No one organization in the worker justice sector is powerful enough to win worker justice for 
people across the US. The fight for worker justice is local, regional, and national. The fight for 
worker justice is multi-issue and intersectional with other “issues.” 

• The worker justice sector as a whole wants and would be more powerful with:  

o An increase in communications capacity and praxis at the individual organization level.  

o A permanent intention and praxis of coordination around communications. 

• There are other significant stakeholders in the field—namely unions. There is a need to build 
capacity, coordination, and alignment in the independent worker sector not only to increase the 
power of this sector but also to relate to unions in a coordinated way. 

These underlying assumptions are born out from a study of the use of strategic communications, 
with a focus on narrative shift, in issue-based organizing, political organizing, and movements from 
both the left and the right in the United States. They are also supported by the results of existing 
collaborative communications efforts. And finally, they are supported by the needs assessment that 
undergirds this report.  

Immediate Term Recommendations (3–9 months) 
Several actions can be taken immediately to build capacities in the worker justice field and to set the 
field up for deeper collaboration moving forward. 

Capacity- and Relationship-building 
One of the most significant challenges identified by the needs assessment is low or non-existent 
capacity to do the work of strategic communications. We recommend additional financial 
investment to deal with this capacity shortage in the form of trainings for directors, organizers, and 
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communications staff. The sessions would teach organizations how to prioritize and maximize 
communications efforts with limited resources. 

In-person trainings are often more effective than online, and have the collateral value-add of 
building relationships. We recommend a three- to four-day strategic communications boot camp 
where each organization must bring an executive director/organizing director and a 
communications/organizing staff person. The trainings will focus on concrete skill development; 
organizational integration of communications into the daily functioning of organizations; and setting 
a communications orientation for organizing. The boot camp will be developed and coordinated by 
ReFrame and draw trainers from ReThink, as well as from grantees themselves. It will also include 
case studies from grantees on the successful use of strategic communications. 

Investment in Existing Capacities 
While we aim towards medium- and long-term recommendations, organizations in the field right 
now would benefit from an influx of money focused on developing communications capacity. We 
recommend deeper and clearer investment in organizations to take on the praxis of strategic 
communications. This should be written into grant agreements, and funded adequately. 

Press Clips 
A basic tenet of strategic communications is daily monitoring of how the news media is covering our 
issues. This practice helps identify arising opportunities for inserting our message into the media, 
give us a sense of coverage of our issues over time, and understand our opposition and the 
narratives they are advancing. 

80% of groups (24/30) monitor breaking news on workers’ rights issues on a daily basis, including 
69% of local and 93% of national organizations. Of the 24 groups who monitor breaking news, six 
(24%) create and distribute clips; five (20%) groups receive and read clips; 13 (52%) groups use 
Google alerts; and one group uses an RSS feed. These findings tell us that 80% of the groups find 
news monitoring an important practice already, but that the field is doing redundant work in this 
area. 

There is not currently one centralized press clipping list that covers all of the issues in the worker 
justice sector. However, Jobs with Justice produces daily press clips that could be expanded to 
service the whole worker justice sector. 

We recommend an investment in Jobs with Justice to expand their press clips (with issues/topics to 
be identified by surveying the field). In this expansion, we also recommend that the clips not be 
branded with JwJ-specific news, to ease potential tensions/competition in the field. This would 
maximize the efficiencies of centralized press clips. 

Access to PR Tools 
All organizations should have access to professional-level PR tools. ReFrame currently provides 
Muckrack to participants and alumni of their program. ReThink currently provides Cision to 
members of their hubs. Steps should be taken to make at least one, if not both, of these tools 
available to all grantees in the worker justice field. 

Medium-Term Recommendations (6–12 months) 
The needs assessment exposed a variety of audiences, messengers, and messages that 
organizations in the worker justice sector are trying to reach or use. While the divergences in these 
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areas should be explored, there was overwhelming agreement on the following core message 
frame: 

Good for All (Positive Externalities): Worker justice benefits society as a whole by strengthening 
the economy and building resilient, healthy communities. 

Given that there is near consensus on this core message frame, we recommend doing a media 
audit that maps six months of media coverage of worker justice issues. An audit will examine where 
advocacy and opposition messages are getting play; who the main opposition voices are; and lay a 
baseline for potential future audits that would measure progress. 

The audit would also survey and summarize all existing message research and public polling in the 
field of worker justice. This will give us a sense of where our messaging is and where it should go. 

A core group of grantees would be brought together to advise this process and define the search 
parameters for the project. 

Long-Term Recommendation (12–36 months) 
Develop a communications hub in the worker justice sector that coordinates collaborative 
communications efforts, coordinates sector-wide rapid response, provides capacity-building 
resources (such as PR tools and trainings), tracks message saturation and media impact, etc. The 
experience of implementing the short- and medium-term recommendations (above) would inform 
the development and maintenance of a hub, including resolving questions of funding and form. 
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III. Internal Media Infrastructure 

This section evaluates the levels of investment in communications, staff capacity, and degree of 
access to core, industry-standard communications technologies and services—such as a 
professional media database or use of professional public relations firms. 

COMMUNICATIONS BUDGET 
53% (16) of respondents indicated that their organization maintains a distinct budget for media and 
communications work, including 64% (9/14) of national and 44% (7/16) of state and local 
organizations. 

 

Nearly two thirds (64%) of national and 37% of state and local groups have media and 
communications budgets of $50,000 or more dedicated specifically to workers’ rights. 

37% of groups report that $50,000 or less of their communications budget is specifically devoted to 
workers’ rights. This includes two organizations, one national and one local, that do not allocate any 
portion of their communications budget to workers’ rights issues and two state and local groups 
that allocate less than $10,000. 

COMMUNICATIONS STAFF 
Three quarters (77%) of respondents say their organization has at least one full-time 
communications staff member. However, half (16/30) report having one or more full-time 
communications position dedicated to workers’ rights issues. 

A quarter of state and local groups (4/16) have no communications staff members, and more than 
half (56%–9/16) have between one and one and a half (the equivalent of three half-time, or one full-
time and one half-time employees).  In contrast, half of national groups (7/14) have between two 
and seven, although more than a quarter (28.57%–4/14) have between one or one and a half, and 
three groups have no communications staff. 

National organizations tend to be larger in both budget and staff, so it stands to reason that they will 
have more communications staffers. 

Overall, organizations frequently cite lack of staff as a significant obstacle to their strategic 
communications work, as we will discuss below. 
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ACCESS TO MEDIA CONTACT DATABASES AND DISTRIBUTION SYSTEMS 
One of the most time-consuming aspects of effective media outreach is individually tracking relevant 
reporters and their coverage, as well as tailoring pitches—sometimes to an entirely new set of 
reporters—quickly during breaking news. This makes access to tools like a constantly updated 
media contact database or a tracking and distribution service vital to professional communications, 
especially in a shifting media landscape in which reporters frequently change outlets and new 
outlets launch overnight.  

More than a third of respondents (37%), including 40% of national and 63% of state and local 
organizations, do not have access to a professional database of individual media contacts and media 
outlets. For the groups that do have access to such databases, the most common are Cision, 
Meltwater, and Muckrack. 

73% of organizations (22/30)—including 81% of state and local and 64% of national groups—do not 
have regular access to a professional media distribution system. Of the groups that report access to 
media distribution tools, most use Cision or PR Newswire. 

While communications work can certainly be done without a database or distribution system, these 
tools make it significantly easier and allow for a more sophisticated approach. Media contact 
databases like Cision, Meltwater, and Muckrack allow users to create multiple reporter lists, and they 
maintain up-to-date contact information for thousands of journalists so that users don’t have to. 
Distribution systems like PR Newswire and Cision give users a platform for contacting reporters with 
pitches and press releases, usually in a trackable way. 

These tools can also facilitate coordination with other advocates and allow for a shared strategy. 

USE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS FIRMS 
64% (9/14) of national and 56% (9/16) of state and local groups—an average of 60% overall—have 
employed a professional public relations firm in the last two years. In our experience doing similar 
assessments across other issue areas, this is an unusually high proportion of PR firm usage. 

Survey responses indicate a wide range in the degree of involvement and the significance of the 
roles played by public relations firms and consultants. Some respondents have long-term 
relationships with firms or consultants, while others have commissioned such assistance for a 
specific campaign or project. A few mentioned that the work is or has been pro bono. 

The most commonly mentioned firms or consultants were Berlin Rosen, which was cited by five 
groups, followed by Ryan Senser and Fenton, each cited by two organizations. 

While PR firms and media consultants can be valuable for increasing capacity or for bringing 
specialized skills (e.g., developing graphical and video material) in big media campaigns, there are 
caveats. In addition to the high cost of hiring a private sector firm for a nonprofit job, one drawback 
is that, in most cases, PR firms don’t build internal capacity or develop skills—either within an 
organization or within the advocacy community. Instead, they trade on their proprietary lists and 
connections, bringing their capacity to the fight temporarily and removing it when the contract ends. 
Another drawback is that they generally work on an individual client-based model, such that their 
scope of work does not extend to building collaboration across multiple organizations or an entire 
sector and therefore does not encourage collaboration. This not only discourages those groups 
from working with one another—helping bridge gaps in each other’s capacities—but it also may set 
up a competitive situation. 
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GRAPHICS AND VIDEO 
80% of organizations have created graphics, images, and memes as part of their everyday workflow. 
This includes 93% (13/14) of national and 69% (11/16) of state and local groups. 

Responses from national and state groups are practically mirror images of one other: while 43% of 
national groups have created “a lot” of graphics, about the same proportion (44%) of state groups 
have created only “a few” graphics and do so less regularly. 

Only four organizations (13%) said they had created “a lot” of videos as part of their regular activities, 
while a plurality of organizations (47%) do not consider themselves adept at it, despite having 
created a video or two. Another third of the groups (33%) said they had worked with an outside firm 
or designer, and two groups—one national and one local—believe video may be important for them 
in the future but have no real experience to date. 
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IV. Media Outreach Capacity 

This section of the assessment measures levels of media outreach and messaging capacity. The 
questions try to determine the range of media outreach strategies already being employed and to 
identify the strengths and gaps in the field's capacity to develop and test effective messages. We 
included questions about each organization's commissioning or use of public opinion and media 
coverage analysis; the primary geographic focus of their work; the type(s) of media they prioritize; 
and the extent to which they have up-to-date resources geared toward the press on their websites. 

RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS 
Two thirds of respondents (20/30) have not commissioned public opinion or message research in 
the last three years. 

However, 13 organizations (43%) report they have used existing messaging research in some 
capacity, which likely indicates that organizations are sharing some resources in this area. 
Comments from these respondents most often cite research carried out by Lake Research Partners, 
Topos, and Ford. A few also mentioned academic research, polling by Global Strategy Group, and 
research from ASO Communications (Anat Shenker Osorio). 

Four in five respondents (19/30) report that they have neither commissioned nor conducted analysis 
of how the media has framed their issues in the last three years. In our experience, media analysis 
of this kind is critical to identify specific gaps in coverage such as groups’ share of opinion and 
editorial coverage relative to its opposition and the degree to which individual reporters and outlets 
are quoting our groups and experts. This data can inform the development of a specific set of 
sector-wide strategies aimed at measurably closing those gaps. 

MEDIA PRIORITIES 
Understanding where organizations in a field are currently focusing their media outreach is 
important for designing a communications strategy, especially if the types of outlets being 
prioritized can be compared to where the issues are actually getting covered.  

As the table shows, all but one organization identify newspapers as a top priority of their media 
outreach. Social media networks (80%) and online publications (73%) are the next most common 
outlet types. 

The main difference between national and state/local organizations in this area is that the latter are 
more likely to prioritize broadcast television (56 vs 36%) and radio (44 vs 21%). 

Organizations that selected “other” media types mentioned “ethnic Filipino media” and trade 
journals. 

 National (14) State/Local (16) 

newspapers 14 15 

social media/networking 10 14 

online publications 12 10 

broadcast TV 5 9 
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radio 3 7 

cable TV 4 5 

blogs 5 3 

policy journals 3 -- 

 

WEB PRESS RESOURCES 
Nearly a quarter of participating organizations (7/30) do not have resources geared towards the 
press on their website. A third have some features or resources, but they are not up-to-date. 

State and local groups are more than three times as likely as national groups to lack website 
resources directed at journalists and more than twice as likely to have some resources but not up-
to-date. 
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V. Target Audiences and Messengers  

This section of the report assesses both sides of outreach: identifying the constituencies or target 
audiences that organizations consider critical for shifting the public and policy debate on workers’ 
rights issues; and identifying the most important messengers. 

AUDIENCE 
For the worker justice sector as a whole, policy makers (93%) and communities of color (87%) are 
important target audiences for the largest number of organizations. These are followed by labor 
unions (67%), employees in targeted workplaces and industries (67%), and decision makers within 
particular companies and organizations (63%). 

 

State and local groups are significantly more likely than national ones to target blue-collar workers 
(81% vs. 29%) and immigrant communities (60% vs. 43%). 
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MESSENGERS 
Asked to identify their organization’s most important messengers or messaging partners concerning 
workers’ rights, most respondents selected leaders in communities of color (83%) and labor leaders 
(80%).  

 

A higher proportion of state and local groups selected faith leaders (47% vs. 29%), while national 
groups were twice as likely to focus on federal elected officials (50% vs. 25%). 
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VI. Rapid Response Media Capacity  

This section assesses how well organizations feel they currently respond to breaking news. 
Questions examine whether organizations have a system in place for consistently monitoring 
traditional and social media coverage; whether they have developed targeted press lists and built 
personal relationships with key reporters; and whether any of their spokespeople are trained and 
available 24/7. 

RAPID RESPONSE INFRASTRUCTURE 
Groups across the workers’ rights sector report a relatively high level of individual rapid response 
capacity, but lower levels of sector-wide capacity. 

90% of organizations (27/30) have ready-made press lists and established relationships with 
journalists they can contact in the event of a breaking news development. 

40% (12/30) of respondents say they do not have trained spokespeople or experts who are available 
24/7 to respond to breaking news, including 29% (4/14) of national and 50% (8/16) of state and local 
groups. It is likely that this proportion is slightly higher; advocates with less communications training 
tend to underestimate what “available 24/7” means to a journalist on deadline. 

Four in five respondents report that they monitor breaking news on workers’ rights daily. However, 
comments demonstrate varying degrees of sophistication in the monitoring systems used and 
reveal that many groups are using limited or inefficient systems. While 24% (6/24) of groups who say 
they monitor breaking news do so by creating and distributing clips and an additional 20% (5/24) 
receive and read other groups’ clips, the majority (13/24) use Google alerts, which can be time-
consuming, incomplete, and lead to duplication of effort across different organizations. 

CHALLENGES 
Shortages of staff, resources, and time are cited as the most common challenges (67%) to 
responding to breaking news quickly and consistently. 

The second most-cited challenge is some form of bottleneck—inefficiencies either in internal 
processes or in coordination within coalitions. For example, one group reported that “we slowed 
ourselves down with too many people involved in editing press statements and wordsmithing.” 
Another cited the lack of “clear and efficient decision-making structures when rapid response is 
needed, as well as who has the final approval on sending out a response.” 
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VII. Capacity for Collaborative Communications 

Questions in this section examine the extent to which organizations have already engaged in 
collaborative communications work and what these efforts entail. Most importantly, organizations 
were asked to identify the greatest challenges inhibiting further collaboration. 

COLLABORATION 
70% of respondents (21/30) have collaborated with other groups on workers’ rights issues to 
develop joint communications and/or rapid response messaging strategies. This high percentage 
suggests that some groundwork is already in place for any future collaborative communications 
work. Some of the collaborative efforts that have taken place are: 

• Joint report releases 

• Op-ed campaigns 

• Social media campaigns (e.g. twitter storms) 

• Messaging and framing development  

• Rapid response coordination and strategy 

• Sharing and coordinating talking points  

• Press releases  

• Sharing news opportunities 

• Membership in coalitions 

However, it is clear from the comments in the survey that we should not overestimate the level of 
effective collaboration. Multiple groups describe either a limited, short-lived, or issue-specific 
interaction, or challenging collaboration efforts with unsatisfactory results. 

- “We have partnered with a few groups around specific organizing opportunities but we haven’t 
had a joint rapid response strategy.” 

- “We try to collaborate and share, but there hasn't been a deep organizational collaborative 
effort.” 

- “We helped lead a coordinated set of PPP polls and media release last year; unfortunately, the 
dynamics between groups who had varying levels of satisfaction with their state results made 
aggressive press outreach very difficult and ultimately unsuccessful. Also, we tried to use a new, 
nonprofit communications "hub" to disseminate the research and the tensions among the states 
and their own capacity limitations affected the results…” 

CHALLENGES 
As with rapid response communication, the most commonly cited challenge to collaboration is a 
shortage of staff and resources for messaging and communications. 37% (11/30) of respondents 
cited this as an obstacle. 

- “The greatest obstacle to improving the effectiveness and scope of communication strategies is 
the capacity to do it. Organizational leaders, campaigners, organizers and advocates all 
understand and are bought-in on the importance of a strong communications and digital 
strategy. The central challenge to realizing it is capacity - BOTH communications and field…”  

- “Lack of staffing capacity to facilitate collaboration.” 
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- “hard to focus on fighting for limited resources focused on maintaining rather than growing rank 
and file base “ 

- “Capacities. Comms staff being pulled in 100 directions. Not being able to hire, recruit or retain 
solid writers or people who either are trained or can be trained in communications strategy.” 

 
The second most-cited challenge—mentioned by 27% of organizations—is competition over both 
funding and credit for success. 

- “Competition for funding, credit, attention, etc..” 
- “Media coverage (especially in-depth reporting) is still seen as currency with funders. Worker 

organizing in the US (outside of unions) is dominated by non-profits that seek foundation 
support for their work. Many grant-supported organizations are reticent to share media leads, 
relationships and lists due to fear of competition for funding.” 

- “The main obstacle I see is the natural desire and objective need of every organization to 
differentiate its own work for the sake of maximizing funder resources. Certainly we all have 
broad shared priorities at the base level. But beyond that, we all have an imperative to claim our 
own territory, argue for and articulate our uniqueness. Even where there are shared efforts, 
organizations jockey over who's the real convener/coordinator of the effort, because that brings 
extra resources. We all see the logic in shared strategies, but face a structural disincentive to 
really throwing down on them. In terms of comms strategy/shared messaging, any consensus 
product is going to reflect some groups' priorities more than others. Those who set the agenda 
have a big motivation to invest going forward; other coalition members are going to be tempted 
to focus more on their individual priorities/messages.” 

- “Funding creates competition; groups unwilling to lose political capital with elected officials 
through solidarity; unions sometimes more transactional, leaving non-union worker 
organizations out in policy battles. There really hasn't been much effort at shared 
communications across organizations in the field.” 

 

Other challenges cited include: 

• a lack of shared analysis of values between organizations; 

• varying levels of commitment to communications; 

• a lack of convening meetings; 

• a lack of trust and common ground among some organizations.  



22 

 

VIII. Messages and Messaging Challenges 

Messaging is a crucial component of any advocacy organization’s work. Choosing the right things to 
say and the right ways to say them is a constant process of reflection, research, and analysis.  

To develop an effective messaging strategy, we must begin with the messages advocates are 
currently using. We grouped responses to this question into eight main frames that encompass the 
messages advocates are using to talk about various workers’ rights issues. There are also four 
opposition message frames that organizations identified as the toughest to counter. 

In the sections below, we report each frame and challenge in order of frequency, starting with most-
mentioned. For example, in this case, the first advocate frame (Good for All) was about twice as likely 
to be used by respondents as the second one (Every Worker/Equality) while the first opposition 
frame (Workers’ Rights vs. Prosperity) was more than three times as likely to be mentioned as the 
second one (Worker/Personal Responsibility). Each frame or theme includes direct quotations from 
responses in the survey. 

COMMON ADVOCATE MESSAGE FRAMES 

1. Good for All (Positive Externalities): workers’ rights benefit society as a whole by 
strengthening the economy and building resilient, healthy communities. 
- “Winning paid leave brings intended consequences, including reducing infant mortality and 

racial and other inequalities, and boosting breast-feeding, dads' involvement, good outcomes for 
infants, independence for seniors, women's workforce attachment and earnings, and so much 
more.” 

- “Fight for $15/Min Wage Campaigns: Boosting our minimum wage will help X and Y (working 
people) better make ends meet so the economy can work for everyone.” 

-  “Fair Workweek: Every working person should have a fair workweek - reliable hours at decent 
pay, so we can care for and support our families and build thriving communities.” 

- “Good job quality standards level the playing field for small business vis-a-vis large 
corporations.” 

- “Immigration: Immigrant families are a vital part of our community, workforce, and economy.” 

2. Every Worker/Equality: Every worker—regardless of job, immigration status, race, 
class, gender, etc.—deserves a living wage and just working conditions. 
- “…All working people deserve the right to safe, family-sustaining jobs with a pathway to building 

good careers.” 
- “Every worker, regardless of job they do deserves a living wage and benefits.” 
- “Workplace justice: All working families deserve access to safe, good jobs.” 
- “Fair Workweek: Every working person should have a fair workweek - reliable hours at decent 

pay, so we can care for and support our families and build thriving communities (also helps 
communities frame).” 

-  “National paid family and medical leave should be available to everyone, no matter where they 
live, their employer or the job they hold.” 
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3. Collective action wins: By mobilizing and organizing together, workers and 
marginalized communities can confront power structures and get the working and 
living conditions we need. 
- “Support for collective bargaining & action: Working people are coming together to earn a fair 

return on their work.” 
- “Support for collective bargaining & action: By joining together we can stop corporate CEOs and 

a powerful few from rigging/bending the rules in their favor.” 
- “Worker voice: Anything is possible when coworkers join together.” 
- “Migrant Rights from the Bottom up: Social change happens from the bottom up, starts at the 

grassroots.” 
- “Public Policy solutions require community organizing, coalition building, leadership 

development.” 

4. Good Laws and Enforcement: In order to realize worker justice, we need strong legal 
protections/incentives as well as effective enforcement. 
- “New business model of subcontracting and outsourcing requires new labor laws to prevent 

violations like wage theft.” 
- “No tax dollars for temp jobs.” 
- “Wage theft enforcement equals worker justice.” 
- “Retaliation: Fear, not law, is currently setting the standards at work.” 
- “Living wage without enforcement is a hollow victory.” 

5. Working Poverty: No working people should live in poverty or struggle to get by and 
support their families. 
- “Fight for 15: everyone should earn enough to support their families and get by.” 
- “Minimum wage: Workers paid the minimum wage are struggling to afford the basics.” 
- “One Fair Wage; the lower minimum wage for tipped workers is a legacy of slavery and needs to 

be eliminated (Also in One Fair Wage frame).” 
- “Minimum wage: No one working full time should have to live in poverty.” 
- “One Fair Wage: 6 million working women live on tips, working full time, and can't feed their 

families…” 

6. Development without Displacement: Investments should ensure good jobs, not 
displacement. 
- “Communities Must Not be Displaced/Communities should benefit from development not be 

displaced by it.” 
- “Investments in solar energy must ensure good jobs and prioritize environmental justice 

communities.” 
- “Do You See Me Now: investment to build rails, schools, and sidewalks must be an opportunity 

for black workers and their families.” 
- “INFRASTRUCTURE: Local people should decide how public investments are used to ensure that 

all projects benefit the community and create the family-sustaining jobs we need.” 
- “Responsible Development: New construction projects should support good, local jobs.” 

7. Employer Responsibility: Employers are responsible for just working conditions. 
- “Silicon Valley Rising: The tech industry needs to take responsibility for the low-wage service 

sector jobs and sky-high housing costs it's creating.” 
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- “$15 and Full Time, Predictable Schedules: As the largest private employer owned by one of the 
riches families, Walmart can afford $15 and Full Time Predictable Schedules.” 

- “ Women's Economic Security: Women are challenging Walmart, a corporation that employs 
more women in the U.S. than any other, to commit to policies that allow women to provide for 
and be there for their families.” 

8. Job vs. Family: No one should have to choose between their job and their health or 
the health of their loved ones. 
- “No one should have to choose between the job they need and the family they love (No one 

should have to choose between earning a paycheck and caring for themselves or their loved 
ones).” 

- “Everyone needs paid sick days because no one should have to choose between their job and 
their health or the health of their loved ones.” 

- “PTO/Sick Time: Walmart and other retail corporations keeps women from being there for their 
families by failing to provide paid time off or leave.” 

 OPPOSITION MESSAGE FRAMES 

1. Worker’s Rights vs Prosperity: Workers’ rights hurt businesses and thus the 
economy, which affects everyone. 
(This is, by far, the most commonly mentioned frame). 

- “Our business will go bankrupt, job creators will have their hands tied, mom & pop small 
businesses that are the engines of this economy can't suffer (hurts business, hurts economy, 
hurts job creation).” 

-  “Labor law enforcement: it hurts small businesses, which many of them are themselves 
grassroots immigrants.” 

-  “Fair Workweek: These policies will impose unnecessary new regulatory burdens on small 
businesses and kill jobs (hurts business, hurts job creation, loss of jobs).“ 

- “$15 minimum wage: it hurts the economy and led to inflation, which hurts immigrant 
communities.” 

-  “Health & safety: Excessive regulations are a burden to employers and impede growth. (regs too 
constricting, hurts economy, hurts job creation frames).” 

2. Worker/Personal Responsibility 
- “On workplace democracy: Workers should vote with their feet. If they're not happy, then quit!” 
-  “If workers want more money, they should get an education.” 
- “Do You See Me Now: workers are not trained, don't want to do the work (worker responsibility, 

workers are at fault/lazy).” 
- “Childcare is the responsibility of individuals (not business fault-responsibility, worker 

responsibility).” 
- “blacks are responsible for their situation.” 

3. Working Regulations Hurt Workers 
- “One size fits all mandates hurt business and workers. (and hurts small businesses frame).” 
- “Fair Workweek: Fair workweek policies are inflexible and are too restrictive for workers & 

employers.” 
- “Paid family and medical leave raises taxes on hard-working people.” 
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- “Workplace justice: job standards make it harder for firms to create jobs (bad for workers, hurts 
business, hurts economy, hurts job creation frames).” 

4. Business Helps Workers: Business practices actually help rather than hurt workers. 
- “Walmart provides unprecedented career opportunities that allow Associates to advance.“ 
- “Workplace justice: the Texas construction industry takes worker safety seriously.”  
- “Workers want flexibility, not permanent jobs (business helping others frame and not business 

fault/responsibility frame).” 
- “Uber: drivers want the flexibility of not being an employee.” 

MESSAGING CHALLENGES 
As with previous “challenge” questions, a shortage of staffing and/or resources is the most common 
messaging challenge, followed closely by countering opposition frames, developing aspirational 
messages, and increasing message consistency across the movement. 

1. Lack of Resources and Staff; Resource Disparity with the Opposition 
- “Enough time/personnel and skill level to craft messages.” 
- “Lack of staff capacity to develop communications strategies/assets and capitalize on messaging 

opportunities.” 
-  “The challenge is that the chamber and other business associations are so well-funded and can 

pour millions of dollars into defeat a campaign. We need more resources to educate and 
organize businesses to show that the chamber's analysis is not small-business friendly.” 

- “The biggest issue is capacity. We do not have enough dedicated staffing for communicating on 
workers' rights issues.” 

- “Capacity - people don't have time (in addition to interest) in keeping up with new message 
research or breakthroughs. -Using message advice from groups that have outsourced their 
polling and actual practitioners weren't consulted.” 

2. Countering entrenched opposition frames/assumptions 
- “Overcoming the dominant business narrative and arguments about personal responsibility.” 
-  “Retail janitors and fast food workers don't deserve $15 min wage. If they want better wages, 

they need to work harder and get an education.” 
- “Black workers are the cause of the black job crisis: individual deficit rather that system deficits 

are responsible for historic and deep unemployment and underemployment in our communities 
Black people don't want to work or want those jobs.” 

-  “A simplistic and one way, lineal public understanding of the economy- wages going up leads to 
prices of everything going up = bad for everyone. Secondary challenge, particularly in immigrant 
communities, aspirations to become small business owners means a lot of sympathy for when 
employers commit wage theft. General public sympathizing more the employer "it's challenging 
to run a business" than with the worker "it's like that for everyone." 

-  “We run into the same narratives on the right (around scarcity instead of abundance, race not 
mattering, government being inefficient/broken, etc.) that make it hard to advance our goals at 
times.” 

3. Developing aspirational, positive messages that counter defeatism, cynicism, and 
low expectations 
- “Message consistency across the movement that uses worker-first language, e.g. "policies that 

fairly compensate workers" instead of "policies that penalize employers."  
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- “Messaging retaliation against workers: it is extremely difficult to maintain a positive, 
aspirational vision when employers clobber people who are speak out- the narrative came 
quickly turn defeatist.” 

- “In the face of inevitable setbacks and rollbacks, given the times we're living in, how do we keep 
the drumbeat of hope going?” 

- “Demands for full and guaranteed employment: seems out of the realm of possibility given this 
time of precarious/ casual work.” 

- “Notion that something is better than nothing. Low expectations among workers of what they 
need and can win. Lack of understanding that there won't be another bite at this apple for a 
long time.” 

4. Message consistency across movement 
This was mentioned by only two respondents, but is important enough to deserve a mention. 

- “Message consistency across the movement that uses worker-first language, e.g. "policies that 
fairly compensate workers" instead of "policies that penalize employers" 3 - Maintaining an 
educated reporter pool.” 

- “Being able to message all of our campaigns and viewpoints in one cohesive narrative. We have 
really broad messaging that is successful and campaign or issue specific messaging that is 
successful but it's not consistent on how we tie them all together on any given day.” 

MESSAGING OPPORTUNITIES 

1. Developing effective frames and messages 
- “Some of the most commonly mentioned frames, include connecting various workers’ struggles 

(particularly traditional bread and butter issues of wages and benefits to immigration, women’s 
rights, racial justice, and family).” 

- “Silicon Valley Rising: strong messaging frame comparing the tech industry's great wealth and 
proclaimed values with actual conditions for working families; reframing collective bargaining / 
the right to organize / worker voice as a civil rights issue advance a racial justice frame in worker 
organizing - occupational segregation, exclusion from high wage occupations and industries.” 

- “Tying workers' rights with immigration but in a way that is not just about labor contributions. 
Given the current political climate, how do we expand how we talk about immigration. Talking 
about working class in a entirely new way. Working class does not equate white men in middle 
america. A more adequate depiction would be to expand it as a women of color service worker. 
How do we change that narrative in this political moment?” 

-  “Addressing the Black job crisis, lifts all workers Building a message that connects the historic 
and current Black struggle to broader communities: For Black audiences: To see the jobs crisis 
and impact on our communities, means we can do something to stop it ( Ida B Wells and 
lynching frame) For nonblack audiences: When Black people fight, everyone wins For policy 
makers: Discrimination is a health crisis Full and guaranteed employment that allows Black 
workers to thrive and sustain families and vibrant communities. Black job crisis has moved from 
urgency to emergency.” 

- “Well paid and fairly treated workers are a boon the the economy that benefits all. Immigrants 
contribute to society and this benefits everyone. The attacks on immigrants by the unpopular 
government represents an opportunity for our work.” 
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2. Public Interest in or Frustration over Worker’s Rights Issues 
-  “Prevailing sense that economy is still headed in the wrong direction and that regular people do 

not have real power.” 
- “Rise in economic populism/outrage against growing income inequality.” 
-  “Tapping into that spirit of resistance that is so strong now.” 
- “Hunger for proactive fights among all the necessary defense. Tremendous support for these 

issues among voters across the political spectrum.” 
- “The attacks on immigrants by the unpopular government represents an opportunity for our 

work.” 

3. Collaboration and Coalition-Building 
- “Coalition building in Los Angeles and California. Los Angeles and California can lead the way.” 
- “Coalitions that can strategically work past issue, organizational and geographic silos 

Consolidated capital/shared corporate targets.”  
- “Working in coalition with labor; labor-Community partnerships, Partnership for Working 

Families, Shared Network across the county, shared research and analysis.” 
-  “Filling that specific gap. I think there's great potential power in playing that bridging role, 

having U.S. and migrant workers standing side-by-side and articulating a common analysis and 
radical solidarity.” 

- “Perhaps the fact that workers' rights and economic justice will be on the chopping block like 
never before will open up the idea that groups have to collaborate more and re-think and 
relearn how they collaborate and advance communications.” 

4. Changing Economic and Demographic Structures 
- “Demographics that make paid leave increasingly important.”  
- “Retail is the largest, most quickly expanding job sector. As our economy continues to shift, there 

are creative opportunities to redefine work and retail will be front and center.” 
- “Emerging markets that need workers, Tech industry, Movie Industry (tax credits in GA), 

construction jobs, need for local hire, …”  
- “The way we buy things is changing rapidly. As e-commerce dominates brick-and-mortar retail, 

media will want to report on the impact of these changes. This presents an opportunity to tell a 
story about the workers who deliver those goods, and the changing conditions under which they 
do so.” 

- “’future of work’ stories.” 

5. Telling Personal Workers’ Stories 
- “Big Wage Theft Cases...Personal stories of workers abuses and how good workers’ rights are 

transformative.” 
- “As e-commerce dominates brick-and-mortar retail, media will want to report on the impact of 

these changes. This presents an opportunity to tell a story about the workers who deliver those 
goods, and the changing conditions under which they do so.” 

- “We have tremendous workers' stories. These are always the greatest strength of our work.” 
- “Our greatest untapped resource is the depth of stories that our local organizers see about how 

these issues impact people's daily lives.” 
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IX. Capacity-Building Challenges 

This final section of the report synthesizes the worker justice sector’s challenges for building media 
and communications capacity. These questions were designed to identify key obstacles for the 
sector with regard to messaging, improving collaboration, building shared communications 
strategies, and improving efforts to influence public opinion and policy outcomes. 

Workers’ rights organizations identified the following capacity-building areas as major or minor 
challenges for their individual organizations and for the sector as a whole. 

Close to two thirds of both national (64%) and state/local (62%) organizations identified “capacity for 
creating video and dynamic content” as a major challenge. However, state and local groups were 
much more likely to say the same about “testing messages” (75% vs. 57%) and “assessing public 
opinion” (62% vs. 36%).  

For the sector as a whole, similar proportions of national and state/local groups reported that 
“testing messages” and “developing a strategic communications plan” were major challenges, but 
state/local organizations were more likely to select “assessing public opinion” (87% vs. 64%) and 
“access to media technologies” (62% vs. 50%). 
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Individual Organizational Challenges (national) 
 Major Challenge Minor Challenge 

Capacity for creating video and dynamic content 64%  

Testing messages 57  

Grassroots media capacity 50  

Assessing public opinion 36  

Outreach to ethnic media 36  

Lack of ties to key constituencies  79 

Planning capacity  79 

Traditional media outreach  71 

Using a shared a consistent messaging strategy  71 

Evaluation of communications strategy and tactics  71 

 

 

Individual Organizational Challenges (state and local) 
 Major Challenge Minor Challenge 

Testing messages 75%  

Assessing public opinion 62  

Capacity for creating video and dynamic content 62  

Placement of opinion content 56  

Access to media technologies (e.g., professional media 
database, press distribution services, online technologies) 

50  

Developing a strategic communication plan  81 

Developing messages  75 

Spokesperson capacity  75 

Using a shared a consistent messaging strategy  69 

Planning capacity  56 
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Sector-Wide Challenges Identified by National Organizations 
 Major Challenge Minor Challenge 

Testing messages 71%  

Capacity for creating video and dynamic content 71  

Developing a strategic communication plan 64  

Assessing public opinion 64  

Using a shared a consistent messaging strategy 57  

Lack of collaboration  71 

Overall coordination between advocacy organizations  71 

Developing messages  64 

Lack of ties to influence key constituencies  64 

Outreach to ethnic media  57 

 

 

Sector-Wide Challenges Identified by State and Local Organizations 
 Major Challenge Minor Challenge 

Assessing public opinion 87  

Testing messages 75  

Using a shared a consistent messaging strategy 69  

Access to media technologies (e.g., professional media 
database, press distribution services, online technologies) 

62  

Developing a strategic communication plan 62  

Grassroots media capacity  62 

Lack of collaboration  56 

Outreach to ethnic media  56 

Developing messages  50 

Spokesperson capacity  50 

Shared policy strategy  50 

 


