annon R. La

Polltlcal
Social Work

Using Power to
Create Social Change

Foreword by
Charles E. Lewis, Jr.

@ Springer




Political Social Work



Shannon R. Lane  Suzanne Pritzker

Political Social Work

Using Power to Create Social Change

Foreword by Charles E. Lewis, Jr.

@ Springer



Shannon R. Lane Suzanne Pritzker

School of Social Work Graduate College of Social Work
Adelphi University University of Houston

Garden City, NY, USA Houston, TX, USA

ISBN 978-3-319-68587-8 ISBN 978-3-319-68588-5  (eBook)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-68588-5
Library of Congress Control Number: 2017955959

© Springer International Publishing AG 2018

This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of
the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation,
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information
storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology
now known or hereafter developed.

The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the
editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors
or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims
in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Printed on acid-free paper
This Springer imprint is published by Springer Nature

The registered company is Springer International Publishing AG
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-68588-5

Dedicated to the many social workers who
pursue social change everyday, and to
Caroline, Kathleen, Matan, and Mori, who

we hope grow up in a more just world as a
result.



Foreword

This new textbook, Political Social Work: Using Power to Create Social Change, is
an important milestone that will further institutionalize political social work as an
accepted practice in the social work profession. Political social work is fast becom-
ing a critical method needed to advance the profession’s pursuit of social and eco-
nomic justice. The knowledge, skills and values social workers bring to the political
arena are profoundly needed, particularly in today’s caustic climate. Shannon Lane
and Suzanne Pritzker have meticulously crafted the missing manual that will help
guide the development of political social work’s curriculum and practice knowledge
and skills in future years. Each has been researching political participation and how
social workers, in particular, participate in the political arena for nearly 15 years.

Dr. Lane served as a political social worker in the United States Senate, working
for then-Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle. She worked with Dr. Nancy
A. Humphreys at the University of Connecticut School of Social Work where she
earned her Ph.D. and continues to coordinate research with the Nancy A. Humphreys
Institute for Political Social Work. She examined the political careers of more than
400 social workers who have sought local, state or federal elected office, the largest
number of politically active social work office seekers currently known. Her
research is designed to increase the political involvement of social workers and
underserved populations, and improve policy and political content within social
work education. She has served on the social work faculties of Adelphi University
and Sacred Heart University.

Dr. Pritzker earned her Ph.D. at the prestigious George Warren Brown School of
Social Work at Washington University in St. Louis, known for its outstanding policy
education and practice. She served as a policy advisor for the Virginia Secretary of
Education and as an analyst with the Virginia General Assembly. At the University
of Houston Graduate College of Social Work, known for its longstanding commit-
ment to political social work, Dr. Pritzker leads political social work education and
programming and directs an intensive state legislative placement for graduate social
work students. Her research has largely focused on the civic engagement of young
people and finding ways to encourage their active participation in political activity.
She sees political engagement as fundamental to the empowerment of communi-
ties—particularly under-resourced communities that lack political clout.

Combining their knowledge, skills and experience, they make a powerful team.
The inaugural edition of this textbook covers political social work from soup to

vii
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nuts. Political Social Work: Using Power to Create Social Change provides a com-
prehensive overview of the history of political social work, its various contexts for
practice, a thorough review of the many ethical challenges for social workers in the
political arena, and a wealth of strategies and techniques that will aid social workers
opting to engage in the political arena. Political Social Work: Using Power to Create
Social Change will help to elevate political social work to its needed place in the
profession and the world of policy and politics.

As the book fully describes, social workers have a long and proud history of
political participation in all levels of government. From school boards to local and
state legislative bodies, and in many components of the federal government includ-
ing the Congress, social workers serve in a myriad of roles with various responsi-
bilities. Students who are entertaining the idea of pursuing political social work will
find Chap. 15 appealing as it provides a road map for engagement. Following the
tradition of Jane Addams, social workers and students will discover that they can
not only help those with whom they work navigate the world shaped by policies and
politics, but also be change agents to make theirs a more just and equitable society.

If this textbook had existed several years ago, it would had made my path into
political social work much smoother. Growing up in Brooklyn, New York, the son
of a politically active pastor, I was engaged in political activity at an early age. My
father, Rev. Dr. Charles E. Lewis, Sr., lost an election in 1964 for a seat on the
New York State Assembly to Shirley Chisholm, who would ultimately become the
first black woman in Congress. I later worked at the Brooklyn Borough President’s
Office in the 1980s where I met former Congressman Edolphus “Ed” Towns, a
social worker, who was then serving as Brooklyn’s first black Deputy Borough
President. I worked on his successful 1982 Congressional campaign and years later
would become his Deputy Chief of Staff and Communications Director and assist
him in creating the Congressional Social Work Caucus. During the intervening
years, | entered the social work profession and completed a Ph.D. in policy at
Columbia University. While on the Hill, I met Dr. Nancy A. Humphreys, who for-
mally introduced me to political social work. At that time, political social work was
little discussed outside of the University of Houston Graduate College of Social
Work, where Bob Fischer and colleagues had developed a political social work
specialization, and the University of Connecticut, where Dr. Humphreys had devel-
oped the Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work.

There are many challenges facing society today, from global warming to eco-
nomic and social inequality, inadequate affordable healthcare and housing, and
wage stagnation, that are begging for solutions. The /2 Grand Challenges for Social
Work, under the auspices of the American Academy for Social Work and Social
Welfare, is providing an incubator where research, practice, and policy can work
together to find solutions for some of these problems. At the Congressional Research
Institute for Social Work and Policy, we endeavor to contribute to significant social
change. Political social work will enable our profession to turn these ideas into leg-
islation and active policy.

Washington, DC Charles E. Lewis, Jr., M.S.W., Ph.D.



Preface

Both authors come to this book after many years both of professional practice in the
political arena and of teaching and researching about political engagement. Shannon
pursued a political social work career for over a decade at the federal level in the
U.S. Senate. Suzanne began her career in policy at the state level in Virginia before
entering the field of social work, in order to be a part of a profession that is commit-
ted to creating a more accessible and inclusive policy environment where more
diverse voices are represented. We have both continued to advocate for social
change at the state and federal level throughout our academic careers. While our
backgrounds and professional experiences in policy and politics are different, we
share a strong commitment to the power of political engagement to bring about
more responsive and more just policies. We are both firmly convinced that social
workers can and should be at the forefront of efforts to expand political engagement
and to bring about political change.

Building on that commitment, this book discusses the many opportunities for
social workers to participate and lead in the political arena. This book marries the
social work profession’s ethical imperative to pursue political action, individual
social workers’ passion for the populations and communities with whom we work,
and effective strategies and tools to move both our ethical imperative and our pas-
sions into action. Combining the generalist skills and knowledge that social workers
develop through their education and practice with political knowledge and skills
lays the groundwork for strong and effective efforts to influence and shape policy.

We have written this book to support both social work students and profes-
sional social workers in expanding their own political participation. We identify
and explore five domains of political social work practice—each of which social
workers may engage in either as full-time political social work practitioners or as
complementary to their social work practice in clinical, community, or adminis-
trative settings. In our classrooms and in the field, we have frequently heard stu-
dents and practitioners ask for examples and models of what political social work
practice might look like. We incorporate profiles of real-life social workers whose
work has inspired us, and who offer models of political social work practice in
each domain.

In this book, we place the political environment front and center, focusing on
knowledge and skills necessary to navigate the often-challenging contexts for politi-
cal action. Throughout the book, we describe the incredible array of political
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contexts in which U.S. social workers practice. Social workers work within very
ideologically distinct contexts, and across communities with vast differences in
political structures and resources. You will read about small towns where citizens
come together in town halls to voice their opinions and vote on town budgets and
policies, and large cities where fewer than ten percent of citizens ever vote, much
less voice their opinions on municipal candidates or issues. We describe communi-
ties where information about the policies our elected officials are considering is
immediately available online, and communities where the local government does
not even have a website. We consider communities represented by politicians earn-
ing full-time salaries who can afford to focus solely on their political responsibili-
ties, and communities represented by politicians who earn just $300 a year for their
civic work and who must hold other full-time commitments in order to make ends
meet. We identify and provide illustrative examples of this diversity in order to help
readers learn how to better navigate their own political contexts.

This book is divided into four parts, highlighting steps in the process of political
social work. You will see many parallels between these steps and the process of
social work in other practice arenas. In Part I, Social Work in Politics, Chaps. 1 and
2 introduce readers to political social work and to the five domains of political social
work practice. These chapters also provide readers with the opportunity to assess
their own orientations to political engagement. Chapters 3 and 4 introduce central
theories, as well as critical concepts of power, empowerment, and conflict, that
underlie political social work practice. In Part 11, Assessing and Planning Effective
Political Social Work Strategies, readers learn to strategically plan political change
efforts. Core concepts of political assessment and strategy development are intro-
duced in Chap. 5. Chapter 6 applies these concepts to the unique characteristics
involved in developing advocacy strategy, while Chap. 7 applies these concepts to
the steps of developing a winning electoral campaign strategy. Chapter 8 explores
strategy in an often under-appreciated aspect of political social work: identifying
ways to educate and empower voters.

Part 11, Engaging and Intervening with Effective Political Social Work Strategies,
takes readers through the nuts and bolts of engaging with individual community
members, staff, policymakers, and the media in order to implement political change
efforts. Readers will learn about and practice ways to effectively incorporate profes-
sional use of self and strategic communications skills to communicate effectively
with voters, policymakers, and the media in Chap. 9. Chapter 10 focuses on engag-
ing with staff and volunteers, critical to managing or participating in any political
change effort. Strategic attention to both fundraising and budgeting is essential to
implementing strategy in political social work; therefore, Chaps. 11 and 12 focus on
managing financial resources in a political context. Finally, Part 1V, Evaluating
Political Social Work and Planning for the Future, calls on readers to reflect on
ways to continue to strengthen their political social work practice as they move
forward in their careers. In Chap. 13, readers consider both the challenges and
opportunities involved in evaluating practice in political settings. Chapter 14 asks
readers to consider how they can utilize the National Association of Social Workers’
Code of Ethics to navigate the many ethical challenges that political social work
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may entail throughout their careers. Chapter 15 provides resources to help social
workers prepare and market themselves for careers that incorporate political social
work practice. The book concludes with a discussion critical for all political social
workers: how to consider and plan for self-care as you pursue your political change
efforts.

Throughout the four parts to this book, we focus heavily on the knowledge,
skills, and critical thinking essential for practicing social work in political settings.
Readers will find interactive and reflective exercises throughout the book (titled:
Build Your Knowledge, Apply Your Skills, Self-Assessment, Explore Your Values, and
Further Reflection). Whether you are reading this book in a classroom setting or on
your own, we hope that these exercises help make this content useful as you apply
it directly to your own political context.

We hope this book prepares you to use the political process in order to create
social change that is meaningful to you. We encourage you to use the knowledge
and skills here to take your current political involvement to the next level, empower
those around you to use their voices, and use collective power to work for social
justice.

Garden City, NY, USA Shannon R. Lane
Houston, TX, USA Suzanne Pritzker
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Social Work in Politics

“Politics is social work with power.”

—Senator Barbara Mikulski, MSW
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4 1 Consider Yourself Asked: Introduction to Political Social Work

Section 1: Overview

Political social work is social work practice that explicitly attends to power dynam-
ics in policy-making and to political mechanisms for eliciting social change.
Political social work includes expanding political participation, influencing policy
agendas, working on campaigns or in electoral offices, and holding elected office. It
is a form of practice, as well as related research and theory, through which social
workers fulfill their ethical responsibility to engage in social and political action for
social justice and human rights.

Social work has a long, rich history of courageous individuals and groups using
power and the political system to promote social justice, equality, and self-
determination. This book describes these highlights of our profession’s history, as
well as many missed opportunities, such as the experience of US social workers
who chose not to act and therefore helped facilitate the internment of Japanese-
Americans during World War II. You will meet trailblazing social workers like
United States Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin, the first woman to be elected to a
national representative body anywhere in the world. You will be introduced to the
interrelationships between social work and political activity and the various ways
that the guiding documents of the social work profession, including the National
Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics, encourage and guide politi-
cal social work practice through the core values of the profession.

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 1: Demonstrate Ethical and Professional Behavior

COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

Section 2: Consider Yourself Asked

A leading framework for understanding political participation, discussed in depth
later in this book, suggests that three key factors precede people’s involvement in
activities that influence politics and policy: knowing how and what to do (knowl-
edge and skills), feeling like you want to—and are capable of—participating (inter-
est and efficacy), and being asked or encouraged to participate. This book is
specifically designed to help you build your political knowledge, skills, interest, and
efficacy. However, we want to take this opportunity at the beginning of this book to
directly ask you for your participation.

You may have spent your whole life interested in influencing policy, or you may
be questioning why policy is relevant to a social work career. You may have always
seen yourself with a rightful place in the political arena, or you may have been told
throughout your life—either explicitly or implicitly—that politics is not the place
for you. The authors of this book have worked with many students and social
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workers who have been told directly by their parents, their friends, their community,
or even the broader society that politics is not something they need to concern them-
selves with, that it is unimportant or someone else’s domain. You may have heard
some of these messages. As a woman, you may have been told by family members
that politics and policy are a man’s domain. As a person of color, you may have got-
ten the message that your voice is not needed or welcomed in political discussions.
As a Millennial, you may have endured a constant refrain of negative media atten-
tion and headlines like one that appeared in The Washington Post in January 2016
stating “Why #Millennials don’t matter much in American politics” (Bump 2016).

What we want to say to you is that you do have a place in the world of politics
and policy-making; your voice does belong. As a person, as a social worker, as you,
with all the experiences and identities you bring with you—you have a valuable
voice to bring to policy-making, and we want to encourage you to use it. You came
to social work because of a desire to help people, especially those who are vulner-
able, marginalized, and often invisible to the larger society. These people need your
direct assistance, but they also need you to help them and their concerns become
visible in policy-making, as very few other people do. You, as a social worker who
sees and understands the challenges that your clients face and who understands how
larger structures contribute to these challenges, are exactly who our political arena
needs. So, consider yourself asked to participate, to become a political social
worker, a social worker who effectively navigates power dynamics and political
strategies in order to bring about social justice and social change.

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Barbara Mikulski, MSW
US Representative 1977-1987, US Senator 1987-2017 (D-MD) (Fig. 1.1).

Fig. 1.1 Barbara
Mikulski, MSW

“Politics is social work with power.” These words were spoken by a force
within the political and social work world, Sen. Barbara Mikulski. She was
the second woman (first female Democrat) to be elected to the US Senate,
without replacing a deceased spouse, and in 2012 was elected to chair the
powerful Senate Appropriations committee. The first woman to chair this
committee, her position allowed her to oversee bills appropriating federal

(continued)
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funds and to ensure that federal spending was consistent with values that
reflected equity and equal opportunity. She is a self-proclaimed “social worker
with power,” someone whose grit and perseverance consistently met push-
back from some colleagues as she defended spending on federal social wel-
fare programs such as food stamps and Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (Weigel 2013). During her Senate career, she was widely regarded
with respect and was tenacious in her pursuit of creating bipartisan solutions.
Her intention was to focus solely on the best manner of appropriating funds,
rather than feeding into partisan political games.

To hold such staunch beliefs and remain unwavering in the face of opposi-
tion requires unbelievable fortitude, especially in a male-dominated political
arena. How did Sen. Mikulski supersede the onslaught of difficulties she faced
in public office? How was she able to not only survive in the political world, but
also thrive, all while maintaining her social work core? Growing up in a work-
ing-class family, completing her MSW, and engaging in coalition building as a
community organizer grounded her political work. As a community organizer,
she led the way for diverse populations to join together in protest to fight against
highway building through their neighborhoods (Archives of Maryland n.d.).

Her community organizing led her to her first elected seat, on the Baltimore
City Council. “T thought, ‘Gee, why should I be out there knocking on doors
trying to get inside?” Why not run for City Council and be inside, opening the
doors for the people?” She led in a way that was seen as strong and direct,
even amidst assumptions that as a woman and as a social worker, such
approaches would be difficult to carry out. As Fisher and Johnson (2015) note,
she blazed a trail for social workers and women in the political world, and
chose to retire by posing the question “Do I spend my time raising money? Or
do I spend my time raising hell?”

FURTHER REFLECTION: Barbara Mikulski and a Social Worker’s Path to Politics
Watch the first 5 minutes of this interview on C-SPAN with former Senator
Barbara Mikulski (D-MD): https://www.c-span.org/video/?10419-1/life-
career-barbara-mikulski. What are your initial thoughts as you listen to her
discuss her path to politics? What connections, if any, do you personally see
between social work and politics?

Section 3: Why Political Social Work?

Social workers and those who laid the foundation for the social work profession have
long navigated power dynamics, engaging with and challenging the political system
to promote social justice, equality, and self-determination. Despite incredible changes
in social work, in our communities, and in the world since the profession’s inception,
social work’s call to improve society, advocate for social justice, and fight for
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equality remains constant. The National Association of Social Workers’ (2017) Code
of Ethics requires social workers to “engage in social and political action” to “‘expand
choice and opportunity” and “promote policies and practices that ... safeguard the
rights of and confirm equity and social justice for all people.” Through its focus on
influencing power and political dynamics, political social work practice is a central
way in which social workers can meet these ethical obligations.

Above, you read about former Senator Barbara Mikulski’s work and the impact she
has had over her long political social work career. When she retired from the US
Senate in 2016, she described herself as “a social worker with power” who wanted “to
serve people with their day-to-day needs” (Fisher and Johnson 2015). Through her
example, she shows us that social workers have social workers have both the capacity
and perspectives necessary for navigating power dynamics on behalf of their clients
and constituencies. Political social work practice provides a framework for social
workers to effect change in the political process. Through political social work, we
impact the contexts in which policies are made, thereby shaping the content of these
policies. We are guided by our professional values and ethics to change the voices
represented in policy-making and to shape how issues and policies are framed.

The skill discussions in this book are designed to prepare readers to engage in
political social work at all levels of practice, including leadership roles within a
social work career. This book is designed to help social workers develop the skills
necessary for all stages of political social work including assessing the political
environment, engaging with social workers and nonsocial workers around political
issues, implementing successful advocacy and electoral campaigns, and evaluating
practice in the political arena.

Section 4: What Does Political Social Work Look Like?

“Political social work” emerged as a term in the early 1990s, calling the profession’s
attention to the importance of training social workers to effectively navigate power
and political dynamics to further social change. Two discrete definitions were pro-
moted in the term’s early years. Nancy A. Humphreys, founder of the University of
Connecticut Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work, defined political social
work as a subset of macro-focused policy practice, through which specialist social
workers work full time in political arenas (NASW 2003). Political social work was
instead defined as part of social work across all practice methods by Robert Fisher
(1995) and his University of Houston colleagues. Through this view, all social work
is political, requiring engaging with power and politics.

Contemporary political social work includes social work practice, research, and
theory construction that explicitly attends to power dynamics in policy-making and
political mechanisms used for eliciting social change. Political social work requires
social workers to understand political strategies and to be skilled in implementing
these strategies in all levels of systems. Political social workers must also be able to
communicate political and policy information to the clients and client systems they
work with in order to create opportunities for empowerment. Through political
social work practice, social work values and ethics can be injected into
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policy-making. Ultimately, political social workers accomplish this by contributing
to political leadership, leading change movements, and empowering clients to
choose to leverage their political voices.

What Are Political Social Work Strategies?

We identify five domains in which political social work commonly takes place.
Social workers may practice in each of these domains as full-time political social
work practitioners or as complementary to their practice in clinical, community, or
administrative settings. We use this five-domain framework throughout the book to
guide discussion of the various ways in which social workers can pursue social
change through political means.

Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes

2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making
3. Holding professional and political positions

4. Engaging with electoral campaigns

5. Seeking and holding elected office

A A A A A

Within each of these five domains, social workers can use specific strategies to
effect change in each of these domains. These specific strategies include the
following:

Domain 1: Engaging individuals and communities in political processes

e Performing outreach to increase voting on the part of underrepresented groups

e Educating underrepresented groups to increase political awareness and
engagement

e Registering eligible members of client systems to vote

e Advocating for expanded political power to underrepresented groups, including
increased voting rights and more just and responsive electoral processes

Domain 2: Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

* Influencing the policy agendas of candidates

 Influencing policy agendas and policy decision-making by elected officials

e Influencing policy agendas and policy decision-making by government
agencies

Domain 3: Holding professional and political staff positions
e Working on policy through civil service or other professional positions

e Serving as political appointees in a range of government offices
*  Working in the offices of elected officials
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Domain 4: Engaging with electoral campaigns

e Working on campaigns as a volunteer or paid staff

» Seeking passage or defeat of ballot initiatives or referenda

e Educating voters about policy issues that are part of candidate or issue
campaigns

* Influencing which candidates run for elected office

Domain 5: Seeking and holding elected office

¢ Running for elected office
e Serving in elected office

In What Settings Do Political Social Workers Practice?

To advance the profession of social work, address the many challenges society
faces, and ensure that social work’s values and principles help guide our policy
process, all social workers, regardless of field of practice or method, require core
political knowledge and skills. As Reisch (2000) argues, the social work profession
needs both social workers who can lead political efforts and a larger group who
engage in political action “with purpose, conviction, perseverance, and even with
relish” (p. 293).

While all social workers can and should engage in political practice to fulfill our
ethical mandate, political knowledge and skills are consistently used and advanced
by full-time macro-oriented political social workers, whom we refer to as special-
ists. These social workers hold jobs that require continual interaction with political
and policy processes. They call upon these skills to provide leadership to their orga-
nizations, communities, and profession. Specialist political social workers practice
in a wide range of politically oriented settings. As we describe in more depth
throughout this book, these settings include advocacy or lobbying organizations,
political action committees, grassroots community organizations, political cam-
paigns, offices of local, state, or national elected officials, and in elected positions.

A wider group of social workers are what we refer to as generalists, those who
integrate political work into broader social work practice. These social workers may
not engage with the political process on a daily basis, but they understand policy-
making and political process and they engage that system and its specialists when
needed in order to create change for their clients, communities, or agencies.
Generalist social workers work or volunteer in many of the same settings as special-
ist social workers. They volunteer for political campaigns, influence political party
agendas, and attend political fundraisers. Within their fields of practice, generalist
social workers empower their clients to leverage their own political voices, imple-
ment voter registration drives, and build community coalitions that engage politi-
cians around issues, candidates, and political processes.
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Because political social work requires explicit attention to power and political
dynamics inherent in the policy process, these two groups of social workers must
work together to ensure that the experiences and needs of clients and communities
are represented within the political process and resulting policies. The expertise of
each social work group’s complements the expertise of the other. Specialists may
have a deeper understanding of the process, players, and mechanisms of change,
while generalists may have a deeper understanding of the needs of particular popu-
lations. Both sets of social workers can use core social work skills to help craft
policy. For example, social workers who develop strong political relationships are
able to bring their expertise to policy-makers both as consultants behind the scenes
and by testifying or providing public comments throughout the policy process.
While all social workers may engage in these types of advocacy efforts, social
workers who consistently focus on the importance of human relationships in their
political social work practice will be well situated to impact policy outcomes.

Section 5: History of Political Social Work

A review of social work’s “grand accomplishments” reveals that social workers
have played important roles throughout history in eliciting fundamental societal
change through governmental institutions, including—at crucial times—through
political leadership (AASWSW 2013). Involvement by social workers in politics
began in a small but significant way in the profession’s early years (Mahaffey 1987).
In 1896, James B. Reynolds wrote the first known article urging social workers to
go into politics. He also analyzed the political process as it related to neighborhood
residents’ problems.

As the profession began to develop, social workers focused on causes. Gradually,
social work began to develop an emphasis on the interrelationship between indi-
viduals and their environment. Social workers began to articulate the value that all
people are entitled to the resources necessary to meet their basic human needs and
achieve their maximum potential in a democratic society (Mahaffey 1987). Early
social workers involved in activism included Lillian Wald, Florence Kelly, Paul
Kellogg, and most famously Jane Addams (Huff n.d.). Many of these early activists
came out of the settlement house movement (Davis 1964a). These social workers
argued that money spent properly on social reform would end poverty and social
conflict. They advocated for higher wages, shorter working hours, better working
conditions, a minimum wage, ending child labor, universal pensions, and unions.

At the same time, a second perspective within social work held that an impartial
approach to the political world, clean and above the fray, was necessary for social
work to obtain and maintain a professional status (Mahaffey 1987). Those with this
perspective raised concerns about social workers’ involvement in political activity.
They were apprehensive that social workers who became involved in politics would
risk the unbiased image of the new profession. Their view of the role of social work-
ers was that members of the profession should make their expertise available for
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legislators working on social policy, but should not be involved firsthand in making
political decisions. Social workers holding this view, such as Edward Devine,
worked to inform legislators and helped create new social policy organizations, but
strongly believed that nonpartisanship was crucial for professionalism. Under this
perspective, social workers should supply information to be used for public policy,
but go no further (Mahaffey and Hanks 1982).

A third perspective was exemplified by caseworkers such as Mary Richmond,
who thought that poverty was rooted in individual and moral failings (Mahaffey
1987). Richmond stated that social workers should focus on helping people on a
case-by-case basis, rather than focusing on social legislation. Richmond and others
with this viewpoint argued that reform movements did not represent genuine social
work. They maintained that when a social worker engaged in political activities,
such as being elected to office, that person was leaving the field of social work. They
were concerned that political efforts would divert attention and resources from prac-
tice (Mahaffey and Hanks 1982).

This conflict between social workers’ involvement in policy-level change and
microlevel practice was underscored when Miriam Van Waters spoke out against the
involvement of social workers in politics in a 1930 speech to the National Conference
of Social Welfare (Mahaffey 1987), and has remained a long-standing challenge
within the profession. As president of the organization, Van Waters maintained that
concentrating on legislative and constitutional reform would result in a neglect of
the concept of personality and individual responsibility, thus concluding that reform
movements did not represent genuine social work. However, her contemporary,
Francis McLean, a leader in family social work, disagreed. McLean countered that
good casework demanded caseworkers be active in working for the development of
a more sensible economic system. Along these lines, the American Association of
Social Workers (AASW) proposed a “radical program” in 1933 that stressed the
importance of redistribution of wealth and power through reconstruction of socio-
economic institutions. The organization endorsed a permanent government welfare
system and praised other New Deal programs.

Such rifts in the profession occasionally brought about consequences for those
social workers whom it judged to have crossed a line in regard to political action.
Bertha Capen Reynolds’ social views, including her support for unions and for
Marxism, found her blacklisted during and after World War II (Leighninger 1999).
Addams and Wald were both ostracized by many for their activism, particularly for
activities such as those related to unions and peace causes, which were seen by
some as radical (Mahaffey 1987).

Efforts by social work organizations to engage social workers in political activity
began to grow in the latter half of the twentieth century. When the NASW Code of
Ethics was adopted in 1960, it specifically established that responsibility to the
community and broader society is a professional obligation for social workers. In
1979, NASW took an even stronger stance on behalf of political action, introducing
specific responsibilities to society, including a responsibility to advocate for policy
change. In 1996, NASW went even further, adding an explicit call to all social
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workers “to engage in social and political action” that remains in place today
(NASW n.d.).

Involvement of professional social work organizations in politics was first for-
malized in the 1970s when the National Association of Social Workers (NASW)
began to lobby and influence partisan elections on the state and federal level
(Dempsey 2003). At the national and state levels, Education Legislative Action
Network (ELAN) committees were developed for social workers to learn about leg-
islation, disseminate related information to chapter members, and influence policy
(Alexander 1982). As early as 1981, political activity figured prominently in the
social work literature, with the profession’s premier journal, Social Work, devoting
the editorial page and five articles to social workers’ political activity. It was deter-
mined on the floor of the NASW Delegate Assembly in 1993 that the profession
should strengthen its focus on political action (Dr. Nancy A. Humphreys, personal
communication, January 15, 2007).

In 1945, Pray argued that social workers should limit political action to work
needed to help an agency function (Alexander 1982). While opposition to social
workers’ political activity is weaker today, the debate has not entirely concluded.
Writing from Israel, Shamai and Boehm (2001) suggest that politically oriented
social work intervention may be possible for many social workers, but caution
against allowing an unprofessional “political debate” into the process. Despite these
concerns, social workers and social work organizations have increasingly embraced
and furthered the expansion of social workers’ political engagement.

The following section highlights the history of political social work within each
of the domains previously described in Section 4 of this chapter.

History: Engaging Individuals and Communities in Political
Processes (Domain 1)

Social work historically has sought to expand political power among populations
traditionally underrepresented. In fact, this is codified in the NASW (2017) Code of
Ethics, with the call for social workers to enhance “meaningful participation in
decision making for all people.” Two critical mechanisms for doing this are voter
registration and voter education. One of the largest innovations in expanding voter
registration in the USA was led by social worker Richard Cloward, profiled in Chap.
8. Cloward cofounded a national coalition, Human SERVE (Service Employees
Registration and Voter Education), to expand suffrage, the right to vote. Among the
accomplishments of this coalition were voter registration drives organized across
the USA and their work toward passage of the federal National Voter Registration
Act in 1993. This coalition’s advocacy resulted in the development of federal and
state motor-voter programs in order to increase the accessibility of voter registration
(Piven and Minnite 2013).

Efforts to integrate voter engagement into social work education emerged in the
early twenty-first century. Innovative programs at the University of Connecticut and
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the University of Nevada Reno involve social work students registering voters at
their field placements. Two policy-focused social work organizations, Influencing
Social Policy (ISP) and the Congressional Research Institute for Social Work and
Policy (CRISP), joined together in advance of the 2016 Presidential Election to
sponsor a nonpartisan Voter Empowerment Campaign (Lewis 2015). This national
campaign developed and disseminated social work-specific tools designed to facili-
tate voter registration and education.

History: Influencing Policy Agendas and Decision-Making
(Domain 2)

From social work’s earliest years, practitioners have influenced the policy agendas
of both candidates and elected officials. Many social workers, including Alice Paul,
Lucy Burns, and Mary Church Terrell, actively sought to expand women’s right to
vote by influencing elected officials to put this on their agendas and move it through
the policy process. Jane Addams and Jeanette Rankin sought to influence policies
surrounding war and peace through their participation in early-twentieth-century
peace movements.

NASW has been active in lobbying and influencing the decision-making of
elected officials on the state and federal levels since the 1970s. Their involvement
began with development of Education Legislative Action Network (ELAN) com-
mittees (Alexander 1982). Then and now, these ELAN committees attached to state
NASW chapters and at the federal level educate policy-makers about issues key to
social work and the communities we serve, and ensure that those issues stay on the
legislative agenda. Social workers also have sought to influence local policy, from
Jane Addams’ early days seeking to change garbage collection in Chicago to the
present day. Social workers in Houston, Texas, showed leadership regarding expand-
ing rights for the LGBTQ community in Houston by joining in a community effort
to advocate for an ordinance to expand nondiscrimination protections (Guerra
2015). This effort is discussed in more detail in Chap. 9’s profile of Melanie Pang.

History: Holding Professional and Political Staff Positions
(Domain 3)

Social workers serve in both professional and political staff positions. One category
of political appointees are those employees who are appointed to their positions by
chief executives (presidents, vice presidents, governors, or other appointees). Social
worker Frances Perkins was the first woman ever appointed by a President to his
cabinet. Perkins served as President Franklin Roosevelt’s Secretary of Labor from
1933 to 1945. In this position, she was actively involved in developing the Social
Security Act. Social workers Harry Hopkins and John Collier also were appointed
to federal leadership posts by Roosevelt. During the Depression, Hopkins led fed-
eral work relief programs including the Federal Emergency Relief Administration
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and the Works Progress Administration. As Commissioner for the Bureau of Indian
Affairs, Collier designed the “Indian New Deal” (AASWSW 2013). Another sig-
nificant social worker and political appointee was Wilbur Cohen, appointed by
President Lyndon Johnson as Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare to guide
the passage of Medicare. In a more recent example, Jared Bernstein was appointed
by Vice President Joseph Biden as his Chief Economist and Economic Adviser
under President Barack Obama.

Local, state, and federal legislators also hire staff who typically share their politi-
cal orientations. Social worker Gabe Zimmerman served as the community outreach
director for former Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords. In this role, he organized
the outreach event at which he lost his life, when a gunman targeted Giffords
(NASW 2011). Working for legislators is a setting in which some students begin
their political social work careers. For example, the University of Houston runs a
legislative internship program; through this program, students participate in a full-
time block placement as legislative staffers during Texas’ biennial legislative ses-
sion. After graduation, some of these social work interns come back to the legislature
to hold positions such as chief of staff or legislative director.

Social workers also work in professional positions as civil servants, employees
hired through merit-based procedures separate from the political system. Social
workers may be employed in executive branch agencies. They also may work for the
legislature as part of nonpartisan offices, such as the federal Congressional Budget
Office.

History: Engaging with Electoral Campaigns (Domain 4)

In the early years of the twentieth century, social workers, often direct practitioners,
played an active role in electoral politics. As early as 1901, social worker and public
health nurse Lillian Wald supported the New York City mayoral campaign of Seth
Low. When Mayor Low was elected, he honored his campaign promise to Wald to
increase the number of public health nurses in the city.

Jane Addams and other social workers sought to “apply the principles and tech-
niques of social work and research to the organization of a political party” (Davis
1964b). They developed a National Progressive Service and engaged in developing
a political platform and voter education. This work supported the Progressive Party.
They served on its executive boards, and took on roles as active campaigners, voter
registrars, and delegates to the party’s 1912 convention. Following Roosevelt’s deci-
sion to run on the Progressive Party third-party ticket in 1912, Addams seconded his
nomination for president at that year’s Progressive Party convention, the first time
in US history that a woman presented a nominating or seconding speech at a party’s
national convention (Dempsey 2003; Leighninger 2004).

Social work organizations became involved in endorsing and donating to candi-
dates in the second half of the twenty-first century. NASW formed the PACE
(Political Action for Candidate Election) committee as a national political action
committee (PAC), and it was authorized by the 1976 Delegate Assembly (Dempsey
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1999). PACE endorses and contributes to federal candidates, mobilizes NASW
members to vote for endorsed candidates, hires field organizers to increase voter
turnout in targeted races, compiles voting records for elected officials, and main-
tains information on social workers who currently hold political office at all levels.
With parallel purposes, the first state PACE committee was formed in Florida in
1978 (Mathews 1983). Development of other state PACE committees followed in
subsequent years. Notably, less than one-third of state PACE committees endorse
candidates in local elections (Scanlon et al. 2006). Through its annual Campaign
School, the Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work prepares social work stu-
dents to volunteer for and lead electoral campaigns (Ostrander et al. 2017). We also
continue to see social workers’ involvement in issue-based electoral campaigns. For
example, following the efforts mentioned above to strengthen Houston’s nondis-
crimination protections, social workers became actively involved in efforts to pass
an Equal Rights Ordinance referendum placed on the city’s ballot (Guerra 2015).

History: Seeking and Holding Elected Office (Domain 5)

Social worker Jeannette Rankin was the first woman in the USA elected to Congress
in 1916, and was elected again in 1940. In 1971, Ron Dellums became the second
social worker elected to the US House of Representatives. Dellums was known for
his peace activities, his radicalism, founding the Congressional Black Caucus, and
serving on the Armed Services Committee (Dellums and Halterman 2000). When
Dellums retired in 1998, his chief of staff, Barbara Lee, also a social worker,
replaced him. During the 1970s, at a time when the profession was becoming more
politically active, the number of social workers in Congress doubled with the elec-
tion of Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) in 1976 (Mikulski et al. 2000). Mikulski retired
in 2016 as the most senior female in the US Senate (Davis 1964b).

In 1979, 51 social workers holding elected state legislative offices in the USA
were identified (Mahaffey 1987). In 2007, the National Association of Social
Workers had information about 10 social workers serving in the federal legislature
and 192 in state and local offices (Lane and Humphreys 2011). As of 2008, Lane
and Humphreys (2011) had identified 467 social workers who had run for elective
office. Nine social workers held office during the 115th Congress (January 2017—
January 2019): one in the Senate (Sen. Debbie Stabenow from Michigan) and eight
in the House of Representatives (Personal communication, D. Kastner, January 3,
2017). Social workers also serve as elected officials at the state level, and most com-
monly in local government positions, as elected members of commissions, councils,
and boards. Holding municipal office is a strong fit for social workers who can use
political strategies to address the basic needs of local communities (Rose 1999).
Social workers can receive social work-specific training for running for office. The
Humphreys Institute Campaign School mentioned above has included training on
running for elected office for over 20 years; more recently, CRISP has offered a
Political Boot Camp.
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POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Jeanette Rankin
US Representative 1917-1919; 1941-1943

Jeanette Rankin was a pioneer in political social work. She began her social
work career doing casework with orphans in a group facility in Spokane,
Washington. She soon became discouraged with casework. She was frustrated
with hoping for benefits to be distributed to people in need, and decided that
it would be better to educate and motivate the public. She joined the success-
ful women’s suffrage campaign in Washington state and then continued to
work as part of successful women’s suffrage efforts in California, New York,
Ohio, Wisconsin, and Montana (Davidson 1994; Josephson 1974).

On November 6, 1916, Rankin was able to vote in Montana for the first time
in her life. She voted in this election—for herself. She was the first woman to run
for the US Congress. With her victory, Rankin became the first woman elected to
Congress and, in fact, to any national representative body in the world.

Once in the US House, she was one of only a few votes against the US
entrance into World War 1. She is often remembered for this vote, an example of
where social work and peace movements intersected in the profession’s early
years (Simon 2002). In office, she fought for economic justice, women'’s rights,
civil rights, and election reform, and was a sponsor of the first mother-and-child
health bill proposed to Congress (Josephson 1974). After one term, she lost her
bid for election to the Senate, and spent the next two decades as a lobbyist.

On November 5, 1940, Rankin was once again elected to the US House of
Representatives from Montana. Once again, she had the opportunity to vote
against US entry into a war. After Pearl Harbor, she stood alone as the only
member of Congress to vote against US entry into World War II (Josephson
1974). After two separate terms in office and two separate votes against entry
into a world war, Rankin chose not to run for election.

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Social Work and Politics

Answer the following questions created by Rome and Hoechstetter (2010).
Check the box in the first column if you plan to do this in the future, and the box
in the second column if you think social workers should do this action. Tally your
answers for each column. Discuss your answers with a fellow social worker.

I plan to do this | Social workers

Activity in the future should do this
Vote in federal elections O O

Work for pay on campaigns for candidates of my choice O |

Encourage others to vote on election day O O

Share my political opinions with others O O

Take an active role in relation to issues that affect me O O

personally

(continued)
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I plan to do this | Social workers
Activity in the future should do this
Vote in state elections O O
Read, listen to, or watch the news O O
Refuse to vote to demonstrate dissatisfaction with certain | [] O
elements
of the political system
Volunteer for political campaigns O O
Donate money to causes that are important to me O O
Follow the progress of legislation that interests me O O
Volunteer with interest groups (NASW, EMILY’s List, O O
NRA), civic organizations (local nonprofit, community
group), or a political party (Republican, Democrat)
Keep track of how my legislators vote on issues that O O
interest me
Participate in political rallies, marches, protests, etc. O O
Voice my opinion on policy issues to media markets (radio, | [] O
newspapers, TV, etc.)
Take an active role in relation to issues that affect my O O
clients
Participate in civil disobedience when unjust laws or O O
policies are enacted
Contact elected officials about issues that affect my clients |[] O
Use social media (Facebook, Twitter, blogs) to organize O O
and engage in politics
Write/deliver testimony to elected and/or appointed O O
political bodies
Vote in local elections O O
Donate money to political campaigns and/or parties O O
Discuss current policy issues with others (| (|
Take part in concerts or supporting events that are (| (|
associated with a cause (such as “Race for a Cure”) and
raise awareness and donations
Choose to spend my money on products, organizations, or |[] O
businesses that support my personal beliefs
Contact my local elected official(s) about issues that O O
concern me
Contact my state elected official(s) about issues that O O
concern me
Contact my federal elected official(s) about issues that O O
concern me
Encourage and/or help others register to vote (| (]
Been appointed/seek appointment to a political position or | [] |
government office (i.e., local commission, government
board)?
Run for local office O O
Run for state office O O
Run for federal office O O

Total (0-33)
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Section 6: The Importance of Political Social Work in Social
Work Ethics and Values

Since 1996, the Code of Ethics has explicitly required all social workers “to engage
in social and political action” (NASW n.d.). It does not stop with that statement,
however. It calls on social workers to specifically “expand choice and opportunity”
and “promote policies and practices that ... safeguard the rights of and confirm
equity and social justice for all people” (6.04) (NASW 2017). Such statements
clearly underscore the ethical obligation of social workers to promote social justice
and further social change.

Political social work practice is an essential component to promoting social justice.
If social workers want to influence the content of policies that impact vulnerable and
oppressed populations, we also must influence who possesses the power to make policy
decisions. By engaging in political social work practice, we can skillfully navigate the
power and political dynamics inherent in political processes in order to be impactful.

Through political social work, we also can expand representation in politics from
both social workers and vulnerable populations with whom we work. Research finds
that when policy-making bodies are representative of diverse gender, racial, or ethnic
communities, policy priorities differ from the status quo. For example, elected bodies
that include women place greater emphasis on education, medical issues, and human
welfare than do other policy-making bodies (Thomas 1994; Smith 2013). A similar
dynamic takes place when legislative bodies include representation from a variety of
racial and ethnic backgrounds (Kittilson and Tate 2005). Evidence suggests that the
composition of policy-making bodies also impacts the language used to frame policy
issues. For example, when women are part of policy-making, they are more likely to
discuss reproductive rights through the lens of women’s health than of morality
(Levy et al. 2001).

We want to emphasize that the discussion of political action in the Code of Ethics
is not limited to how social workers participate. The Code also emphasizes political
empowerment, calling on social workers to promote meaningful and informed pub-
lic participation in policy decision-making. Throughout this book, we discuss politi-
cal social work strategies that can be used in engaging social work clients and
constituencies in political processes.

Section 7: What Will Readers Be Able to Do at the End of this
Book?

By the end of this text, readers will be able to accomplish the following:

* Identify the diverse array of political social work career opportunities

* Increase self-awareness of personal ideology, knowledge, skills, and efficacy
* Describe political social work theories, models, and legal issues

* Identify power, ways to assess it, and ways to engage with it productively

*  Apply social work assessment skills in political contexts

* Design effective strategies for electoral and advocacy campaigns
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e Use critical thinking skills to identify campaign targets and effective ways to
reach them

¢ Identify key strategies for empowering communities through voter engagement

e Demonstrate persuasive political communication skills, including interpersonal
communication, framing, and effective use of language

e Develop skills for hiring and managing volunteers and staff members in political
settings

e Understand rules and concepts of raising money on political efforts

e Understand rules and concepts of spending money on political efforts

e Learn how to monitor and evaluate success within a political context

e Develop skills in evaluating and navigating ethical dilemmas in the context of
political practice

e Create an individualized roadmap for a political social work career, as a general-
ist or specialist

* Increase the social work profession’s presence and power in the political arena

FURTHER REFLECTION: US Social Workers and the Internment of Japanese-
Americans During World War |1

Read the article “Facilitating Injustice: Tracing the Role of Social Workers in the
World War II Internment of Japanese Americans” by Yoosun Park (2008). What
actions by social workers in this situation would have honored the value of social
justice? What political skills might have been useful in taking those actions?

The article can be accessed either though a university or college online
library database, or you may read it online for free by going to this link and
creating a free “MyJSTOR” account: http://www.jstor.org/stable/
pdf/10.1086/592361.pdf.

Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Civil servants: government employees vetted through merit-based procedures
designed to be separate from the political system.

Generalists: a wider group of social workers compared to specialists (see below),
who integrate political work into broader social work practice. These social workers
may not engage with the political process on a daily basis, but they understand pol-
icy-making and political process, and they engage that system and its specialists
when needed in order to create change for their clients, communities, or agencies.

Political social work: social work practice that explicitly attends to power
dynamics in policy-making and to political mechanisms for eliciting social change.

Political social worker: a social worker who effectively navigates power dynam-
ics and political strategies in order to bring about social justice and social change.

Specialists: full-time macro-oriented political social workers who are in jobs that
require continual interaction with the political or policy process and call upon these
skills to provide leadership to their organizations, communities, and profession.

Suffrage: the right to vote.


http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/10.1086/592361.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/10.1086/592361.pdf
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Resources
Article

Rome, S. H., & Hoechstetter, S. (2010). Social work and civic engagement: The political partici-
pation of professional social workers. Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, 37, 107-129.

Websites

Congressional Research Institute for Social Work and Policy (CRISP): http://www.crispinc.org

Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work, University of Connecticut: http://www.
politicalinstitute.uconn.edu

University of Houston, Austin Legislative Internship Program: http://www.uh.edu/socialwork/aca-
demics/msw/specializations/political-specializations/austin-legislative-internship/index.php
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Section 1: Overview

Political social workers practice in many contexts. They use their social work skills,
values, and knowledge of the political context to navigate power dynamics. This
process allows them to influence policy and the political process on behalf of cli-
ents, communities, organizations, and the social work profession. This chapter pro-
vides an in-depth discussion of professional political social work roles to guide
readers in thinking about contexts in which you might incorporate political social
work into your social work practice. These contexts include practice at the micro,
mezzo, and macro levels. While there are many ways to engage in political social
work practice, this chapter highlights practice in the five different domains intro-
duced in Chap. 1: (1) expanding the political power of underrepresented clients and
constituencies; (2) influencing the policy agendas and decision-making of candi-
dates and policymakers; (3) holding professional and political staff appointments;
(4) engaging with campaigns on behalf of, or in opposition to, candidates, ballot
initiatives or referenda; and (5) seeking and holding elected office. Throughout this
chapter, you will engage in interactive, reflective activities about the various politi-
cal contexts within which you may practice.

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 1: Demonstrate Ethical and Professional Behavior
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes

2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

3. Holding professional and political positions
4. Engaging with electoral campaigns
5. Seeking and holding elected office

A A AAA

Section 2: Political Social Work Settings

All social workers, in both macro and direct practice positions, can use political
knowledge and skills to address the Code of Ethics’ charge to conduct social and
political action to achieve social justice. Macro practice positions include “work in
communities through public and private organizations that is designed to promote
progressive social change contributing to the growth and empowerment of individu-
als, agencies, and communities. Macro responsibilities include, but are not limited
to, program planning and management, administration, human resources, volunteer
management, marketing, training and development, grant writing, community
development, advocacy and policy practice, and research and evaluation” (Pritzker
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and Applewhite 2015). Titles identified in a survey of macro practitioners included
CEO, executive director, chief program officer, director of development, director of
public policy, program manager, research coordinator, community outreach liaison,
legislative director, consultant, or grant writer (Pritzker and Applewhite 2015).
These positions may not have the term “social worker” in the title and many will not
be posted on social work websites or listings. The level of the position can range
from entry level to senior. While some jobs may prefer those with direct practice
experience, most expect potential employees to possess specific macro skills.

Political knowledge and skills are useful for executive directors, board members,
and other leaders of nonprofit organizations in advocating on behalf of their agency
or its mission. Social workers work directly with communities as community orga-
nizers or in community outreach roles where they help constituent groups achieve
their political goals. Social workers may be policy practitioners who help draft,
analyze, research, or evaluate policies implemented through the political system.
This work takes place within advocacy organizations, government agencies, or in
elected or political staff positions at all levels of government.

Social workers in direct practice work with individuals, families, and groups at
both micro and mezzo levels of practice (Walsh 2016). Social workers in direct
practice use their political knowledge and skills to assist individual clients, groups
of clients, or vulnerable communities in their own political empowerment. They use
their knowledge to help access resources for the agencies or communities in which
they work (Saez 2017). Social workers in direct practice testify to legislators about
the experience of their clients or communities (Marloff 2017). They speak on behalf
of groups who may not be able to speak for themselves safely, such as undocu-
mented immigrants or LGBT older adults (Koseff 2017).

Social workers also may engage in political social work outside of their professional
positions. They engage in volunteer work, support campaigns, and participate in advo-
cacy coalitions. They may be members or leaders of a local volunteer political group or
caucus—this could be a local Democratic or Republican Party group, or an interest
group that regularly endorses and supports candidates. Social workers also volunteer to
support elections, for example as a poll watcher, who monitors polling sites to observe
the voting process at a local voting precinct (Vladeck 2016), or as part of an nonpartisan
organization like the League of Women Voters that seeks to expand voter participation.

In the sections below, we elaborate on each of the five domains of political social
work practice introduced in Chap. 1, and discuss what political social work practice
looks like in each domain.

Section 3: Engaging Individuals and Communities in Political
Processes (Domain 1)

Strategies:
e Performing outreach to increase voting on the part of underrepresented groups

e Educating underrepresented groups to increase political awareness and
engagement
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e Registering eligible members of client systems to vote
e Advocating for expanded political power to underrepresented groups, including
increased voting rights and more just and responsive electoral processes

Engaging voters and advocating for equal access to political power builds
directly from the call for promoting meaningful participation of vulnerable popula-
tions in our profession’s Code of Ethics (National Association of Social Workers
2017). Work under this domain may be partisan or nonpartisan. It often involves
direct grassroots involvement within communities in order to build relationships
and connect communities to political resources. Engaging voters can be frustrating
as you encounter barriers to increased political access and watch vulnerable popu-
lations experience these barriers time and time again. Yet, it also can be incredibly
meaningful as you see individuals gain access to the political process, often for the
first time.

Voter Engagement and Social Work

In 2016, there were roughly 250 million people of voting age in the USA, approxi-
mately 230 million of whom were eligible to vote. Approximately 60% of voters,
139 million people, voted in that year’s Presidential election (McDonald 2017).
Participation rates vary widely from state to state, however. For example, only 42%
of eligible voters in Hawaii and 50% of eligible West Virginians cast a vote for
president, while 71% of those eligible to vote in New Hampshire and 74% of eligi-
ble Minnesotans did the same.

Social workers tackle such gaps in voter participation—particularly, the lack of
voting among vulnerable populations—through voter engagement. The process of
voter engagement is divided into three stages, voter registration, voter education,
and voter outreach, which we explore in depth later in this book. In the wake of the
National Voter Registration Act and the Help America Vote Act of 2002, which set
standards for voter registration and voting across the country (U.S. Election
Assistance Commission 2017), opportunities for engaging clients and communities
have increased through the public, nonprofit, and for-profit sectors. Some social
work groups such as the Humphreys Institute for Political Social Work at the
University of Connecticut and the National Voter Empowerment Campaign (see
Resources) argue that the Code of Ethics bounds all social workers to empower
clients through voter engagement.

Social Workers Advocating for Expanded Political Power

Above, we described the US population that is eligible to vote. However, the USA
has a long history of excluding various groups of citizens from the right to vote,
based on race, income, and gender. Since the nation’s early days, when the right to
vote was generally limited to white male property owners, constitutional
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amendments have been ratified to expand the right to vote. Despite these changes to
the US Constitution, discrimination and voter suppression continued, in forms such
as voting taxes and literacy tests. In 1965, Congress passed the Voting Rights Act,
banning such mechanisms and enforcing efforts against voting discrimination in
areas of the country believed most likely to discriminate. Voting rights advocates
argue, however, that more recent laws related to voting and voter registration—such
as those that limit voter registration dates and access to early voting, those that
require photo IDs to vote, and those that require periodic purges of voter rolls—con-
tinue to discriminate against low-income and racial minority voters (Brandeisky
etal. 2014).

Within this broader context, many US residents today are not eligible to vote,
whether because they are not citizens, have a felony conviction status (which varies
by state), or have been determined ineligible to vote based on mental incapacitation.
For some of these individuals, there is no realistic path to voting in the near term.
However, even when there is a path to participation for some currently ineligible
voters, it may be long and challenging. For example, in nine states, individuals con-
victed of felonies may have their voting rights restored only by applying to the
state’s Governor or through the judicial system (National Conference of State
Legislatures 2016). Even where restoration of voting rights is automatic, ex-
offenders may not know they are eligible, or often face a challenging process in
re-registering to vote. This may involve substantial paperwork and documentation,
interfacing with multiple state agencies, and application backlogs (National
Conference of State Legislatures 2016).

Throughout our history, social workers have engaged in political justice efforts
to expand suffrage. They work within advocacy and legal organizations to expand
voting rights and create more just electoral processes. They monitor voting restric-
tions and challenge them when they are discriminatory. For example, during the
2013 Supreme Court deliberations which ruled that some portions of the Voting
Rights Act are no longer needed, NASW'’s Legal Defense Fund filed an amicus brief
with the Court on behalf of the Act (Pace 2013). After the 2013 Supreme Court rul-
ing, NASW issued a statement in favor of an amended Voting Rights Act, stating
that

“Discrimination in voting is real and it is not a thing of the past—it is still happening and
we need tools to redress such injustices... NASW has always taken the position that voting
discrimination can pose an existential threat to our democracy” (National Association of
Social Workers 2014, p. 5-6).

Social workers also work with populations that have been deemed ineligible,
helping them access voting rights. For example, social workers who reintegrate ex-
offenders are well situated to help them navigate the challenging processes of voting
rights restoration. Social workers also participate in advocacy efforts to challenge
state laws and processes. The executive director of the Sentencing Project, a leading
advocacy organization focused on criminal justice issues including felon disenfran-
chisement, is a social worker (The Sentencing Project 2017).
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BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Voting in Your State

Read https://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/29/magazine/voting-rights-act-dream-
undone.html and then find the voting laws in your state here or through your
state’s official election website (often the Secretary of State’s website): http://
www.nonprofitvote.org/voting-in-your-state/ (or go to http://www.nonprofit-
vote.org/ and under the “Popular” tab, click “Voting In Your State”).

Find the statistics for voter turnout in your state in the most recent federal
election: http://www.electproject.org. How do you think your state’s voting
laws help or hinder turnout? What might you recommend to amend your
state’s voting laws?

Section 4: Influencing Policy Agendas and Decision-Making
(Domain 2)

Strategies:

* Influencing the policy agendas of candidates
 Influencing policy agendas and policy decision-making by elected officials
 Influencing policy agendas and policy decision-making by government agencies

This domain emphasizes the work political social workers do to influence the
political process from the outside. Political social workers influence candidates,
policy agendas, and the policy process in a variety of settings. This work may be
done by full-time political social workers. It is also done by those working in direct
service or community work who find that they need to engage with the political
process to make change for their clients or communities. Political social workers
who engage with this domain work for elected officials, community-based organi-
zations, or in private practice. This work takes place within grassroots community
organizations, political parties or political action committees, for advocacy organi-
zations or lobbying firms, or even on your own.

Social Workers Influencing Policy Agendas

A critical part of political social work involves influencing the policy agendas of
candidates, elected officials, and government agencies. Forging relationships with
candidates early on through endorsements, donations, and volunteer support can lay
the groundwork for long-standing policy support as candidates become lawmakers.
Organizations that endorse candidates often use forums and discussions with candi-
dates before the endorsement to promote their policy agenda and to ask for candi-
dates’ commitments to this agenda. Haynes and Mickelson (2010) remind us that “a
candidate remembers those who helped create the momentum of the campaign.
Early money, volunteers, and other support may deter competition, create a
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‘winning attitude’ for the chosen candidate, or both” (p. 153). Furthermore, “volun-
teers who join campaigns early have far greater opportunities to affect policy issues
and play key campaign roles” (p. 154); this observation underscores the importance
of time, relationship building, and commitment to a candidate for social workers
seeking to influence a candidate’s policy agenda.

Social Workers Influencing Decision-Making

As politicians are elected and reelected to office, social workers hold elected officials
to the agendas they ran on and influence their continued policy decision-making.
Politicians heavily rely on lobbyists and advocates who help them become aware of
policy problems and the pros and cons of various policy solutions. As elected officials
consider possible policy alternatives, social workers bring important perspectives to
elected officials. In particular, social workers introduce the voices and perspectives of
vulnerable populations who otherwise may not be heard in policy decision-making.

Social workers influence policy through advocacy campaigns, which target
elected officials or others with decision-making power in order to secure their sup-
port or opposition to a policy issue. These efforts focus on elected officials in the
executive or legislative branches, or on appointed or civil service employees
(described in Section 5, below) who have influence over the policy development and
implementation that takes place in government agencies. Social workers lead these
efforts as professional advocates, as part of advocacy coalitions with other direct
service professionals, or as agency leaders or board members. Social workers also
hold professional positions as lobbyists. Lobbying efforts similarly target decision-
makers to secure their support or opposition for a specific piece of legislation. Both
advocacy and lobbying entail purposeful efforts to change policies.

Social workers who advocate or lobby for policy change use tactics such as
meeting directly with policymakers by phone or in person, writing letters or sending
postcards to policymakers, testifying at public hearings, and inviting policymakers
to visit their agencies or communities to see first-hand the critical impact of policy
decisions. Social media increasingly offers a critical path for influencing policy-
makers through eliciting a public audience for advocacy efforts (Edwards and
Hoefer 2010; Guo and Saxton 2012). Influencing public decision-making also may
involve suggesting that a policymaker’s continued nonresponsiveness will result in
endorsing or donating funds to a competitor in a future election. We examine prac-
tice in this domain in-depth throughout this book.

Section 5: Holding Professional and Political Staff Positions
(Domain 3)

Strategies:
e Working on policy through civil service or other professional positions

» Serving as political appointees in a range of government offices
*  Working in the offices of elected officials
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As of March 2012, federal, state, and local governments employed 22 million
people. Of these, 14.4 million full-time and 4.9 million part-time employees work
for state and local governments across the USA (Jessie and Tarleton 2014). The
Census Bureau defines a government as “an organized entity, which in addition to
having governmental character, has sufficient discretion in the management of its
own affairs to distinguish it as separate from the administrative structure of any
other governmental unit” (Hogue 2013). This includes entities such as counties,
municipalities, and townships, mosquito abatement districts, utility districts, water
and sewer districts, and transit authorities. These governments perform functions
that include financial administration, police protection, highway administration,
hospitals, utilities, etc. Across these entities, social workers hold positions in both
professional and political staff positions.

Civil Service and Social Work

The majority of government positions, especially at the federal level, are considered
civil service positions (Krause et al. 2016). These positions require new hires to be
vetted through standardized merit-based procedures designed to be separate from
the political system. Civil service positions cover a wide range of opportunities, at
all levels of government (Peterson’s Staff 2013). Civil service positions may incor-
porate a significant amount of political or policy content, or none at all. Civil service
positions with “social work™ in the title likely involve direct service and include
similar tasks as other direct service positions. Front-line workers who work directly
with clients to administer various social welfare programs—such as Social Security,
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families, and Supplemental Security Income—are
civil servants. Macro civil service positions include such terms as “coordinator,”
“supervisor,” or “analyst” in the title, and incorporate macro tasks and responsibili-
ties such as management, administration, outreach, and budget or policy analysis.

Civil service positions are less prone to turnover than political appointments,
often coming with some degree of job security. They typically show consistency
around policy objectives (Krause et al. 2016), providing opportunities for steady,
incremental progress when civil servants have policy expertise, objectively quantifi-
able knowledge, skills, and abilities, and long-term relationships with internal
stakeholders across agencies. In a best-case situation, civil service positions increase
agency morale and promote institutional memory. However, civil service posi-
tions—and bureaucracy in general—are often the source of much derision from
political candidates or other political commentators, and even the occasional satiri-
cal book (see one example in the Resource section). Critiques of civil service
include isolation from outside policy information and expertise, an institutional lack
of responsiveness to changing environments, and an inability to remove individuals
who are not performing at needed levels. These factors pose a risk of having govern-
ment systems that enforce dysfunctional agency norms or foster inertia.
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BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Government Employees

USAFacts, an independent organization created in 2017, is a nonpartisan, pri-
vate organization. It has developed an extensive website collecting and orga-
nizing government data about the US society and its governments: http://
usafacts.org. USAFacts presents year-by-year data about the distribution of
employees across levels of government in the USA. Go to https://usafacts.org/
government-finances/ and choose the tab for “Employment.” Do these data
match your own perceptions of who is employed by governments in the USA
and what these employees do? What, if anything, do you find surprising in
these data?

Political Appointments and Social Work

Political appointees are appointed to government positions through “at-will” sys-
tems that allow individuals to be hired and fired without going through the bureau-
cratic process. Political appointments cover a wide range of public-sector jobs,
including more than 8000 federal jobs and many more at the state and local level. In
addition to these full-time employee positions, political appointees may serve on
boards, commissions, or advisory committees.

While some full-time positions are directly in elected officials’ offices, political
appointments are found in agencies throughout government. In fact, an early post-
graduate position held by one of the book’s authors was an appointed position as
“Policy Advisor and Special Assistant for Community Relations,” reporting to
another political appointee within the office of the Virginia Secretary of Education.
Some political appointee positions, like cabinet-level secretaries and deputies at the
federal level, are subject to review by the legislative branch; many others are not.

The most recent list of federal political appointments can be found in the publi-
cation United States Government Policy and Supporting Positions, commonly
referred to as the “Plum Book™ (United States Senate 2016), published every
4 years, following the presidential election. Each state has its own system for publi-
cizing these positions. The state of California lists all state-wide appointed positions
on its website, including over 450 full-time and part-time jobs and unpaid volunteer
opportunities (State of California 2017). In 2017, California’s list included many
positions that might be of interest to social workers. These include the state Director
of Developmental Services, the Director of Social Services, and membership on the
advisory committee of the No Place Like Home Program, which provides perma-
nent supportive housing for Californians at the junction of critical mental health
issues and homelessness.

Advocacy and trade organizations have sought to create “talent banks” of quali-
fied individuals who are available to fill these positions, with the goal of increasing
the diversity and range of perspectives of those considered. Talent banks exist on the
federal, state, and local levels. An early talent bank used by the Nixon administra-
tion was created by the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s
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Clubs (Encyclopedia of Women in American Politics 1999; Friends of the Iowa
Commission on the Status of Women 2015). More recently, talent banks have been
developed by the Gay and Lesbian Victory Institute’s Presidential Appointment
Initiative (Victory Institute 2017), Black Women’s Roundtable (NCBCP 2017), and
the National Hispanic Leadership Agenda’s Latino Appointments Program (NHLA
2017).

In contrast to civil service positions, political appointments are designed to pro-
vide “responsive competence” (Krause et al. 2016). This is achieved by hiring indi-
viduals who reflect the ideas of the politicians who appoint them, and in theory, also
the ideas of the voters who elected those politicians. Political appointments can
counteract the inertia of a bureaucratic system, ensure that constituencies are repre-
sented, and bring in new ideas, ways of action, and risk-taking that may be difficult
to find in civil service systems. Disadvantages to political appointee positions
include lack of longevity, as political appointees may have their terms cut short by
political changes or moves to other agencies, and political appointees’ need for
responding to political environments. There is often a perception that political
appointee positions are forms of patronage, nepotism, or even corruption (Mannino
1989). Tensions can arise between political appointees and civil servants when per-
ceived political imperatives conflict with long-standing agency goals and work.
News coverage in the early months of President Trump’s administration, identified
heightened tensions, as new political appointees explicitly sought to undo some of
the work that civil servants had long been engaged in (Davenport 2017).

Working Directly for Elected Officials

One subset of political appointees are those that work directly for elected officials.
This can take place in the executive branch, in the offices of a president, vice-
president, governor, lieutenant governor, or mayor. It also can take place in legisla-
tive offices at the local, state, or federal level. These positions are contingent not
only on the will of the elected official, but also on whether the elected official con-
tinues to be reelected.

These jobs may take a different form than other political appointee positions,
because staffers are in direct contact with the elected official on a very regular (often
daily) basis. These appointees tend to have a dual responsibility—to look out for the
elected official’s constituency, but also to protect the best interests of the elected
official. Staff for an elected official may be asked to represent the elected official to
the community. This often involves speaking at community meetings on behalf of a
City Council member, answering constituents’ letters and phone calls, meeting with
constituents, advocates, and lobbyists in the district office, and speaking to the
media on behalf of a representative. Staffers are expected to keep up with issues and
dynamics within the district the official represents and to prepare reports, speeches,
drafts of legislation, etc. on a wide range of issues for their elected officials. Staff
conduct much of the behind-the-scenes policy work within an elected official’s
office.
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We outline some of the common positions you may find in offices of elected
officials. Not all of these positions will be present in an office, depending on the
office’s size and its level of government. Some legislative offices in part-time legis-
latures have as few as one or two full-time staffers who fill many roles at once.
U.S. Senators may have dozens of full-time staffers. Any of these positions have
been held by social workers across the nation.

Common Roles in the Office of an Elected Official
e Chief of staff
* Policy or legislative director

* District or state director (for legislative officials where the capitol is far from the district)
e Scheduler
* Communications director/press secretary

» Office manager/administrative director

¢ Research director

* Legislative aide/assistant
» Legislative correspondent
* Social media manager

* Staff assistant

» Constituent services staffer/caseworker
e Outreach staffer

¢ Committee clerk

e Intern

Note: In smaller offices, one person may wear many hats

Section 6: Engaging with Electoral Campaigns (Domain 4)
Strategies:

e Working on campaigns as volunteers or paid staff

e Seeking passage or defeat of ballot initiatives or referenda

e Educating voters about policy issues that are part of candidate or issue
campaigns

¢ Influencing which candidates run for elected office

Electoral campaigns focus on convincing voters to cast their ballot for or against
a candidate or issue on a ballot. These can include partisan candidate races, nonpar-
tisan candidate races, and issue campaigns, such as initiatives and referenda (Shaw
2014). Political social workers influence who runs for office and who is ultimately
elected. Working with electoral campaigns can be exhilarating, exhausting, empow-
ering, and demoralizing, often all within the same day. Campaigns are fast-moving
and can take up much more of your time than planned. Engaging with campaigns
offer a great opportunity to get to know a candidate, a political context, and a com-
munity, while also impacting the direction of, and leadership for, policy develop-
ment in your community. Working, interning, or volunteering on a campaign can
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also offer excellent openings for future jobs, regardless of whether the candidate
you are working for wins.

Candidate Emergence

While some individuals just decide one day to run for office, and have a clear path
to do so, in many cases, candidates emerge through a process of recruitment and
selection. Prospective candidates, even ones with an interest in running for office,
often need to be recruited to consider a specific run. Once candidates declare an
interest in running for office, training opportunities can help them become effective
candidates. Organizational endorsements play a role in impacting a candidate’s
chance for success. At each of these points, recruitment, training, and endorsement,
social workers can influence the process of candidate emergence.

Recruitment involves asking people to consider running for specific elective
offices, helping them to consider potential support for their candidacies should they
choose to run, and connecting them with resources to make an informed decision
about their potential candidacy. Any individual can participate in candidate recruit-
ment. Recruiting specific candidates can be a mechanism for you or the organiza-
tions with which you are affiliated to further policy issues of interest to you (Western
Organization of Resource Councils 2011). In recruiting candidates, you are seeking
candidates willing to strongly support your policy priorities. Other important con-
siderations include whether the potential candidate is eligible (or able to become
eligible) to run in the district on which you are focused, whether the candidate is
active in the community, has a strong, positive social network, and would be willing
to prioritize the race (Western Organization of Resource Councils 2011).

Research finds that potential female candidates are less likely to see themselves
as qualified for office and are less likely to have been encouraged to run for office at
any level of government (Lawless and Fox 2012). Given the preponderance of
female social workers, we encourage you to keep these barriers in mind as you
move forward in your social work career. When you encounter social work friends
and colleagues who you think might make strong candidates, remember your own
capacity to recruit, reach out to them and encourage them to seriously consider a
run.

Candidate training involves preparing candidates with the skills necessary to
run effectively. A range of national organizations train potential candidates. These
include, but are not limited to, the following organizations (see links in Resources);
many of whom also engage in candidate recruitment:

e EMILY’s List: trains pro-choice women

e Emerge America: offers a 7-month training for Democratic women in various
states

e The Gay and Lesbian Victory Institute: trains LGBT candidates

e Higher Heights: encourages local salons and other programming for Black
women to explore their potential for political leadership
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e [GNITE: teaches high school and college-aged girls and women to see their
political power and consider future runs for office

e Maggie’s List: trains conservative women for Congressional runs

e The New American Leaders Project: trains first and second generation immi-
grants to run for office and staff electoral campaigns

e Veterans Campaign: trains veterans and other members of the military commu-
nity to run for office

e Wellstone Action: trains progressive candidates, organizers, and campaign staff

Social workers participate in these candidate trainings, but also design and offer
trainings. Within social work, the Nancy A. Humphreys Institute for Political Social
Work plays a leading role in preparing prospective social work candidates in
advance of their runs through its Campaign School.

Finally, to influence candidate selection, social workers support potential candi-
dates through endorsements, donations, volunteerism, and other work on behalf of
their candidacies. Endorsement involves giving public support to a specific candi-
date. Political action committees like NASW PACE endorse and donate to candi-
dates. In Houston, Texas, for example, state and local candidates regularly make the
rounds of local organizations—the Houston GLBT Political Caucus, local unions,
local political party groups, the Houston Area Realtors, the Northeast Ministerial
Alliance, the Filipino American Caucus for Empowerment, etc.—seeking their
endorsement and often, as a result, additional donations, volunteers, and word-of-
mouth attention. Social workers screen candidates for such organizations; for exam-
ple, social workers serve as members and former officers of Houston’s GLBT
Political Caucus.

Social Workers in Electoral Campaigns

Roles for social workers in electoral campaigns vary widely depending on the level
of the campaign and its funding. Every candidate and issue campaign has a paid or
unpaid campaign manager, who attends to tasks in the areas of finance, scheduling,
fieldwork, research, communications, and/or manages staff or volunteers in each of
those areas. Typically, a campaign manager engages in a combination of administra-
tive tasks, management tasks, communication, and fundraising, and also often
serves as a source of emotional support for the candidate.

Campaign staff positions can range in level from entry to senior, are often tem-
porary, and may be paid or unpaid. Many Congressional campaigns may have one
permanent staff member; in other campaigns, a staffer may be hired for just a few
months or for the year preceding the election. Races at the state level are likely to
have few paid staffers, and local races may be run solely by volunteers, especially
in smaller towns and cities. Many who work full-time in electoral politics work as
consultants for multiple campaigns at once. Working on a campaign, either in a paid
or unpaid capacity, is a good way for social workers to break into political social
work. In fact, the authors of this book have commonly seen students graduate their
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social work programs in May and start working as staff on state or local campaigns
between May and November. This enables new graduates to build on-the-job skills
and networks as they seek to secure a full-time, paid position.

Common campaign roles are listed in this section. While some of these roles may
seem new to you, all of these positions depend on core social work skills, including
verbal and written communication skills, establishing rapport, and active listening.
As Haynes and Mickelson (2010) point out, “social workers are trained to meet
people, listen to their problems, and help them find solutions. They know how to
manage hostility, how to reach out to shy and quiet people, and how to deal with
groups as well as individuals” (p. 169).

Common Roles in a Campaign
e Campaign manager
e Treasurer

* Field organizer

¢ Volunteer coordinator
e Scheduler
¢ Finance director

* Press secretary/communications director/spokesperson

* Speechwriter

 Field director

» Field organizer/regional field organizer/deputy field director

¢ Paid canvass director

* Political director/organizer

» Technology director/social media manager

¢ Research director

* Legal counsel

Note: These may be paid or volunteer; in smaller campaigns, one person may wear many hats

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Kara Hahn, MSW
Majority Leader; Suffolk County Legislature, New York (Fig. 2.1).

Fig.2.1 Kara Hahn,
MSW

(continued)
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When Kara Hahn chose to study social work at the University of Pennsylvania
in 1995, running for elected office was the furthest thing from her mind. She
wanted to serve people in the most effective way possible through social
work’s mission to improve outcomes and quality of life for vulnerable popu-
lations. After working in the nonprofit and corporate sectors, Kara joined the
staff of the presiding officer of the Suffolk County (Long Island, New York)
legislature; where she recognized the opportunity to harness public office to
effect broad-scale change on behalf of the county’s 1.4 million constituents,
larger than 11 US states. In 2011, she was elected to represent the fifth district
of Suffolk County. As an elected official, Kara’s social work education and
experience form the foundation of her policy perspective. During her 5 years
in the Legislature, Kara’s goal has been to make government more open and
responsive, passing legislation to strengthen the County’s central mission of
protecting health and safety. In 2015, her colleagues elected her as Majority
Leader, a leadership role with County-wide reach and influence.

Kara’s social work background and understanding of systems and their
impacts on individuals have shaped the significant legislation she has passed
during her 5 years in office. Her priorities include addressing substance use
disorders, supplying opioid antidotes to first responders training to lay per-
sons to use the antidote, and follow-up treatment for addicts. She has also
worked on issues around gun safety, domestic violence, and protection of
children. Environmentally, she has focused on issues such as groundwater
contamination, the sale of products containing microbeads that endanger eco-
systems, preservation of open space and agricultural land, and improvement
of parks.

“Much of the country is focused on what happens in Washington D.C.,”
Kara says. “Of course, that’s important, yet, so much can be done at the local
level to strengthen a community, protect the most vulnerable among us and
help improve the quality of our lives. It’s my privilege to serve the community
where [ was born and raised and am raising my own family.”

Section 7: Seeking and Holding Elected Office (Domain 5)
Strategies:

* Running for elected office
e Serving in elected office

The fifth domain of political social work involves seeking or serving in elected
office yourself. There are more than 500,000 elected officials in the USA (Nir
2015). Elected officials historically have been most likely to come from the fields of
politics, law, and business, but the 115th Congress includes nine social workers.
Social workers have served in Congress on and off since 1916 (Smith 2002), and
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research has identified close to 500 social workers that have served in state and local
elected offices (Lane and Humphreys 2011). While this is a good start, the approxi-
mately 650,000 people in the USA with social work degrees (NASW n.d.) suggests
that there is much room for social workers’ presence in elected office to grow. We
encourage all social workers to consider practice in this domain. Seeking elected
office relies heavily on social work’s professional competencies (Scott and Scott
2011). As former campaign manager and mayor of an Oregon city Catherine Shaw
(2014) says of running for local office, “When it’s all over, win or lose, you will be
a different person, with a different outlook on our political process and a new respect
for those who run and serve” (p. xi).

Running for elected office can be a full-time commitment at the federal, state, or
even, in some large cities, at the local level. By some accounts, Congressional can-
didates are expected to spend 30 hours per week in fundraising calls alone (Master
2016). These fundraising obligations continue once in office, as long as the elected
official plans to run for reelection. Former Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle
says that in the 2 years leading up to reelection, U.S. Senators spend as much as 2/3
of their time raising money (Goldmacher 2014).

Holding elected office at the federal level is generally a full-time commitment.
However, time commitments—and the corresponding compensation—for state leg-
islative offices vary substantially across states. Ten states have full-time legisla-
tures; this includes states such as New York and Massachusetts that are in session
all but 1 week each year. These legislators estimate that they spend 80% or more of
their time in legislative and committee work, constituent services, running for office,
and other responsibilities, with an average pay around $81,000 (State Scape 2017).
Roughly half of the states have what is referred to as a hybrid legislature. California
is an example of such a state, meeting every year from December through September.
In hybrid states, legislators estimate that their position requires roughly 70% of the
time of an equivalent full-time job, with average compensation around $43,000.

The final 16 states have part-time legislatures, with a lot of variation in how
they are structured. Nevada meets every other year (in odd-numbered years) for 4
months, while Texas meets every other year for 5 months. Utah meets every year for
6 weeks, while Florida meets every year for 2 months. On average, these positions
require about half of the time of a typical full-time job, according to legislators, with
compensation at around $19,000 per year on average (State Scape 2017).

Elected officials in the more than 14,000 municipal bodies across the USA
(O’Connor et al. 2016) may be volunteer, part-time, or full-time, ranging from city
council members in Del Mar, Colorado, making $300 per year to full-time city
council members of Los Angeles, making $178,789 per year in 2011 (Philadelphia
Research Initiative 2011; Tierney 2016). County commissioners in Suffolk County,
New York, are mostly full-time (Suffolk County Legislature n.d.) and make close to
$100,000 (Brand 2014). The trend seems to be toward increases in local officials’
pay. San Antonio, Texas, raised city council salaries from $1500 per year to $45,722
per year (Ballotpedia 2005), and in Nassau County, New York, county commis-
sioner salaries increased from $40,000 to $70,000 (LaRocco 2015). Leaders of
towns and cities (variously referred to as mayors, town council chairs, selectmen, or
municipal executives) can make between 0 to $175,000 annually (Dunn n.d.).


https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials
https://www.usa.gov/
http://www.npr.org/2017/01/09/508237086/low-pay-in-state-legislatures-means-some-cant-afford-the-job
http://www.npr.org/2017/01/09/508237086/low-pay-in-state-legislatures-means-some-cant-afford-the-job

Review of Key Terms and Concepts 39

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Your Elected Officials

What government bodies and people represent you? Make a list of the legisla-
tive bodies that represent you (may include federal, state, county, and city
levels). Include a list of at least five of your elected officials, their positions,
and their salaries. What do they do professionally (if anything) other than
holding their legislative seat? These resources may get you started:

* https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials (or go to https://www.usa.gov/ and
under the “Government Agencies and Elected Officials” tab click the
“Contact Elected Officials” link)

* http://www.npr.org/2017/01/09/508237086/low-pay-in-state-legislatures-
means-some-cant-afford-the-job

Section 8: Moving Forward

Throughout this book, we discuss different ways political social workers practice in
each of the five domains. You may already have an idea of how you would like to
utilize your social work skills in the political arena, or you may still be thinking
about what this might look like for you. As you read this book, we encourage you to
think about the relevance not just of the political skills we outline in this book, but
also of the broader set of social work skills you are developing. We particularly
encourage those of you with micro skills and experience to think about the many
ways that these can be an asset for you in the political arena, helping to amplify the
voices of your clients, communities, and fellow social workers in the political arena.

Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Advocacy campaign: targeting elected officials or other people with power and
asking them to support or oppose an issue.

Candidate training: preparing candidates with the skills necessary to run
effectively.

Cibvil service position: a government position which requires new hires to be vetted
through merit-based procedures designed to be separate from the political system.

Direct practice: includes practice with individuals, families, and groups, com-
prising both micro and mezzo levels of practice. Social workers in direct practice
may use their political knowledge to assist individual clients or groups of clients in
their own empowerment.

Electoral campaign: a campaign which works to convince voters to cast their
ballot for or against a particular candidate or proposal.

Endorsement: giving public support to a specific candidate.

Full-time legislature: state legislatures which are estimated to take up 80% or
more of the work time of members.


https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials
https://www.usa.gov/
http://www.npr.org/2017/01/09/508237086/low-pay-in-state-legislatures-means-some-cant-afford-the-job
http://www.npr.org/2017/01/09/508237086/low-pay-in-state-legislatures-means-some-cant-afford-the-job
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Government: any organized body of individuals that has discrete political man-
agement, operating separately from any other government structure, such as town
districts, townships, municipalities, counties, states, and countries.

Hybrid legislature: state legislature which requires roughly 70% of the work
time of a full-time job.

Macro practice: employment positions that are aimed at promoting social jus-
tice and change through their work of empowering individuals and groups within
communities and organizations. Macro functions may include securing funding,
developing programs, management and administration, community organizing,
political advocacy, and research.

Part-time legislature: state legislatures which require roughly 50% of the work
time of a full-time job.

Political appointees: those holding appointment in a wide range of “at-will”
systems that allow individuals to be hired and fired without going through the
bureaucratic process.

Poll watcher: person who monitors polling sites to observe the voting process at
a local voting precinct.

Recruitment: asking people to consider running for specific elective offices,
helping them to consider the potential support for their candidacies should they
choose to run, and connecting them with resources to make an informed decision
about their potential candidacy.

Resources

App

The Plum Book app: m.gpo.gov/plumbook

Book

Satirical book about civil service and accompanying website:
Geraghty, J. (2017). The Weed Agency: A comic tale of federal bureaucracy without limits.
Retrieved from http://theweedagency.com.

Election Group Resources

Emily’s List: https://www.emilyslist.org

Emerge America: http://www.emergeamerica.org/training

Higher Heights for America: http://www.higherheightsforamerica.org/
Ignite National: http://www.ignitenational.org

Maggie’s List: http://maggieslist.org

New American Leaders: http://newamericanleaders.org


http://gpo.gov/plumbook
http://theweedagency.com
https://www.emilyslist.org
http://www.emergeamerica.org/training
http://www.higherheightsforamerica.org/
http://www.ignitenational.org
http://maggieslist.org
http://newamericanleaders.org/programs_training.html
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University of Connecticut School of Social Work Campaign School for Social Workers: http://
ssw.uconn.edu/our-community/centers-institutes-projects/nancy-a-humphreys-institute-for-
political-social-work/annual-campaign-school/ or go to http://politicalinstitute.uconn.edu and
click “Campaign School.”

Veterans Campaign: http://www.veteranscampaign.org/workshops/

Victory Institute: https://victoryinstitute.org/trainings/candidate-campaign-trainings/ or go to
https://victoryinstitute.org and in the menu under the “Trainings” tab click “Candidate &
Campaign Trainings.”

Wellstone Action: http://www.wellstone.org/focus-areas/camp-wellstone or go to http://www.
wellstone.org and in the menu under the “Impact” tab click on “Camp Wellstone.”

Talent Banks

The Connecticut General Assembly: https://www.cga.ct.gov/lprac/pages/talent.html or go to
https://www.cga.ct.gov/ceo/, scroll down to the “Reference Websites” section and click on the
“Latino and Puerto Rican Affairs Commission.” In the menu on the left side of the Latino and
Puerto Rican Affairs Commission landing page click “Talent Bank.”

Friends of Iowa Commission on the Status of Women: http:/friendsoficsw.org/TalentBank/
ViewtheTalentBank.aspx or go to http:/friendsoficsw.org and in the menu under the “Talent
Bank” tab, click “View the Talent Bank.”

The National Hispanic Leadership Agenda: https://nationalhispanicleadership.org/steps-to-apply
or go to https://nationalhispanicleadership.org and in the menu under “Programs” click “NHLA
Latino Appointments Program,” then scroll down to the Program Menu on the right of the page
and click “Steps to Apply.”

The Victory Institute: https://victoryinstitute.org/programs/presidential-appointments-initiative/
presidential-appointment-initiative-faq/ or go to https://victoryinstitute.org and in the menu
under programs click “Presidential Appointments Initiative” and then scroll down to click the
green “Frequently Asked Questions” button.

Examples of Municipal Talent Banks

The Apache Junction City Website: https://www.ajcity.net/Search/Results?searchPhrase=
talent%?20bank or go to https://www.ajcity.net and in the search bar type “Talent Bank.” Click
search and a list of resources will be displayed in the results.

The Greenville, North Carolina Government Website: http://www.greenvillenc.gov/government/
city-council/boards-and-commissions or go to http://www.greenvillenc.gov and in the menu
under “Government” select “City Council.”

City of Muskegon Government Website: http://www.muskegon-mi.gov/departments/city-
clerk/serving-on-a-board/ or go to http://www.muskegon-mi.gov and in the menu under
“Departments” click “City Clerk.” On the landing page you arrive at scroll down to click the
option “Serving on a Board, Commission or Committee.”
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Section 1: Overview

Social workers are politically active both as individuals and as part of larger groups and
organizations. This chapter provides an overview of social workers’ current and past
political activity, as well as factors that encourage or limit social workers, our profes-
sion, and our employers from engaging in the political process. We consider relevant
legal issues that guide organizations’ political activities and learn about rules that may
apply to individual field placements or employers. Relevant theories and models are
used to create a picture of social workers’ political involvement, both individually and
collectively. Political knowledge, skills, interest, efficacy, and mobilization and their
influences on social workers’ political activity are discussed, as readers are asked to
reflect on political activities in which they have participated and on their potential future
political activity. Activities include a political knowledge quiz and a survey that allows
readers to compare their political efficacy with other social workers and the American
public.

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 1: Demonstrate Ethical and Professional Behavior

COMPETENCY 2: Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice

COMPETENCY 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
COMPETENCY 4: Engage in Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes
2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

3. Holding professional and political positions

4. Engaging with electoral campaigns

5. Seeking and holding elected office

A A A A A
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Section 2: What Is Political Activity?

As social workers, the NASW (2017) Code of Ethics calls on us to engage in social
and political action to influence policy and promote social justice (6.04). It also
requires that we “facilitate informed participation by the public in shaping social
policies and institutions” (NASW 2017, 6.02). These critical expectations to engage
politically and to help others to do so require knowledge about the various ways in
which social workers and the public influence policy. This section outlines key con-
cepts essential for understanding how social workers and the broader public engage
in social and political action.

Civic Engagement

Civic engagement is a term commonly used to refer to involvement in social or
political actions that help further a common good. Civic engagement entails both
participation in the public arena and an emphasis on action that seeks to positively
impact others or public decision-making (McBride 2008). Civic engagement is col-
lective in nature and reflects a sense of societal belonging. Through civic engage-
ment, we act as part of a society, with a concern for mutual responsibility for each
other and for the common good (Hylton 2015).

Essential to understanding civic engagement is that it incorporates participation
in two spheres: social and political (McBride et al. 2006). Within the social sphere
of civic engagement, people seek to help their communities through such activities
as volunteering; donating financial, time, or in-kind resources to individuals, groups,
or organizations, or engaging in community problem-solving. In the political
sphere, people seek to contribute to their communities by influencing political
decision-making.

Political Activity

Civic engagement in the political sphere is most commonly thought of in terms of
political activity or political participation. The first image that often comes to
mind when people think of political activity is voting. It is the most common politi-
cal activity in the USA (Patterson 2013), and the one through which we most imme-
diately see results. Voting, especially as relates to Presidential elections, is the focus
of months (if not years) of nearly nonstop media coverage in the USA. It is a critical
way in which adult citizens influence who is responsible for making policy deci-
sions—and, therefore, the content of those policies.

Nonetheless, political activity in actuality encompasses a much broader range of
ways through which people communicate their policy preferences in order to influ-
ence who makes policy decisions, how they make decisions, and the content of
those decisions. Political activity is, at its essence, a form of intervention to influ-
ence society. As Meyer (2013) notes, it is “individual or collective action intended
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to influence public discourse, the structure and policies of government, and ulti-
mately the distribution of rights and resources in a society” (p. 66). Actions to influ-
ence elections and public officials’ decision-making often take place on a continuum
from cooperation to confrontation. Political activity can influence existing policy-
makers through advocacy, lobbying, campaigning, or demonstrations. It also can try
to change policy-makers or even the system through altering who holds positions of
power or the rules of the system. Illustrating this broad range of political activity,
research increasingly finds a shift in how people in the USA, particularly young
people, seek to influence political decision-making in the early twenty-first century.
Growing globalization and social media innovations seem to play a role, resulting
in individuals seeking more expressive and potentially more meaningful avenues to
political participation (Bennett et al. 2009; Zukin et al. 2006; Dalton 2008; Eagan
et al. 2015).

Political Activity and Vulnerable Populations

Applying a broader lens to thinking about political activity is particularly critical for
social workers who work with vulnerable populations. In the USA, groups such as
children and youth, undocumented immigrants, immigrants who are not yet natural-
ized, and individuals with a prior felony conviction often lack the right to vote, but
still possess an inherent human right to voice regarding policies that affect them. For
example, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) speaks
to the human rights that children, despite being too young to vote, have to express
views regarding decision-making affecting their lives (United Nations General
Assembly 1989). The CRC, ratified by 196 United Nations member countries (all
except the USA), explicitly describes a child’s right to expression, both as an indi-
vidual and in assembly with others.

United National Convention on the Rights of the Child

Article 12.1: “States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own
views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the
child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.”

Article 13.1: “The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include
freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers,
either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the child’s
choice.”

Article 15.1: “States Parties recognize the rights of the child to freedom of association and to
freedom of peaceful assembly.”

Individuals and groups who find themselves marginalized from political pro-
cesses or policy-making may opt instead to seek out political strategies that incor-
porate activism and/or confrontation (Piven and Cloward 1977; Alinksy 1971).
Such strategies offer people a way to essentially force their voices to be heard by
policy-makers. Protests, rallies, boycotts, sit-ins, and demonstrations are some
examples of tactics that are used. In the early twenty-first century, we see many
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examples of the power of activist tactics in impacting policy outcomes. Protests as
part of the Black Lives Matter movement have led to policy changes such as requir-
ing police to wear body cameras (Dunham and Peterson 2017). Undocumented
immigrant youth led protests that resulted in former President Barack Obama’s issu-
ance of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. This program
offered a legal way for some undocumented youth who arrived in the USA as chil-
dren to stay in the country (Huber et al. 2014). Native American tribes and allies in
North Dakota held protests that led the Obama administration to temporarily halt
construction on an oil pipeline traversing native lands (Sisk 2016). The Women’s
Marches across the globe immediately following the election of President Donald
Trump are another example of large-scale activism designed to get the attention of
policy-makers. At the time of this writing, it remains to be seen whether policy out-
comes will emerge from this effort.

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Katie Richards-Schuster,
MSW, PhD
Assistant Professor, School of Social Work, University of Michigan (Fig. 3.1).

Fig. 3.1 Katie Richards-
Schuster, MSW, PhD

My research and teaching focus on youth participation in community change,
youth civic engagement, and fostering civic activism in undergraduate stu-
dents. I’ve always been involved in political work—as a youth, I was active in
political campaigns. I attended my first national rally in high school (in sup-
port of affordable housing) and have been active in both political work and
policy work ever since.

I first became interested in social work as a vehicle to create participatory
policy structures—helping people have a voice in the policies that impact
their communities. As an MSW student, I worked in a community center
organizing neighborhood residents to have a voice in policies around housing
and health (vouchers and lead paint policies, in particular) and then organized
teachers around education policies.

Over the last 15 years, I've engaged young people to be heard in policy and
community change initiatives in their schools and communities. They research

(continued)
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issues and develop policy recommendations for changing institutions that
impact their lives, as well as speaking out to policy makers about their lives
through town halls, forums, and other advocacy outlets.

In working alongside youth and community partners, I’ve been a part of
young people’s efforts to change education policies; diversify their schools
and their curriculums; advocate for funding for youth programming at the
local, regional, and state levels; create policy statements about youth rights
for state officials; create healthier schools and community programs; chal-
lenge school-to-prison pipelines; and organize for youth voice in city and
state governments.

For me, youth participation in policy and politics is central to social work.
It is about voice, empowerment, and power—who better to be engaged in
developing and advocating around policies about their lives than young peo-
ple? My role as a social worker is to help build the capacity of young people
to engage in the issues that they care about; to develop the skills and tools they
need to create change; and to empower them to see their own expertise, lead-
ership, and voice as an essential tool for change.

Political social work is about changing power—whose voices are heard,
whose voices shape how we come to know about issues, and whose voices
help shape solutions. As social workers, we are called to help challenge the
status quo and to help open spaces and opportunities for new voices to be
engaged and heard.

FURTHER REFLECTION: Measure Your Own Political Activity

The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & Engagement, a
leading research center on civic engagement, has developed and administered
a national civic engagement survey. This survey is available online at the
following link: http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/Final_Civic_Inds_Quiz_
2006.pdf or go to http://civicyouth.org/tools-for-practice/ and click on
“A short paper quiz using the core indicators.”

Complete this survey, and evaluate how your civic engagement stacks up
against the national survey results listed in that document and the data
provided in this chapter. How does it compare to what you would like your
civic engagement to be?

Section 3: Social Workers and Political Activity

In this section, we explore how political activity is viewed within the social work
profession and how individual social workers engage in political activity. As you
read this section, we encourage you to think about your own activity relative to that
of other social workers.


http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/Final_Civic_Inds_Quiz_2006.pdf
http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/Final_Civic_Inds_Quiz_2006.pdf
http://civicyouth.org/tools-for-practice/
http://civicyouth.org/PopUps/Final_Civic_Inds_Quiz_2006.pdf
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Should Social Workers Participate Politically?

The National Association of Social Workers, social work’s primary professional
association in the USA, calls for social workers to engage in social and political
action in pursuit of social justice. As discussed in Chap. 1, since 1996, the Code has
obligated social workers “to engage in social and political action” (NASW n.d.). In
recent years, the NASW has been vocal about social workers’ role in impacting
political systems. For example, in late 2016, following the election of President
Donald Trump, NASW Chief Executive Officer Angelo McClain called on social
workers to “stand up” and to “organize, oppose, resist, and educate” in support of
the profession’s mission (NASW 2016, n.p.).

The profession’s call for social workers to be politically active explicitly involves
social workers across methods, from micro to macro. Yet, as we have discussed,
some have expressed concerns throughout the profession’s history about social
workers becoming involved in political activity. Such concerns have focused on
maintaining social workers’ professional status, not wanting to appear partial to
certain groups, the potential harm to clients, and the legality of engaging in political
activity as a government or nonprofit employee (explored further in Section 4 of this
chapter) (Fisher 1995; Rocha et al. 2010).

While such concerns exist, scholars such as Rose (1990) and Davis (2010) argue
that political activity is a critical social work tool for empowering vulnerable popu-
lations. Working with individuals with psychiatric disabilities, Davis (2010) sug-
gests that connecting clients with opportunities to vote is essential for expanding
clients’ community integration and empowerment. Writing in the opinion pages of
the New York Times, social worker Richard Brouillette (2016) similarly suggests
that acknowledging social injustice and political context in the therapy session
potentially may have positive, empowering impacts. “By focusing on fairness and
justice, a patient may have a chance to find what has so frequently been lost: an abil-
ity to care for and stand up for herself” (Brouillette 2016, n.p.).

On the micro end of the continuum, scholars like Swenson (1998) contend that
the profession’s core value of social justice requires clinical social work practitio-
ners to actively strive to strengthen clients’ power and to advocate for services that
increase clients’ well-being. However, recent research on clinical social workers’
political activity finds that political participation varies widely (Ostrander 2016).
Gender is an important variable in clinician’s political activity: With a small sample,
Ostrander found evidence that female clinicians report less confidence in the politi-
cal arena compared to their male counterparts. While acknowledging that policies
significantly impact their clients, communities, and themselves, the clinical social
workers Ostrander (2016) studied were split as to whether they perceived political
action in their social work practice as ethical. In a similar vein, while social work
educators and field instructors are highly involved politically, a 2001 study found
that one-third did not see a role for social work in political contexts (Mary 2001).
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How Active Are Social Workers?

Social workers at all points along the micro/macro continuum, from clinicians to
full-time policy specialists, have engaged in political activities throughout the pro-
fession’s history. These activities reflect each of the five domains of political social
work. Furthermore, social workers have voted in presidential elections at consis-
tently higher rates than the US general public for decades (e.g., Wolk 1981; Ezell
1993; Ritter 2007; Rome and Hoechstetter 2010). All recent studies of social work-
ers, whether surveying students, educators, field instructors, or NASW members,
have consistently found that each group is more likely to vote in presidential elec-
tions than their non-social work peers (Pritzker and Burwell 2016; Swank 2012;
Mary 2001; Felderhoff et al. 2015; Pritzker and Garza 2017). Social workers and
social work students continue to vote at higher rates than the general public in
downballot or downticket races, offices below the top race on the ballot; however
social workers vote in elections for these offices at much lower rates than for presi-
dent (e.g., Pritzker and Burwell 2016). (In a Presidential election year, downballot
refers to everything below president. In other elections, downballot also could refer
to the races on a ballot below a governor or mayor.)

Some studies of social workers have sought to examine the broader range of
political activities. Domanski (1998) studied ten distinct prototypes of political
activity. Almost all of the medical social workers she studied engaged in at least one
of these activity forms. The most common prototypes among the social workers she
studied were communicators, who regularly discuss political and policy issues;
advocates, who work for change on behalf of agencies, clients, or communities; and
voters. Least common were activists, who engage in policy demonstrations; wit-
nesses, who participate and testify at hearings on policy issues; and campaigners,
who work or volunteer on behalf of political candidates.

Domanski’s (1998) findings suggest that social workers commonly vote and pay
attention to political news, but participate far less in many of the other political
activities described in this chapter. More recent research finds that social workers
engage in political activities requiring minimal effort or commitment (Ritter 2007).
However, they are much less likely to participate in political activity requiring sus-
tained or intensive commitment (such as volunteering for a candidate, contributing
to a candidate, attending events in support of a candidate, or joining advocacy-based
community groups) or engaging directly with power and conflict (such as protests
or rallies) (Rome and Hoechstetter 2010; Pritzker and Burwell 2016; Hylton 2015).

Social workers’ political activity seems to rise and fall depending on the political
environment. In the 1980s and early 1990s, two studies found that the majority of
social workers were either active or very active politically (Wolk 1981; Ezell 1993).
Studies in the early twenty-first century, however, found this level of activity among
fewer than half of social workers (Ritter 2007; Rome and Hoechstetter 2010). It is
important to note that within the social work profession, research has consistently
found that African-Americans, macro practitioners, NASW members, and social
workers with higher degrees participate more actively than other social workers
(Rome and Hoechstetter 2010). Social workers who are agency directors also
exhibit extensive political involvement (Pawlak and Flynn 1990).
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A subset of social workers choose not just to influence politics from the outside,
but to run for elected office themselves, as with social workers Jeanette Rankin,
Barbara Mikulski, and Kara Hahn discussed in earlier chapters. Over the last half-
century, the profession’s presence in elected office appears to have increased.

Section 4: Social Workers’ Political Activity in Organizations

Much of social workers’ professional lives are spent as part of organizations. As
Mosley (2013b) points out, “in practice, because most social workers are based in
organizations, advocacy almost always happens in an organizational context”
(p- 233). At the same time, organizations often limit social workers’ efforts to influ-
ence policy. This is attributable in part to misconceptions about legal constraints on
the political activities of social work employees and the organizations in which they
work (Rocha et al. 2010). These constraints and their impact on the practice of
political social work within organizations are outlined here and discussed in more
depth in the context of political spending in Chap. 12. In some cases, these con-
straints may affect what social workers are permitted to do on their own time.
Most social workers are employed by or affiliated with organizations that fit into
one of the three types: for profit, public, or nonprofit, each covered by different rules
and regulations regarding their political activity. Public organizations or govern-
ment agencies are part of local, state, or federal governments. For profit organiza-
tions are owned by a single owner or shareholders, who are allowed to collect profit
from their activities. Nonprofit organizations, also frequently referred to as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), voluntary organizations, or community-based
organizations (CBOs), are organizations that have received one of a number of types
of tax-exempt classifications from the federal Internal Revenue Service (IRS). A
tax-exempt classification allows nonprofits to avoid paying taxes on certain pur-
chases, in return for abiding by rules regarding activities and revenue. Essentially, the
more freedom an organization has from tax payments, the more restrictions it faces.

Definitions and Restrictions for Nonprofit Organizations

Advocacy is frequently confused with lobbying. Advocacy encompasses pleading
for or against causes, as well as supporting or recommending positions. The National
Council of Nonprofits (2000) recommends “think[ing] of ‘advocacy’ as a giant tool
box containing various tools that can be used to influence public policy. One tool
can be used with administrative agencies. Another tool can be used in the courts.
And the ‘lobbying’ tool is used when attempting to influence legislation.” Lobbying
(the legal definitions are described below) is a subset of advocacy, but much of the
work involved in advocacy is not lobbying. Advocacy includes educating members
on issues or the political process, gathering information from individuals or com-
munities about how policies are affecting them, and asking legislators for help with
specific problems that clients are encountering. As the Board Advocacy Project and
others say, “All lobbying is advocacy, but not all advocacy is lobbying (National
Community Land Trust Network n.d.)!”
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Federal Guidelines

As social workers and the organizations we work with consider their options for
engaging in political advocacy, understanding how the federal government charac-
terizes political activities is key. IRS regulations define lobbying much more nar-
rowly than commonly perceived, such that only a small portion of agencies’ policy
efforts actually constitute lobbying (Rocha et al. 2010; Internal Revenue Service
2017). The IRS has identified and defined two specific types of lobbying: direct lob-
bying and grassroots lobbying. Only activities that meet these specific definitions
are considered lobbying under federal tax law.

Direct lobbying is explicitly defined by the federal government as communicat-
ing with a legislator to express a view on a specific piece of legislation. These three
italicized terms—in combination with each other—are critical in determining what
constitutes direct lobbying. Communication in this context includes both verbal
and nonverbal communication of any sort; the only exception to this definition is
testimony that has been specifically invited by a legislative body. A legislator refers
only to an elected member of a state or federal legislative body (e.g., Congress, a
state’s elected legislature), staff that work directly for these legislators, and high-
level executive branch officials (i.e., presidential and gubernatorial officials, and
leaders of executive branch agencies). Federal law conceives of direct lobbying in
terms of specific pieces of legislation, referring to specific bills introduced in a
legislature or under consideration by an executive.

To constitute direct lobbying, all three of the above criteria must be met. For
example, if an agency communicates with a legislator about the need for change in a
particular area of policy, but does not reference a specific piece of legislation, this is
not considered direct lobbying. As a result, the definition of direct lobbying does not
include nonpartisan analyses, responses to officials’ requests for technical assistance,
nor an agency’s or employee’s examination or discussion of broad policy issues
(Internal Revenue Service 2017). Each of these activities is not considered direct
lobbying and is allowable at any time in any agency—nonprofit or for profit.

Grassroots lobbying is explicitly defined as communicating with the public to
express a view on a specific piece of legislation, with a call to action. The definitions
of communication and a specific piece of legislation are the same as above. The
public can include any individuals or groups involved in the communication or
action. A call to action involves asking members of an organization or any other
groups of the public to contact legislators on behalf of a specific piece of legislation.
This typically involves providing legislators’ names and contact information to the
public. Here, all four of these criteria must be met to constitute lobbying.

A nonprofit’s specific tax status will determine how much time it and its mem-
bers can spend on direct or grassroots lobbying. While many nonprofit organiza-
tions are limited to spending under 5% of their annual expenditures (including staff
time) on lobbying, other IRS nonprofit classifications allow unlimited lobbying
expenditures. Some nonprofits with significant federal funding will also fall under
the Hatch Act (see below).
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State Guidelines
States may have additional restrictions on lobbying. These will differ from state to
state. For example, Connecticut defines a lobbyist as any person who:

* Expends (or agrees to expend) or receives (or agrees to receive) $2000 or more
in a calendar year

e With that $2000 or more, communicates directly or solicits others to communi-
cate with any public official or their staff in the legislative or executive branch,
or in a quasi-public agency

* Uses that communication in an effort to influence legislative or administrative
action (State of Connecticut Office of State Ethics 2012)

Connecticut also differentiates between a client lobbyist (an organization that
pays more than $2000 per year to influence legislation) and a communicator lobby-
ist (someone who receives payment and lobbies, communicates, or solicits others to
communicate). Anyone who meets these definitions in Connecticut must register
with the state and is subject to state ethics requirements (State of Connecticut Office
of State Ethics n.d.).

Organizational Characteristics

Beyond IRS or state designations, other characteristics within the organizational
context of nonprofits facilitate or constrain political activities. For example, as
Mosley (2013b) notes, when state or local governments face budget crises, non-
profit agencies may be more likely to be sought out by government agencies for
expertise and assistance. However, nonprofits’ increasing reliance on govern-
ment funding can lead them to focus advocacy resources toward seeking greater
funding for agency goals rather than on behalf of substantive policy changes
(Mosley 2013b).

Organization leaders impact how their organization approaches policy influence.
As a current or future leader, you may be in the position to shape how an organiza-
tion and its employees approach advocacy and political activity. How leaders are
prepared for their positions and how motivated they are to influence governmental
policy shape how an agency approaches advocacy. Jennifer Mosley (2013a), a lead-
ing scholar in this area, has found that organizational leaders who received macro-
oriented academic training (whether in social work or in another profession) are
more likely than leaders trained in direct service to see advocacy as important.
Therefore, they are more likely to infuse advocacy into their organizational cultures.
In contrast, leaders who received direct service-oriented training tend to see advo-
cacy as an organizational luxury that can be avoided. Agency leaders who bring an
interest in influencing governmental policy to the position find ways to promote
organizational involvement in policy activities, even when they face institutional
barriers to doing so (Mosley 2013a).
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Definitions and Restrictions for Public Agencies

Employees of governmental agencies—whether local, state, or federal—also have
specific legal guidelines on their political activities. Federal employees are gov-
erned by the federal Hatch Political Activity Act of 1939 (Hatch Act) and the Anti-
Lobbying Act, while state agency employees are governed by what are commonly
known as “Little Hatch Acts” or “Baby Hatch Acts” within state laws.

Federal Government Employees

Under the Hatch Act (U.S. Office of Special Counsel n.d.b), most federal govern-
ment employees (see exceptions below) are specifically prohibited from some polit-
ical activities in both their professional and personal lives (Thompson 1994). The
majority of federal employees, particularly those in civil service positions, are
referred to as “less restricted” employees. This subset of employees are prohibited
specifically from activities that are partisan in nature (activity in support for or in
opposition to a political party or candidate associated with a political party).
Specifically, they cannot:

e Be a candidate in a partisan election

e Use official authority to influence election results

e Directly solicit or receive monetary contributions for a partisan political candi-
date or coerce contributions from subordinates on behalf of a candidate

e Express partisan opinions or engage in partisan activity on behalf of or in opposi-
tion to a partisan candidate while in a professional capacity, e.g., while on duty,
in a government vehicle, or while wearing an official uniform

Under the Hatch Act, these “less restricted” federal employees can still partici-
pate in many of the kinds of political activities we discuss in this book. They can be
candidates in nonpartisan elections, express opinions about or campaign for candi-
dates when off-duty, contribute funds to political organizations and candidates, and
attend political rallies or fundraisers. They can vote, help with nonpartisan voter
registration drives, and actively participate in campaigns around constitutional
amendments, referenda, or local ordinances. They also can express personal opin-
ions about current events or policy issues in the workplace.

A separate subset of federal employees, typically those who work for intelli-
gence and law enforcement agencies, are considered “further restricted” and face
additional restrictions (U.S. Office of Special Counsel n.d.b). Unlike “less restricted”
employees, these “further restricted” employees cannot be actively involved in man-
aging partisan campaigns or associated activities such as political rallies and cannot
help with partisan voter registration drives.

Some federal government employees are not covered by the Hatch Act. This
includes a category of federal employee referred to as “special government employ-
ees,” as well as uniformed services members, employees holding office in the city
government of Washington, DC, and unpaid interns. “Special government employ-
ees” include certain part-time and temporary employees, for whom the Hatch Act
only applies while they are directly engaged in government work (U.S. Federal
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Labor Relations Authority n.d.). Given the range in how the Hatch Act applies to
different subsets of federal employees, make sure to check with your employer or
potential employer to determine which specific rules apply to your position.

Federal government employees’ engagement in lobbying activity is governed by
the Anti-Lobbying Act. This law prohibits federal employees from engaging in cer-
tain lobbying activities in their professional capacities. Refer back to the federal
definitions of lobbying presented above. Prohibited activities include:

e Substantial grassroots lobbying

* Direct appeals to the public to contact elected officials regarding legislation

¢ Administrative support to assist private organizations with lobbying activities

e Preparing policy-related communications that do not clearly disclose the govern-
ment’s role in developing the documents

Federal employees are permitted to communicate with the public and elected
officials in support of administration positions on policy and nominations (NIH
2013). There are no legal restrictions on federal employees engaging in lobbying or
advocacy in a personal capacity. As the U.S Office of Special Counsel (n.d.b) speci-
fies, “employees are free to express their views and take action as individual citizens
on such questions as referendum matters, changes in municipal ordinances, consti-
tutional amendments, pending legislation or other matters of public interest, like
issues involving highways, schools, housing, and taxes” (n.p.).

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Torey Ian Powell, MSW
Partnership and Outreach Coordinator, Center for Faith-Based and
Neighborhood Partnerships, US Department of Agriculture (Fig. 3.2).

Fig.3.2 Torey lan Powell,
MSW

As a veteran, Torey began his professional journey intending to give back to
the military community by becoming a clinical social worker. “During my

(continued)
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deployment to Afghanistan, I saw so many of my friends struggling to return
back to normal life,” he says. After taking several macro-oriented courses as
an MSW student, Torey quickly learned that the change that he wanted to
make was only possible at the macro level. He pivoted to policy work through
a legislative internship during his MSW program. Torey observes, “I felt I
could help more people by working through the policy world, and after the
legislative internship program, there was no turning back.”

After graduation, Torey was selected for the prestigious federal Presidential
Management Fellowship (PMF) program and was immediately chosen for a
position in Anchorage, Alaska, with the US Forest Service. Here, Torey dis-
covered a passion for the intersection of social and environmental justice. The
PMF program focuses on leadership development and creating a “cadre” of
government leaders. It requires fellows to rotate to various government offices
that expose them to the wide range of government offices and programs that
often go unnoticed. Torey found a 4-month-old posting for a rotation that
seemed “too good to pass up.” He explains, “I knew it was a longshot, but
figured I’d give it a try. After a nice long conversation with my potential boss,
I was informed that the position was no longer available but they’d be willing
to give me a shot. The stars aligned, and through a 4 month old Facebook post,
I ended up with a highly rewarding job.” While Torey’s interviewer didn’t
quite understand the social work aspect of his background, the office appreci-
ated his viewpoints and his already rigorous experiences in policy work.

Torey is responsible for a wide range of activities from “coordinating inter-
agency responses to a White House Executive Order around faith-based
engagement” to engaging youth with environmental justice issues. Torey
works extensively on policy development, analysis, community outreach, and
community engagement, relying heavily on his social work background in all
of this work. No matter the task, Torey works to ensure that “everything I am
working on has an equitable lens attached to it,” and that a diverse group of
voices are represented at the table in every important discussion.

The hardest part of Torey’s job is recognizing “you can’t solve every injus-
tice.” He has learned to pick “which are the most important battles to fight,”
which fights to put the most energy into, and where to hold back. He says,
“It’s a fine balance between fighting to address injustice and knowing that try-
ing to fight every injustice diminishes your ability to effect change.”

Torey’s experience finding this balance came from being in the minority in
many different arenas in his career, including during his legislative internship.
“If you are operating in the majority party, you can push [policy] through
without any other support ... but if you are in the minority party or have the
minority view in an organization, you are forced to focus more on collabora-
tion” with those who do not hold the same view as you. Torey’s best learning
comes from putting “yourself in the room with someone who has the farthest
viewpoint from your own as much as you can.” If you can come to an under-
standing with this person, then it will be much easier to do so with people who
share viewpoints closer to your own.
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State and Local Government Employees

Some Hatch Act restrictions are not limited to employees who work directly
within the federal government. Aspects of the Hatch Act also apply to certain state
and local government employees in positions supported by federal funds. As with
most federal government employees, these state and local government employees
may not use their position to impact an election; however, unless such employees’
positions are completely federally funded, they may run for partisan political
office (U.S. Office of Special Counsel n.d.a). Some Hatch Act limitations also
apply to employees of state, local, or nonprofit agencies associated with work
funded at least in part by federal funds (U.S. Office of Special Counsel n.d.b).
Employees of federally funded programs should inquire with their supervisors to
determine to what extent, if any, the Hatch Act applies to their activities.

State-level policies regarding government employees’ political activity are
generally somewhat less restrictive than the federal Hatch Act (with some
exceptions) (Rocha et al. 2010). These “Baby Hatch Acts” or “Little Hatch
Acts” similarly limit employees’ participation in partisan activities. In Texas,
for example, state employees are prohibited from these partisan activities related
to a state legislative, executive, or judicial or federal campaigns (Political
Activities by Certain Public Entities and Individuals n.d.):

* Engaging in partisan activity while in a state-owned vehicle

e Allowing a state program to affect which partisan candidate is nominated or
elected

e Coercing or restricting a political contribution

e Using state funds to influence passage or defeat of legislation

While state employees typically are forbidden to use state funds to influence
legislation, they are generally permitted to use state funds to provide information
about policy issues to the public or to respond to information requests from
policy-makers. What employees of local governments can do as far as engaging in
political activity varies across states (National Conference of State Legislators
2015).

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: State Employee Political Activity

Find the website of your state’s Ethics Commission or comparable office.
Look up the laws governing employees’ political activity in your state. What
political activities are restricted? What does this mean for the political activi-
ties in which state employees can legally participate?
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Encouragement for Organizations to Engage: Motor Voter

Both human service nonprofit agencies and government agencies engage in political
activity through nonpartisan voter registration. Social worker Richard Cloward,
along with Francis Fox Piven (profiled in Chap. 8), led a national effort to expand
voter registration through Human SERVE (Service Employees Registration and
Voter Education). In the 1980s, this national coalition began advocating for state
and federal policies to facilitate more widespread voter registration (Piven and
Minnite 2013). Ultimately, this work contributed to Congress’ enactment of the
National Voter Registration Act (NVRA or the “Motor Voter Act”). Section 7 of the
Motor Voter Act requires all state-funded nonprofits and state government agencies
that provide public assistance or services to persons with disabilities to provide
voter registration forms and assistance in completing and submitting these forms to
recipients of their services (U.S. Department of Justice 2015; LeRoux 2014). This
law currently applies in 44 states. The District of Columbia, Idaho, Minnesota, New
Hampshire, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Wyoming are exempt from the law
because their registration processes differ. At the law’s last review in 1994, North
Dakota had no voter registration and the remaining five states offered Election Day
registration (United States Department of Justice 2016). While the NVRA does not
cover agencies in the US territories (Puerto Rico, Guam, Virgin Islands, and
American Samoa), armed forces recruitment offices are included in this requirement
(United States Department of Justice 2016).

This law places human service agencies and employees in a unique position to
help expand voter registration, especially among the vulnerable populations that
they typically serve (LeRoux 2014). Nonprofit organizations are legally permitted
not only to register voters, but also to provide nonpartisan voter education. Such
education may include voter registration deadlines, nonpartisan candidate informa-
tion (e.g., written information on candidate positions, voting records, candidate
forums, and debates), nonpartisan information on ballot measures, polling loca-
tions, and nonpartisan guidance on completing a sample ballot (LeRoux 2014). Yet,
fewer than one-third of US human service nonprofits participate in legally permitted
activities to mobilize voters (LeRoux 2011).

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Applying the Rules

Choose an organization you are affiliated with (your university, field place-
ment, employer, or an organization that you volunteer with, are a member of,
or believe in their goals) and discuss the following questions:

. What is the type and legal structure of the organization?

. What political activity can this organization do legally?

. What political activity can members and/or employees do legally?

. What political activity, if any, is prohibited for this organization and/or
members/employees?

AW N =
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Section 5: Models of Political Activity

This section discusses three models of political activity that help explain individu-
als’ political activity. The Civic Voluntarism Model provides a theoretical frame for
understanding civic and political engagement broadly. While this model is widely
used in both political science and social work literature, as we discuss below, some
of the processes it describes may differ for individuals based on their identity.
Therefore, we present two additional models that help us to understand how indi-
viduals act politically, especially how they consider runs for office. The candidate
emergence model, deriving from the theory of gender and political ambition,
addresses gender-based differences in participation. It focuses specifically on the
processes by which individuals choose to run for elected office and the effect of
gender and related topics. Much research suggests that race also impacts potential
candidates’ decisions and opportunities to run. The supply-side theory of minority
representation provides insight into factors that affect this process, particularly for
potential African-American candidates.

Together, these three models may help explain the experiences of politically
active social workers, although they do not seek to explain how all groups enter into
political activity or how multiple identities intersect to impact political participa-
tion. For an excellent discussion of the experiences of black women who have
served as mayors of large cities, see the work by Constance Brooks (profiled in
Chap. 6) in the resource section. Substantial work also has examined the experience
of Latinx politicians (Casellas 2011). Researchers are beginning to examine the
experiences of and attitudes toward politicians who identify as gay, lesbian, or trans-
gender (Haider-Markel et al. 2017; Doan and Haider-Markel 2010; Riggle and
Tadlock 1999).

Civic Voluntarism Model

The Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) emerges from political science research to
identify core factors that predict whether an individual will choose to participate in
political activities (Verba et al. 1995). This model posits that three key factors influ-
ence individuals’ political participation: access to resources to engage in political
activity, psychological engagement, and being recruited. Resources refer specifi-
cally to individual assets that can facilitate participation—time to participate in
political activities, money necessary to enable participation in political activities,
and civic and political skills that enable individuals to know how to navigate politi-
cal processes. Psychological engagement refers to an individual’s orientation to
politics (e.g., interest in politics generally or in specific political issues), political
efficacy (the belief that one is capable of political participation), family influences
that encourage involvement in political activities, and identification with a political
party. Recruitment refers to whether people are asked to participate; most com-
monly, this takes place through membership in social networks or groups that
encourage members to get involved politically.
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Over the decades since the model was proposed, CVM has been empirically
tested with large US samples. It also has guided substantial research on social work-
ers’ political participation (e.g., Ritter 2007; Lane and Humphreys 2011; Swank
2012; Hamilton and Fauri 2001). Social work research generally finds support for
most aspects of this model. Social workers who exhibit political interest, efficacy,
and political knowledge are more likely to be politically involved (Ritter 2008).
Social work students who are directly asked through their interpersonal relation-
ships to participate politically are more likely to do so; essentially, when students’
networks foster participation, they participate (Swank 2012).

However, a few important questions have emerged from CVM research specific
to social workers’ political participation. In her research comparing social workers
to the general public, Ritter (2006) found three important differences. First, in con-
trast to the general public who were less politically involved when they had less
available time and money, resources did not impact social workers’ political partici-
pation. Second, while partisanship predicted the general public’s political activity, it
did not do so for social workers. Lastly, while a majority of social work respondents
belonged to a nonpolitical voluntary organization, such networks recruited very few
of the social workers into political activity. In contrast, other research indicates that
NASW membership is an important vehicle for social workers’ political involve-
ment (Rome and Hoechstetter 2010).

FURTHER REFLECTION: Why Would the CVM Show Differences Between Social
Workers and the General Public?

Review the three differences that Ritter found between social workers and the
general public in the previous paragraph. What do you think might explain
why social workers differ from the general public in these three areas?

Candidate Emergence

Political science literature also informs our understanding of why social workers do
(or do not) decide to run for elected office. The literature on social workers’ political
candidacies (Lane and Humphreys 2011) is heavily informed by work from Jennifer
Lawless, which looks at candidate emergence and gender gap in political ambition,
or the ability to view oneself as a candidate. Lawless critiques the long-standing
rational choice paradigm (c.f., Black 1972). As described by Lawless, this para-
digm suggests that a person’s decisions to become a candidate and the office they
target are based on political and structural circumstances such as the “number of
open seats, term limits, levels of legislative professionalization, and party congru-
ence with constituents” (2015). This approach, while useful in explaining some of
the when, where, and how of candidates’ decisions, has a blind spot in treating
characteristics of a candidate, including gender, as irrelevant.

The cultural, social, and political context of women’s lives, including traditional
patterns of gender socialization, may result in what is commonly perceived as a
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“lack of ambition”” among US women. As Lawless (2015) writes, “if the notion of a
candidacy never crosses an individual’s mind, then he/she will never face a political
opportunity structure” (p. 353). Factors that affect gendered differences in exploring
a run for political office include the continuing gender imbalance in care for chil-
dren and housework, workplace structures that favor men’s advancement, and
socialized disapproval of ambition, confidence, and self-promotion by women.
Women are also less likely to see themselves as potential candidates.

The Candidate Emergence Model provides useful information for understanding
when, how, and where social workers see themselves as potential candidates. First,
there is a heavy representation of females in the social work profession; 79% of
social workers are female (NASW 2003). Additionally, social work is often viewed
as a helping profession, which is constructed by society as “female work”—regard-
less of the gender of the person doing the work. The Candidate Emergence Model
suggests that decisions to run for office happen in two stages:

e Stage one: Beginning to conceptualize oneself as a potential candidate. Many
factors impact whether an individual runs for office; these include education,
income, political knowledge, political interest, and previous political participa-
tion. Even with all of these factors being equal, women are 15% less likely to
consider running for office than are men (Lawless 2015).

e Stage two: An individual’s movement from thinking about running to making the
decision to run for a specific office. Males, as well as those with higher levels of
political interest and previous political participation, are more likely to decide to
run for office (Lawless and Fox 2005). When women decide to run for office,
they are more likely to seek local offices, while men are more likely to seek
higher, state-level offices.

Gender-based dynamics not only impact one’s own decision to run for office, but
they also affect who is recruited to run (Moncreif et al. 2001; Lawless and Fox
2005). Candidates are commonly recruited by party leaders or local experts who
persuade them of the potential success of their candidacy (Lawless and Fox 2005).
Patterns of recruitment into a potential political run—also identified as a critical
concept in the Civic Voluntarism Model—differ between men and women. Women
regularly face both overt and subtle barriers from these electoral gatekeepers who
make decisions about potential candidates.

Consistently, men are recruited to run for office at higher rates than women
(Lawless and Fox 2005). This pattern also exists among those social workers who
have been candidates or elected officials, although with a smaller (but statistically
significant) gap between men and women. Based on a 2008 survey, male social
workers who had run for office reported recruitment from an average of 3.69 out of
9 possible sources, while women were recruited from an average of 2.98 sources
(Lane and Humphreys 2015). Although this difference may seem small, it is exacer-
bated due to the profession’s gender dynamics. Although 79% of social workers
identify as female, only 61% of the elected officials who participated in this study
were female. This suggests that even within the profession of social work, there may
be a gap in political ambition.
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The Supply-Side Theory of Minority Representation

Elected officials across the country have begun to diversify over the past few
decades, with 13% of state legislators now identifying as nonwhite. Mayors of US
cities now include more than 500 black and 300 Latinx mayors. However, nonwhite
groups are still significantly underrepresented in appointed and elected political
positions. Shah (2014) posits a two-stage model for black representation similar to
the Lawless model discussed above, where the process of choosing to run for office
(emergence) is a distinct consideration from a candidate’s chance of winning.

e Stage one: Running for office. Shah’s examinations of African-American candi-
dates in Louisiana suggest that a number of factors increase the likelihood of a
black candidate running for office. These include the percentage of a district’s
electorate who are highly educated and identify as black and whether a black
candidate has previously run. Black candidates are more likely to run in open
seats than against incumbents, to run for legislative offices rather than executive
or judicial seats, and to run at lower levels of government.

e Stage two: Winning election. When black candidates run, they have a higher than
50% success rate (Shah 2014). Black candidates are more likely to win if a black
candidate has previously held the seat and if more than one black candidate is
running. Black candidates are less likely to win executive seats than legislative or
judicial.

Overall, research by Shah and others has found that the size and concentration of
the black population, its education and employment, the size of a legislative body,
the presence of white voters who are willing to vote for nonwhite candidates, or
coalitions of nonwhite groups such as Latinx residents who will vote for black can-
didates each affect the likelihood of success for a black candidate. In the USA, “the
majority of local jurisdictions continue to have no black representation at all”
(Marschall et al. 2010).

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Using Theories to Create Interventions

Figure 3.3 displays a political participation template developed by Dr.
Katharine Hill, a social worker and professor in Minnesota. This template was
designed to help motivate social workers and others to increase their political
participation. Using the theories and models described above, what kinds of
strategies might you implement to increase your social work peers’ political
participation? In what ways do these theories suggest other activities that
could be added to this template?
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Section 6: Preparing for Political Participation: Assessing
Yourself

The Civic Voluntarism Model described above outlines three critical factors that
precede political participation. This section discusses these factors in more detail
and enables you to explore your own preparation for engaging in political action.
We encourage you to view this as an opportunity to gather a baseline self-assessment
and to help you identify opportunities to continue to examine and strengthen your
own orientation toward political participation. When you complete this book, we
encourage you to reassess yourself to see if you have changed over the course of
reading the book and if so, in what ways.

Civic Knowledge and Skills

Knowledge about the US political system and its historical context is believed to be
necessary for successful participation in political action. Commonly referred to as
political knowledge or civic literacy, this entails “a basic understanding of the
structure and functioning of government as well as the political process through
which decisions are shaped” (Hylton 2015). Essentially, political activity increases
when we understand political structures and key current events, as well as the pro-
cesses through which we can bring about political change.

Despite the critical nature of political knowledge for participation, Americans
generally show low rates of political knowledge, with substantial disparities across
income, race, and ethnicity (c.f. National Center for Education Statistics 2014).
Like other Americans, social workers do not show high rates of civic literacy
(Hylton 2015). Over the last decade, some public and private efforts have focused
on expanding civic education in the USA, with the goal of expanding political
knowledge. In 2015 and the first half of 2016 alone, 12 states passed a Civics
Education Initiative, requiring increased accountability for civic education (Railey
and Brennan 2016). In many of these states, legislation requires high school stu-
dents to take the US Citizenship Civics Test prior to graduation. The US Citizenship
Civics Test consists of 100 questions. Those applying to be naturalized citizens
must answer a set of ten questions from this list before becoming citizens. Below is
an opportunity for you to take sample questions from the US Citizenship Civics
Test.

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Test Your Political Knowledge

Take some sample questions from the US Citizenship Civics Test: http://civ-
icseducationinitiative.org/take-the-test/ or go to http://civicseducationinitia-
tive.org and click “take the test.” How does your civic knowledge match up
against these questions that immigrants must answer in order to become US
citizens?


http://civicseducationinitiative.org/take-the-test/
http://civicseducationinitiative.org/take-the-test/
http://civicseducationinitiative.org
http://civicseducationinitiative.org
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Political skill refers to one’s ability to navigate various strategies involved in

political participation. This could range from knowing how to use a voting machine
at the Election Day polling site to being competent at reaching out to donors for
your own or another’s campaign. Political skill can be understood more broadly to
refer to “the types of strategies and tactics people employ in efforts to behave politi-
cally” (Ferris et al. 2005).

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Test your Political Skills

Take the following Political Skills Inventory, developed by Ferris et al. (2005)
This book is designed to help you develop political skills for engaging in

political action. Below is an opportunity for you to assess a set of general

political skills that can help you navigate political situations. These skills are

useful both in governmental settings and in navigating power in your field

practica, places of employment, or even within your social work program!

Instructions: Using the following scale, please place a number in the blank next to

each item that best describes how much you agree with each statement about
yourself:

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree

3 = Slightly disagree
4 = Neutral

5 = Slightly agree

6 = Agree

7 = Strongly agree

1.

N

SNk W

10.
11.

12.

I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with others. (NA)
I am able to make most people feel comfortable and at ease around me.
ey
I am able to communicate easily and effectively with others. (II)
It is easy for me to develop good rapport with most people. (II)
I understand people very well. (SA)
I am good at building relationships with influential people at work.
(NA)
I am particularly good at sensing the motivations and hidden agendas of
others. (SA)
When communicating with others, I try to be genuine in what I say and
do. (AS)
I have developed a large network of colleagues and associates at work
who I can call on for support when I really need to get things done. (NA)
At work, I know a lot of important people and am well connected. (NA)
I spend a lot of time and effort at work developing connections with
others. (NA)
I am good at getting people to like me. (II)
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13. It is important that people believe I am sincere in what I say and do.
(AS)

14. I try to show a genuine interest in other people. (AS)

15. I 'am good at using my connections and network to make things happen
at work. (NA)

16. I have good intuition or “savvy” about how to present myself to others.
(SA)

17. I always seem to instinctively know the right things to say or do to influ-
ence others. (SA)

18. I pay close attention to peoples’ facial expressions. (SA)

How does your mean score (average of your item scores) measure up with
what you would expect? How did you do on each of the subscales: networking
ability (NA), interpersonal influence (I), social astuteness (SA), and apparent
sincerity (AS)? What connections do you see between these political skills
and core social work skills?

Psychological Engagement

Psychological engagement in the political realm incorporates both political atti-
tudes and political ideology. These attitudes include interest in politics and govern-
ment, trust in government, and political efficacy. Political science distinguishes
between two types of political efficacy: internal efficacy, which refers to an indi-
vidual’s belief in one’s own capability to impact government decisions, and exter-
nal efficacy, which refers to an individual’s belief that government can be responsive
to one’s concerns.

While research is consistent in finding that political attitudes are linked to politi-
cal participation, it is mixed as to the specific ways in which such political attitudes
shape political participation. As Pritzker (2012) notes in her review of the literature,
while higher levels of political trust are commonly linked with higher levels of
political participation, some scholars find that mistrust in government may in fact
increase political participation for some groups. For example, Kahne and Westheimer
(2006) found a contrast in how external efficacy impacts the political participation
of white youth as compared to youth of color. While positive views of government
may lead to higher levels of participation for some youth, for youth of color, nega-
tive views of government’s responsiveness may instead spur participation.

Political ideology refers to the set of beliefs that an individual holds about how
society should function. These beliefs, in turn, shape how we believe policy should be
designed to support our vision of society. For example, ideological perspectives have
been linked with public perception of presidential candidates and key issue stances
(Jacoby 2009). Within the USA, ideology is commonly conceived of in a left/right
spectrum—from conservative to liberal—although Pew Research Center (2014) and
others argue that, in reality, political ideologies are much more complex than this.

Social workers are often linked with liberal ideologies. Data consistently show
that a plurality—and, more recently, a majority—of social workers identify as
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liberals. In a 2006 study, Rosenwald (2006) found that 41% of elected social work-
ers identified as liberal, while 34% identified as moderate and 10% as conservative.
Among social workers who have run for office, 60% identified as liberal, 38% as
moderate, and 2% as conservative (Lane and Humphreys 2011). National surveys of
social work students concurrent with the 2012 and 2016 elections confirm that over
60% of social work students self-identify with liberal ideologies (Pritzker and
Burwell 2016; Pritzker and Garza 2017). In both 2012 and 2016, fewer than 10% of
social work students identified as conservative.

Hodge (2004) argues that the profession’s ideological makeup can leave social
work students and professors who hold more conservative ideologies feeling dis-
couraged in addressing their viewpoints. He argues that educational content in
social work may frame liberal ideology more favorably, impeding political engage-
ment on the part of students who do not share this ideology (Hodge 2004).

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Explore Your Own Political Ideology

Take the Pew Research Center’s Political Typology Quiz: http://www.people-
press.org/quiz/political-typology/. How does the typology that was produced
compare with what you expected? What other groups do you think might
describe you?

Our ideologies often are linked closely with party identification, an important
part of how we behave within a political environment (see more explanation of this
in the Pew report in the resource section). Party identification refers specifically to
the attachment an individual feels toward a political party (Rockaway 2011). As we
discuss throughout this book, party identification is an important part of how indi-
viduals and groups behave within a political environment. Critical links exist
between our ideologies and how we affiliate with a political party (Pew Research
Center 2015). Table 3.1 highlights the ideological categories of the Pew quiz and
the likely alignment of individuals in each category with one of the two major politi-
cal parties, Republican and Democratic.

Party identification often explains how we vote better than specific policy ideas
(Houghton 2011). As of May 2017, 29% of Americans identified with the
Republican party and 28% with the Democratic party. Forty percent of the remain-
der identified as Independent. Independents generally do not formally affiliate
with one of the two major political parties; however, this group splits almost evenly
between leaning toward the Republican (45%) or Democratic (44%) party. A small
minority identify with a third party, a term used for any nonmajor political party
in the USA.

FURTHER REFLECTION: Your Political Identification

Based on the Pew typology survey, does your party identification match that
predicted by the chart in Table 3.1? If not, explain how the party you have
chosen (or your decision not to choose a party) is in alignment with your
beliefs.


http://www.people-press.org/quiz/political-typology/
http://www.people-press.org/quiz/political-typology/
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Table 3.1 Ideology and
political party

Pew ideological category

Likely alignment (with
the two major parties)

Steadfast conservative

Republican (strong)

Business conservative

Republican (strong)

Young outsiders

Republican (not strong)

Hard-pressed skeptics

Democratic (not strong)

Next generation left

Democratic (not strong)

Faith and family left

Democratic (not strong)

Solid liberal

Democratic (strong)

Bystanders Neither

Political Recruitment

When asked by someone we know personally to participate in political action, we
are more likely to do so (Verba et al. 1995). Participation in voluntary organizations
often serves as a route to recruitment, as both personal “asks” and organizational
opportunities to participate may emerge. Social work research consistently finds
that social workers involved in professional organizations like NASW are more
likely to participate politically (Hamilton and Fauri 2001; Ritter 2008).

Pritzker et al. (2015) found that college students were more likely to engage in
an array of political behaviors when contacted by someone they personally know to
work for or contribute to a political party or candidate. Similarly, Swank (2012)
found that social work students who received personal requests from friends to
engage in political causes were more likely to participate politically. However,
research on social work education finds that one-fourth of BSW and MSW pro-
grams do not offer any structured opportunities, such as voter registration drives or
invited panels of elected officials, to communicate to students that electoral involve-
ment is important or to recruit them into action (Pritzker and Burwell 2016).

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Explore Your Experience with Political Recruitment

Have you ever been contacted by someone that you know personally to work
for or contribute money to a candidate, party, or any other organization that
supports candidates? Have you ever been contacted by someone that you
know personally to vote? Has someone you know personally ever suggested
that you consider running for office? Have you ever asked someone else to
participate in a political activity? Based on these questions, reflect on your
own experience with being recruited—or recruiting others—to political
action.



Review of Key Terms and Concepts 71

Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Advocacy: activities which encompass pleading for or against causes, as well as
supporting or recommending positions.

Call to action (in regard to “grassroots lobbying”): the act of asking members of
an organization or any other public groups to contact legislators on behalf of a spe-
cific piece of legislation. This typically involves providing legislators’ names and
contact information to the public.

Civic engagement: a term commonly used to refer to involvement in social or
political actions that help further a common good. Civic engagement entails both
participation in the public arena and an emphasis on action in order to positively
impact others or to impact public decision-making.

Civic literacy: please refer to “political knowledge” (below).

Civic Voluntarism Model: a model that identifies core factors that predict
whether an individual will choose to participate in political activities. The model
posits that three key factors influence political participation: resources to engage in
political activity, psychological engagement, and recruitment. (Please refer to
“political activity,” “psychological engagement,” and “recruitment” for more
information.)

Communication (in regard to “direct lobbying” and “grassroots lobbying”):
both verbal and nonverbal interactions of any sort, unless the organization or
employee has been specifically invited by a legislative body to provide testimony.

Direct lobbying: defined by federal law as the act of communicating with a leg-
islator to express a view on a specific piece of legislation. (Please refer to “commu-
nication,” “legislator,” and “specific piece of legislation” for more information.)

Downballot (or downticket): offices below the top race on an electoral ticket or
ballot. In a Presidential election year, this refers to everything below President. This
could also refer to the other candidates on a ballot below a governor or mayor.

External efficacy: an individual’s belief that the government can be responsive
to one’s concerns.

For-profit organization: company owned by a single owner or shareholder; the
owner or shareholders are allowed to collect profit from their activities.

Government agency: please refer to “public organizations.”

Grassroots lobbying: defined by federal law as the act of communicating with
the public to express a view on a specific piece of legislation with a specific call to
” “specific piece of legislation,”

ELINT3

action. (Please refer to “communication,” “public,
and “call to action” for more information.)

Independents: individuals who generally are not formally affiliated with any
political party.

Internal efficacy: an individual’s belief in one’s own capability to impact gov-
ernment decisions.

Legislator (in regard to “direct lobbying”): an elected member of a state or fed-
eral legislative body.
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Lobbying: a subset of advocacy, communicating with legislators or the public
about specific pieces of legislation. (Please refer to “direct lobbying” and “grass-
roots lobbying” for more information.)

Nonprofit organization: agency that has asked the federal Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) for a tax-exempt classification. (Please refer to “tax-exempt” below
for more information.)

Partisan: activity that is in support of or in opposition to a political party or a
candidate associated with a political party.

Party identification: the attachment an individual feels toward a political party.

Political ambition: the aspiration to be a candidate for political office.

Political efficacy: the belief that one is capable of political participation in a
responsive system.

Political ideology: the set of beliefs that an individual holds about how society
should function. These beliefs, in turn, shape how we believe policy should be
designed to support our vision of society.

Political knowledge (or civic literacy): an understanding of a country’s political
system and history.

Political participation (or political activity): civic engagement in the political
arena, which encompasses a range of ways through which people can communicate
their policy preferences in order to influence who makes policy decisions, how they
make decisions, and the content of those decisions.

Political skill: one’s ability to navigate the various strategies involved in political
participation.

Political sphere: the context in which people contribute to their communities by
seeking to influence political decision-making.

Psychological engagement: an individual’s orientation to politics (e.g., interest
in politics generally or in specific political issues, political efficacy, family influ-
ences to get involved in political activities, and identification with a political party).

Public (in regard to “grassroots lobbying”): individuals or groups who are
involved in grassroots communication or action.

Public organizations (or government agencies): agencies that are part of local,
state, or federal governments.

Rational choice paradigm: an approach that suggests that decisions such as
choosing to become a candidate and which office one chooses as their target are
based on political and structural circumstances.

Resources: assets that can facilitate participation (e.g., time to participate in
political activities, the money necessary to enable participation in political activi-
ties, and civic and political skills that enable individuals to know how to navigate
political processes).

Social sphere: the context in which people help their communities through
activities such as volunteering; donating financial, time, or in-kind resources to indi-
viduals, groups, or organizations; or engaging in community problem-solving.

Specific piece of legislation (in regard to “direct lobbying” and “grassroots lob-
bying”): a potential bill that has been introduced by a legislature or is under consid-
eration by an executive.
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Tax-exempt: a classification that allows nonprofits to avoid paying taxes on cer-
tain purchases, in return for abiding by rules regarding activities and revenue.

Third parties: smaller parties than the two major US political parties that hold
the majority of power and positions in the political realm (currently the Republican
and the Democratic parties). Examples of third parties include the Green, Libertarian,
and Independent parties.

Resources

Dissertation

Brooks, C.J. (2012). Identity and intersectionality for big city mayors: A phenomenological analy-
sis of black women (Order No. 3554809). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses
Global. (1317627218).

Websites

The Hatch Act: https://osc.gov/Pages/HatchAct.aspx

IRS Section 527—Political Organizations: https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-drop/rr-04-6.pdf

Political Party Identification Data from the Pew Research Center: http://www.pewresearch.org/
data-trend/political-attitudes/party-identification/ or go to http://www.pewresearch.org and in
the menu under “Home”, click the “Data” tab, then scroll down to the “Political Attitudes” sec-
tion and click “Party Identification”.

Presidential Management Fellowship: https://www.pmf.gov
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Section 1: Overview

How can political social workers constructively engage with power and conflict in
order to promote social change? Although a commonly used word, power has a
variety of uses, definitions, and connotations that are explored in this chapter. Is
power something held by individuals or given through a web of structures and insti-
tutions? Is power negative or positive? Is there a finite (“zero-sum”) amount of
power so that in order for one person or group to gain power, another must give up
or have power taken away—resulting in conflict and power struggles? Or is power
something that can be shared, grown, and created? Specific tools that political social
workers can use to assess power dynamics in political contexts are presented.

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 2: Engage Diversity and Difference in Practice

COMPETENCY 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

COMPETENCY 6: Engage with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations,

and Communities

COMPETENCY 7: Assess Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities

Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes
2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

3. Holding professional and political positions

4. Engaging with electoral campaigns

A AAAA

5. Seeking and holding elected office

Section 2: Understanding Power

Power is key to social change in every society around the world. It is a central factor
of human social life (1990). Eyben et al. (2006) advise that

... global economic and political factors are entrenching poverty and inequality and reduc-
ing the agency of citizens to influence the processes that affect their lives... [P Jeople living
in poverty are cut off from real avenues of power... [T [he realisation of people’s rights will
depend in part on forging links of solidarity between people and organisations at different
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levels so that they can better understand the dynamics of power between citizens and gov-
ernment, and within global and national institutions—with a view to changing them. (p. 1)

As social workers, we spend a significant amount of time learning and thinking
about oppression, diversity, human rights, and privilege. Power is an important part
of each of these concepts and is especially crucial for political social work. Work in
the political arena involves understanding power around you, your own power, and
the ability to navigate power effectively.

The assignment of power within a society—as well as an individual, group, fam-
ily, or community’s ability to access power—is heavily influenced by characteristics
such as race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic class, educational level, and access
to resources. Societal structures such as the way the legal system is set up, the
media’s role, and the role religious institutions hold also influence the distribution
of power within a society.

FURTHER REFLECTION: Social Work Code of Ethics

Read the following statement from the NASW Code of Ethics (2017). Choose
at least one of the personal characteristics discussed in that statement. While
power will be defined and discussed in much more detail in the subsequent
sections, what are your initial thoughts about how power is distributed in the
US society in terms of this characteristic?

Social workers should act to prevent and eliminate domination of, exploi-
tation of, and discrimination against any person, group, or class on the basis
of race, ethnicity, national origin, color, sex, sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity or expression, age, marital status, political belief, religion, immigration
status, or mental or physical disability.

Defining Power

Definitions of power are extensive and multifaceted. Take a few minutes to consider
your own experiences and definitions of power. Reflecting on this construct may
help you think about how you will use power within the political arena.

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Your Own Definition of Power

Which of these ideas of power, adapted from the Institute for Development
Studies (2011) comes the closest to your definition of power? (You may
choose multiple responses.):

e Something held by individuals; some people are powerful, some people
are powerless

e There is only a finite amount of power available, so it is a “zero-sum
game”’; for one person to get more power, they have to take it from another
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e Power is a negative concept that is used to control others

* Power is structural and built into the systems that oversee important
functions

e Power is pervasive and embodied in all relationships and discourses

e Power is fluid and it is possible for one person or group to gain power
without taking it from others

* Power is a positive concept, necessary for agency and positive action

e Power is connected to your identity and the groups you belong to

e Power is connected to your relationships with others

Why do you define power in this way?

Social worker Mark Homan (2016) defines power as “the capacity to move people
in a desired direction to accomplish some desired end” (p. 52). As he points out,
power is essential to accomplishing any goals and, therefore, is critical to the work we
do as political social workers. Other commonly used definitions of power include “the
capacity to bring about significant effects: to effect changes or prevent them” (Lukes
2005, n.p.) and “the ability of people to achieve the change they want” (Hunjan and
Pettit 2011). Power can also be seen as “the degree of control over material, human,
intellectual and financial resources exercised by different sections” of a society or
community (Batliwala 1993, as quoted in VeneKlasen and Miller 2007). In each of
these definitions, power is used to influence the actions of others in some way.

Power can be exercised both individually and collectively in many ways. Some
ways that you might see power exercised in political contexts include:

1. Depriving the opposition of something they want, such as votes or the ability to
do business as usual

2. Giving the opposition something they want, such as votes, endorsement, or an
audience for their message

3. Electing someone who supports your issues (Bobo et al. 2010)

Characteristics of Power

Power runs the gamut from expressions that we might see as negative (e.g., domina-
tion) to those that are strength based and positive (e.g., collaboration and transforma-
tion), to those that can be seen as either. For example, resistance may have either a
positive or a negative connotation, depending on the context. It is common to think
of power in a negative sense; for instance, keeping people from doing something they
want to do or making them do something they do not want to do. However, we also
can use power positively—to create new ways to enable people to do what they want.

Power is relative, not absolute. Someone who has a great deal of power in one
situation (e.g., a social worker who has the power to decide whether a client receives
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services from an agency) may have little power in other situations (e.g., that same
social worker may not have a say in agency policies). This distinction underscores
that power is not a fixed characteristic of a person or community and is instead vari-
able. Even in the same setting, an individual’s power may vary. An elected social
worker in the legislature might go from possessing a large amount of power to a
small amount, if their party loses control of the majority or if they are removed from
a key committee.

Power can be thought of as relational or non-relational—"“power to” versus
“power over” something or someone (Wartenberg 1990). Consider the following
four types of power:

* Power “over”—the ability of the powerful to affect the actions and thoughts of
those who are powerless

* Power “to”—the capacity to act; capability

¢ Power ‘“with”—collective action, social mobilization, and alliance building

* Power “within”—a sense of dignity and self-worth at the individual or collec-
tive level (Institute for Development Studies 2011)

You might find the first type of power uncomfortable, and you might instead feel
more comfortable and compatible with social work’s emphasis on values such as
empowerment and self-determination. Yet, as social workers we may find ourselves
with power over others in a variety of ways. In fact, Piven and Cloward (1971)
argued that over the profession’s history, social work has moved away from mobi-
lizing our communities (power with) and toward exerting social control (power
over). We can find ourselves in this role even when it is not a conscious choice on
our part. For example, social workers who work on the front lines with clients help-
ing them navigate public assistance programs may find themselves in a position
where they are charged with requiring applicants to behave in ways that conform to
the program’s rules. This is an illustration of power “over.” In contrast, we may
prefer to be in a role where we can work “with” our clients to consider ways in
which such rules might disadvantage the people in the community and might need
to be changed.

Power can be formal, imbued due to one’s specific role or position (e.g., presi-
dent, governor, executive director, CEO/chief executive), or informal. While we
commonly associate power with individuals, groups, families, communities, or
societies who have money or status, Homan (2016) and others describe a number of
other characteristics often associated with those who hold power (similar to the
“power over” discussed above). These include:

e The ability to use connections to mobilize resources

e Access to information, or the ability to control whether and how information
flows to others

e Knowledge of local history and traditions (you may have worked with someone
who jumps in to tell everyone else the way the organization has always done
things in the past)
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e The authority to make or interpret laws or rules

e Access to large constituencies who depend on you in some way

e A charismatic or an intimidating personality

¢ Being willing to flaunt the law in a way that challenges other power sources (e.g.,
terrorists, criminals in some cases)

While our societal impression of power is often an individual who takes control
using fear (Hunjan and Pettit 2011), Keltner (2016) argues that altruism and social
intelligence are important components in helping an individual keep power.

Dimensions of Power

Power is stronger when it is less visible. Lukes (2005) defines three dimensions of
power, each increasingly less visible than the previous dimension. As John Gaventa
summarizes, distinctions between these dimensions can be described as follows:

Power can be the ability to act visibly in ways that affect others, but it is also the power to
act behind closed doors through more hidden and invisible means. Power can be about
what is on the agenda, but also what is kept off; about who speaks, but also who does not;
about whose voices count, as well as whose voices go unheard. As such, power is about
what we see easily and experience directly, as well as what we do not see. (Hunjan and
Pettit 2011)

Each of Lukes’ (2005) three dimensions of power are outlined below:

Dimension I: Power exercised by one group over another when conflict exists
between the interests of the two groups: The winning side might use the “rules of
the game,” threats, or the offer of rewards to win.

We often see this power dimension in the political arena when a political party
wins an election. In the middle of a fight with Congressional Republicans over the
threat of a government shutdown in 2013, then-President Barack Obama exercised
this dimension when he emphasized the power he gained by winning his Presidential
reelection: “You don’t like a particular policy or a particular president? Then argue
for your position. Go out there and win an election. Push to change it. But don’t
break it” (Cillizza 2013).

Dimension 2: Power used to decide which issues are placed on the agenda to be
debated and discussed: This power is wielded when the group setting the agenda
prioritizes its interests and/or excludes the interests of a group with less power. This
happens intentionally, by denying one group the opportunity to have their griev-
ances heard by the larger group, through censorship, or by manipulating the rules of
the game to ensure that some voices are not heard. It also happens directly, but
unintentionally, when a group focused on emphasizing their own interests uncon-
sciously denies the interests of another group in order to do so.

This second dimension of power is common in the political arena. Some ways in
which it is exercised in political settings (Jansson 2017) include the following:
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Reward power: Those with power promise incentives to others to support a
political move. For example, as part of an attempt in 2017 to repeal and replace
President Obama’s Affordable Care Act, Senate Republicans added the “Kodiak
Kickback™ to one version of the repeal bill. This provision was specifically
designed to provide benefits for Alaskans, in an effort to convince Alaska Senator
Lisa Murkowski to vote for this bill (Stein 2017). Ultimately, this effort was
unsuccessful in securing her vote.

Substantive power: Those with power propose a strategic compromise that
pairs a change that is unpopular with one that is popular. This is done with to
elicit support from people who would otherwise disagree with the unpopular
change.

Procedural power: Those with power use built-in institutional procedures to
support or block a policy proposal. One common way this happens is when the
Speaker of the House of Representatives bypasses the committee to which a bill
might normally be assigned, and instead assigns the bill to a committee that is
likely to kill it. Another example of a political actor with substantial procedural
power is the parliamentarian of the US Senate. This individual has the authority
to review all bills before the Senate and to determine which aspects of the bill
need just a simple majority of votes to pass and which should be subject to a
higher standard.

Process power: Those with power use processes that exist within the political
system to influence others. They may intentionally increase or decrease conflict,
control how much time exists for deliberations, or limit the scope of discussion
allowed. When politicians term the end of an opposing party’s term as a “lame-
duck session,” they are using process power to frame this time period as one in
which no substantive policy work should happen. In contrast, when a governor
terms a bill “emergency legislation,” she is using process power to prioritize this
bill over all other bills under consideration.

Dimension 3: Power that shapes the preferences and perceptions of those without

power through framing issues and shaping public beliefs. This results in those with-
out power actively engaging or complying with situations that might actually be
against their own interests.

Lukes’ first and second dimensions may feel especially familiar and obvious.

You may readily be able to come up with examples of each from your own observa-
tions. In contrast, this third dimension may be less apparent, with critical implica-
tions for the suppression of conflict. Mechanisms that exercise this third dimension
of power include mass media, news media, or “cultural transmission” (Lukes 2005).
These subtly create norms around fashion and body image, gender roles, age, or
ideologies in ways that the public may not realize.

Lukes (2005) provides a striking description of this third dimension of power:

Identity-related or what we can call recognitional domination can take more complex forms
still where the dominant group or nation, in control of the means of interpretation and com-
munication, project their own experience and culture as the norm, rendering invisible the
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perspective of those they dominate, while simultaneously stereotyping them and marking
them out as ‘other.” In doing so, they employ a range of power mechanisms, as the black poet
Aimé Césaire observed when he wrote, ‘I am talking of millions of men who have been skill-
fully injected with fear, inferiority complexes, trepidation, servility, despair, abasement.’
These words are quoted by Frantz Fanon at the very beginning of his first book, Black Skin,
White Masks. In this and other books, Fanon explored the psychological, social, and politi-
cal dimensions of this form of domination and the intimate relations between language,
personality, sexual relations, and political experience in the context of the struggle for
independence and the post-colonial experience in Algeria and elsewhere in Africa. Yet it is
important, finally, to note that the injection will only be partially effective: that the domi-
nated will never fully internalize ways of interpreting the world that devalue and stereotype
them but rather experience what the black American political thinker W.E.B. Du Bois called
a kind of ‘double consciousness,’ namely: “this sense of always looking at one’s self through
the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity. (p. 120)

The writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie described in her TED talk (2009) the
“single story,” a story that shows “a people as one thing, as only one thing, over and
over again, and that is what they become.” Her example further illustrates this third
dimension:

It is impossible to talk about the single story without talking about power. There is a word,
an Igbo word, that I think about whenever I think about the power structures of the world,
and it is “nkali.” It’s a noun that loosely translates to “to be greater than another.” Like our
economic and political worlds, stories too are defined by the principle of nkali: How they
are told, who tells them, when they 're told, how many stories are told, are really dependent
on power. Power is the ability not just to tell the story of another person, but to make it the
definitive story of that person. The Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti writes that if you
want to dispossess a people, the simplest way to do it is to tell their story and to start with,
“secondly.” Start the story with the arrows of the Native Americans, and not with the arrival
of the British, and you have an entirely different story. Start the story with the failure of the
African state, and not with the colonial creation of the African state, and you have an
entirely different story.

The process by which this third dimension of power is created and sustained is
outside the scope of this book, but we recommend Bobbie Harro’s (1982) cycle of
socialization as one avenue to understand how this third dimension of power
operates.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Exploring Dimensions of Power

Choose a successful advocacy effort for a cause you believe in. This may be
an effort you were a part of, or one that has captured your interest. Describe
specific ways that each of these three dimensions of power were utilized by
the advocates or in response to the advocates.
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Oppression

Political social workers need to be aware of how power plays out through oppres-
sion and prejudice in both the political processes within which we work and the
policies that result from those processes. Oppression can be defined as “the domina-
tion of a powerful group—politically, economically, socially, culturally—over sub-
ordinate groups” or “an institutionalized, unequal power relationship” that combines
prejudice with power (Van Soest 2008, n.p.). Oppression exists when some groups
are granted power and opportunities at the expense of others, frequently in a way
that sets up the dominant group as “normal” or “right” and people outside of that
group as “the other.” Oppression is not just a matter of individual attitudes toward
those who are different. Rather, it is institutionalized into the systems within which
we live, including political systems. It is perpetuated particularly through the third
dimension of power, as a society creates implicit norms and traditions. “All
oppressed people suffer some inhibition of their ability to develop and exercise their
capacities and express their needs, thoughts, and feelings,” but their experiences are
not identical (Young 1990).
Young (1990) defines five categories or “faces” of oppression:

1. Exploitation: Seriously unequal distribution of wealth, income, and other
resources, based on structure and group identity

2. Marginalization: Deliberate exclusion of some people from opportunities such
as work and other participation in social life

3. Powerlessness: Lack of opportunity to develop opportunities, lack of autonomy
(particularly in the workplace), disrespectful treatment due to lack of status

4. Cultural imperialism: Establishing the dominant group’s culture as the “norm”
and other cultures as deviant or inferior; makes developing stereotypes easier

5. Violence: Unprovoked attacks designed to harm, humiliate, or destroy someone
because of membership in a marginalized group, often tolerated by dominant
systems

The existence and extent of oppression, as well as perceptions about which
groups are oppressed, are a source of controversy in US society. Social workers in
the USA—as well as globally—have been raised in systems that create and replicate
oppression. As social workers, we abide by the National Association of Social
Workers (2017) Code of Ethics, which states “Social workers are sensitive to cul-
tural and ethnic diversity and strive to end discrimination, oppression, poverty, and
other forms of social injustice.” The Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards
of the Council on Social Work Education (2015), which accredits all US social work
programs, explicitly mentions oppression in describing two core educational com-
petencies: Competency 2 (engaging diversity and difference in practice) and
Competency 3 (advancing human rights and social, economic, and environmental
justice). We recommend the NASW Standards for Cultural Competence in Social
Work Practice (in Resource section) for more information. Despite this significant
attention to oppression and cultural competence within the profession, it would be
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naive to suggest that all social workers are comfortable with discussing or address-
ing oppression and privilege, or that there is consensus among social workers as to
their meaning and solutions. We encourage you to spend some time understanding
the structural roots and history of these issues, even if it is a challenging journey.

The skills described throughout this book can be used to disrupt oppression in a
variety of ways—from ensuring that candidates are elected who will work toward
more equitable and just policies to organizing communities around the disruption of
inequitable and unjust systems. Political social workers, as is the case for individual
social workers in every setting, must continuously assess the options available to
them to fight for social justice within and outside of systems and determine what
methods they can most effectively use to challenge oppression.

Privilege

In order for oppression to exist, some groups must have privilege while other groups
lack privilege. This means that power and opportunity are distributed inequitably.
Privilege is a process in which power is transferred from one person or group to
another. However, it is not just power that is transferred. As Franks and Riedel
(2008, para 1) state, privilege

.. is the invisible advantage and resultant unearned benefits afforded to dominant groups
of people because of a variety of sociodemographic traits. Privilege provides economic and
social boosts to dominant groups while supporting the structural barriers to other groups
imposed by prejudice.

In the US context, privilege is often linked with the above characteristics listed
in the NASW Code of Ethics. These significant areas of inequity in our society
include race, gender, sexual orientation, sexual identity, disability status, class, age,
nationality, and religion. Privilege may also emerge in less obvious ways; for exam-
ple, living in urban areas may confer privileges unavailable to those in rural areas.
For many of us, the areas in which we have privilege are invisible to us. We are more
aware of the areas in which we lack privilege. It may be easier for the authors as
white women to see the ways in which gender decreases our privilege than it is to
see the ways in which race increases our privilege. This is because the privilege that
comes with race is simply our lived experience. Without attention to our privilege,
we might assume unconsciously that this is everyone’s experience.

Oppression may be magnified by membership in multiple groups that lack status.
Similarly, privilege may be magnified by membership in groups with high status.
Scholars of intersectionality note that “both oppression and privilege occur at mul-
tiple levels and sites and are experienced relationally and dynamically between and
among individuals, identities, and groups” (Hillock 2012, p. 39). Intersectionality is
defined as the ways in which our various social identities and the related systems of
oppression, domination, discrimination, and disadvantage apply to an individual or
group. This perspective highlights ways in which the location of an individual at the
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“intersection” of multiple identities (for example race and gender, immigration sta-
tus and sexual orientation, or all of the above) makes their actual experience of a
phenomenon different from those who are not at that same intersection (Crenshaw
1991).

The topic of privilege is a challenging one for social work. It did not warrant an
entry in the Encyclopedia of Social Work until 1995. It is mentioned only once (in
the discussion of Competency 2, engaging diversity and difference in practice) in
the Council on Social Work Education (2015) Educational Policy and Accreditation
Standards. The concept does not appear in the National Association of Social
Workers (2017) Code of Ethics. In fact, the word “privilege” is used only to describe
privileged, or private, communications. Yet, social workers often enter into our
work with communities from a position of privilege. We may bring privilege in
through one or more of our identities, such as race, gender, class, or sexual orienta-
tion. Certainly, most social workers have privilege through education at the B.S.W.,
M.S.W., or Ph.D./D.S.W. levels. We carry privilege with us through our paid
employment with agencies that provide funding or oversight of significant commu-
nity efforts. We may have privilege through positions as elected officials or political
staffers, or through the authority to make decisions about what others are permitted
to do. These areas of privilege may interact with constraints that exist or are per-
ceived by the communities with which we work.

Section 3: Engaging Power and Empowerment as a Political
Social Worker

Oppression and Privilege in Political Social Work Practice

While some individual social workers may fear threatening their employment or
livelihood by acting in ways that downplay their own privilege or that help groups
they work with to increase their power, this work is a crucial part of social work
practice. It requires continued reflection and improvement. On a macro level, the
social work literature offers models for challenging oppression embedded in exist-
ing power structures not just in political social work, but also in organizational
change (Latting and Ramsey 2009; Blitz and Kohl 2012), group work (Berg and
Simon 2013), community-based research (Chavez et al. 2008), and community
organizing (Mizrahi and Morrison 1993). Despite these models’ existence, research
finds that social work students may graduate without sufficient knowledge to begin
addressing issues of privilege and oppression (Shine 2011). The process of unpack-
ing privilege and oppression—undoing lessons about the supremacy of some groups
and the perceived shortcomings of others that we have been taught throughout our
lives—is an ongoing, difficult process. We hope that some of the resources in this
chapter and in this book can be helpful to you in doing so.

Political social workers often have to make hard decisions in practice that center
around oppression and privilege. Some of these questions include the following: Do
we work within mezzo and macro systems that consistently advantage some groups
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while marginalizing others? Do we fight from the outside to change these mezzo
and macro systems, even though that type of change can take a long time and can be
a painful process? Every social worker who wishes to make change on the macro
level has to consider whether to do so within or outside of existing power
structures.

Such questions seem increasingly prevalent in the early twenty-first century, as
we see an increasing public willingness to question long-standing societal institu-
tions. An important perspective worth considering comes from the legendary and
controversial organizer Saul Alinksy (1971):

As an organizer, I start from where the world is, not as I would like it to be. That we accept
the world as it is does not in any sense weaken our desire to change it into what we believe
it should be—it is necessary to begin where the world is if we are going to change it into
what we think it should be. That means working in the system. (p. Xix)

As they work to challenge oppression, political social workers also face ques-
tions such as the following: If we are in a situation where we have power and privi-
lege, do we use our own privilege as a tool to share power with others? And, how do
we organize in ways that enable community members’ voices to come through, even
if they are not saying what is popular or “right” to those in power?

When engaging with communities that have been disadvantaged by current sys-
tems, political social workers also consider: Does one need to be a member of the
community they seek to organize or support? The reality is that in order to create
change as a political social worker, you will likely find yourself working in a variety
of communities in which you may not be a member. For example, in an electoral
campaign, political social workers frequently find themselves working outside of
their own local geographic community. In an advocacy campaign, if there are not
enough members of your own community or group to create change, you may need
to join with other groups in order to make change happen. At the same time, many
argue for the importance of community membership, because a community member
is better equipped to understand the community’s culture and brings “a personal
understanding of the political oppression experienced in marginalized communi-
ties” (Hardina 2004, n.p.). This perspective suggests that social workers should be
of the same racial or ethnic background or share other identity characteristics with
those in the community they are organizing. Others argue that social workers who,
in the spirit of Paulo Freire (2000), emphasize partnership, dialogue, and mutual
learning can organize outside of their own community successfully. Conversely,
organizing within one’s own community risks problematic conflicts of interests,
leading social workers to have difficulty remaining neutral in discussions of strate-
gies and tactics (Hardina 2004).

Whether as an insider or outsider to the community for which you work, social
workers need to possess the self-awareness to place themselves in relation to the
community, to understand the oppression experienced by that community, and to be
able to recognize the effects that their own identity may have on their work with the
community. Social workers working within marginalized communities also must
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recognize that such communities may not have favorable opinions of the social
work profession because of historically negative interactions with social workers. If
you find communities resistant to social workers, consider the history of social work
within that community. (See, for example, Sheryl Grossman’s profile in Chap. 13,
and her discussion of how social workers have been viewed in some disability com-
munities.) As social workers who bring our own identities and privileges into a situ-
ation, we must be careful of our potential positionality “as an oppressor, as an
unfairly advantaged person, or as a participant in a damaged culture” (Mclntosh
2007 as cited in Hillock 2012).

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Ana Rodriguez, MSW
Immigrant Justice Organizer with the Colorado People’s Alliance (Fig. 4.1).

Fig.4.1 Ana Rodriguez,
MSW

Ana began her journey to political social work at a young age, when she felt
politicized due to her undocumented legal status. As a political science under-
graduate, she felt that she needed to find a path into working on the ground for
people like her. She enrolled in the MSW program at the University of
Houston to pursue a political social work degree and internship opportunities
in the Texas Legislature. Ana says that working with Texas legislators felt like
the right “next step in the trajectory that [she] really wanted to embark on.”

Ana worked on a Notario Bill in the Texas Legislature to punish notary
publics who claimed to be attorneys by deceiving the immigrant community
into paying them for legal services that they are not licensed to perform. “This
was legislation that seemed good, seemed necessary ... there was political
will to work on it, political will to have it pass.” While the legislation passed,
Ana realized that it was not a policy that the community was actively advocat-
ing for, making implementation challenging. Legislators could have spent that
time working on “legislation that was more difficult to pass” that the com-
munity really prioritized. While Ana had amazing experiences working for a
progressive legislator at the Texas Legislature who centered his work on peo-
ple of color and immigrants, she found herself realizing the “limits of working
within the existing political system.”

(continued)
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Ana felt that if she “truly wanted to live the values of a social worker and
implement the changes that were needed in the community ... working within
the [established] political system wasn’t enough.” She needed to work in an
organization that holds politicians and those in power accountable. She now
“build[s] campaigns for immigrant justice that are led by membership” of the
Colorado People’s Alliance. She works closely with community members to
develop organizing strategies and push for changes in legislation. Because the
organization is “member-led, members get to decide what strategies are the
best, what strategies stay.” The organization is guided by what “members of
the community have capacity for.” For example, staff proposed creating a traf-
fic blockade to protest the lack of accessibility of Colorado’s immigrant driv-
er’s license program, a program they felt unfairly excluded certain immigrants
from obtaining a license. However, “because membership is largely immi-
grant and largely undocumented and given the political climate, they don’t
have the flexibility or ability to take those kinds of risks or engage in those
kinds of actions.” The organization listened to the voices and expressed needs
of the community, and adjusted to political plans that did not endanger com-
munity members.

Empowerment

Just as understanding and using power is a crucial part of being a social worker,
engaging in practices that build power among, or empower, marginalized, vulner-
able, and oppressed populations is also critical to the profession. The first sentence
of our Code of Ethics underscores this, saying that “the primary mission of the
social work profession is to enhance human well-being and help meet the basic
human needs of all people, with particular attention to the needs and empowerment
of people who are vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty” (National
Association of Social Workers 2017). Empowerment refers to enhancing power on
a personal, interpersonal, and/or political level (Gutiérrez 1990). It can be a process,
an outcome, or a social work intervention, focused on “not coping or adaptation, but
an increase in the actual power of the client or community so that action can be
taken to change and prevent the problems clients are facing” (Gutierrez et al. 1995).

In political social work practice, we focus especially on political empower-
ment, that is, helping to reduce powerlessness and strengthening the political power
individuals and groups hold. A focus on political empowerment is strongly grounded
in conflict theory (Gutiérrez 1990), with its focus on altering levels of power held by
different groups in society.

A psychological process of change is generally part of the empowerment pro-
cess, involving an increased awareness of power that already “exists within any
individual, family, group, or community” (Gutierrez et al. 1995). Through this pro-
cess, social workers support individuals, groups, and communities in developing
awareness of their own power. Katie Richards-Schuster’s profile in Chap. 3 provides
an illustration of this, as she discusses supporting children and youth to discover
their own power to impact policy. Leonardsen (2007) suggests that social workers
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should focus both on individual empowerment and empowerment in relation to oth-
ers; otherwise, he argues, they risk becoming moralizing agents rather than facilita-
tors of empowerment.

Social work practice focused on political empowerment emphasizes promoting
meaningful participation among vulnerable populations (Richards-Schuster et al. in
press). It is important to differentiate participation from meaningful participa-
tion. Many programs and structures provide opportunities for public participation.
Rarely, though, do these opportunities enable the public to meaningfully impact
decisions—decisions that often directly impact their lives and well-being. An
important guide to thinking about this distinction between participation and mean-
ingful participation is the seminal Ladder of Participation developed by Arnstein
(1969). This ladder illustrated and “modeled ways in which citizens were being
engaged in community-based policy programs in the 1960s and 1970s” (Richards-
Schuster et al. in press).

The rungs of Arnstein’s Ladder are listed in this section. As you read this, visual-
ize a ladder with eight rungs. The lowest level of participation is listed at rung 1, at
the bottom of the figure. The highest level of participation is listed at rung 8, at the
top of the figure. As you go up the ladder’s rungs, from 1 to 8, participation by vul-
nerable individuals and communities becomes increasingly meaningful. As partici-
pation expands and becomes more meaningful along the rungs of this ladder, we
also see increasing amounts of people power. As Arnstein (1969) notes:

Citizen participation is a categorical term for citizen power. It is the redistribution of power
that enables the have-not citizens, presently excluded from the political and economic pro-
cess, to be deliberately included in the future. (p. 216)

Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Participation (from the highest rung to the lowest)

Citizen power
8. Individuals or groups hold decision-making power through citizen control of specific
programs, institutions, or communities.

7. Power-holders delegate or assign decision-making regarding specific issues, boards, or
neighborhoods to individuals or groups in the community.

6. Individuals and power-holders partner to share in planning and decision-making,
sometimes referred to as “power-sharing.”

Tokenism

5. Individuals are placated, as power-holders hand-pick representatives to serve on decision-
making bodies (e.g., boards, commissions, advisory groups), but in such a way that these
representatives can easily be outnumbered.

4. Individuals are consulted for their input and perspectives; however, there is no mechanism
to take these perspectives into account.
3. Participation focuses on a one-way information flow, where information is given to
individuals, with no real opportunity for feedback.
Non-participation
2. Individuals are engaged in what Arnstein (1969) sees as group therapy—masked as
participation, people are incorporated into participation specifically with the goal of
changing their individual attitudes or behavior.
. Individuals are manipulated by power-holders; they are merely involved as rubber stamps,
rather than educating them to make informed decisions.

—_
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APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Applying the Ladder of Participation
Reflecting on your own life experiences, identify a situation for each of the
following:

1. Where your input was, in actuality, non-participation
2. Where your participation was tokenistic
3. Where you experienced real voice and decision-making influence

In political social work, empowering vulnerable—and commonly oppressed—
populations in meaningful ways can be particularly challenging. How do social
workers convince those who have power because of the existing system to change
that system in a way that might reduce their power? Choosing to relinquish some
element of power in order to partner, delegate, or enable citizen control over
decision-making requires a major shift. Such a shift can be very difficult for many
people in power. In our own efforts, how do we ensure that engagement is truly
participation—that it is not tokenistic, and that it is meaningful—reflecting true
empowerment? Furthermore, how do we engage communities or populations who
have been denied power by larger systems in social change efforts, when these
efforts have proven unsuccessful or even damaging to them in the past?

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Empowerment Assessment and Planning

Thinking about your current or most recent field placement or place of
employment, identify one method the agency uses to solicit feedback from
clients or community members. Describe this process and where it falls on
Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation. How much power do clients or community
members have relative to the agency’s participation processes? Identify a plan
to move participation up at least one rung. What might that participation
look like?

For Further Reflection

What are some specific steps you could take to move participation to a higher
rung? Who would be allies in that effort? Who would be opposed? What bar-
riers do you see in seeking to do this in this setting?

Engaging with Your Own Power as a Political Social Worker

Hasenfeld (1987) argues that the social work profession makes a critical mistake in
not giving enough attention to the concept of power. Power can take many forms in
social work practice, requiring thoughtful attention to engaging with power in a
meaningful—and influential—way. The kinds of political change we discuss in this
book typically involve altering the dynamics of power at a community or societal
level. Bobo et al. (2010) argue that the three main ways to alter the dynamics of
power, or power relations, are:
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e To build strong, lasting organizations

e To change the laws and regulations that affect power

e To change the people who are elected to office so that elected offices are held by
those who believe in shared values and causes

They suggest that changing power relations involves a long-term investment in
system-level changes.

Often, however, social workers express discomfort with power. Furthermore,
compared to men, women express less interest and less comfort engaging with
power (Hays 2013). While power can be exercised individually or collectively, in
general, many social workers feel most comfortable engaging with collective power
exercised by a group, community, or population to achieve shared goals. We also
might be more comfortable with power that is considered positive or beneficent—
used to serve the interest of others.

While feeling uncomfortable with power or with using power is understandable,
it does not reflect the reality of social work practice. As a social worker at any level
and in any field, an important part of your ability to do your job is being able to assess
who holds power in a given situation, and choosing whether or not to use the power
that you bring into that situation. Power is part of every professional interaction you
have as a social worker. It is particularly so in the case of political social work. For
example, among social workers who have run for office, both men and women
express overwhelmingly consistent and positive perceptions about using power in
their political position (Lane and Humphreys 2015). If the idea of wielding power
makes you uncomfortable, consider how you can hold yourself accountable for your
use of power. Ask others to hold you accountable as well, and continually reflect on
opportunities to transfer your power to those who do not have access to power.

FURTHER REFLECTION and SELF-ASSESSMENT: Power Self-Reflection
This exercise (based on ideas in Hunjan and Pettit 2011) involves three steps.

1) Make a list of 5—-10 categories of social identity that you think are most
relevant in your geographic community or another community to which you
feel connected. You may wish to include some from the list in the NASW
Code of Ethics: race, ethnicity, national origin, color, sex, sexual orientation,
gender identity or expression, age, marital status, political belief, religion,
immigration status, and mental or physical disability.

2) For each of these categories of social identity, write down your own
identity. For example, if you chose national origin, you might put born in the
U.S., immigrant, member of sovereign tribe, etc.

3) Think of the majority of people who hold formal or informal power in
your community. Does their identity match yours in these areas? Put a + next
to the categories where you have the same identity as those in power, and
a — next to those where you do not.

When you have finished, reflect on what this exercise reveals about the
ways in which you might have access to power and the ways in which you
might be blocked from access to power in your community.
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To build comfort with power and to become effective empowerment agents,
Leonardsen (2007) argues that social workers need opportunities and structures to
practice their own empowerment during their social work education. Leonardsen
distinguishes between indoctrination and a politicization of empowerment. In
indoctrination, students are taught to view and adapt to situations through the same
lens as their educators. Through politicization of empowerment, students them-
selves are empowered through their education to engage in processes of dialogue
and reflection as they develop their own competence in approaching systemic chal-
lenges. By becoming empowered through their own education, Leonardsen (2007)
argues that social workers will be better prepared to support their clients in building
their own competence and confidence to engage in action.

Working in the political realm is a way for individual social workers to access
their own power, and to help share that sense of power with others. If you see power
as something oppressive and impenetrable, you may be wary of learning about it
and using it. But we encourage you to, instead, think of yourself as a firefighter with
a fire hose. You may be afraid of the power of that fire hose, but at some point the
valve is going to open up and send highly pressurized water through it. If you are
not prepared for the force of the water coming through the hose, you may end up
drowning someone rather than putting out the fire. Power is like any other tool that
you can harness as part of the social work process. Used poorly or with ill intent, it
can increase injustice, harm lives, and cause more harm than good. Ignored, it can
lead to the failure of the best intended social change processes. Used well, it can
create opportunities for structural change and build the capacity of communities.

Engaging in Collective Power

As we engage in political social work practice, we may frequently (but not always!)
find ourselves being outspent by those on the other side of the issue from us. In these
situations, it is important to consider ways groups with limited resources harness
collective power to counter those with significant resources. We often access power
in six general areas (adapted from Samuel, as described in VeneKlasen and Miller
2007).

1. The power of the people: Social workers create social change gain power from
large groups of citizens coming together to rally, contact elected officials, or
vote. Even if those who participate have a small amount of power as individuals,
collective action creates the opportunity for their power to be accessed and used.

2. The power of knowledge: Social workers harness knowledge of the electoral pro-
cess, policy-making process, information about key issues to be discussed, and
understanding of how policies affect disadvantaged individuals and communities
to bring these sources of power to the change process.

3. The power of constitutional guarantees: Social workers in the USA have power
through the right to free speech and other protections of the Bill of Rights that
are not accessible to many change agents throughout the world.
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4.

The power of networks: Social workers are part of networks of professionals,
clients, advocates, and other change agents, which offer critical knowledge,
resources, and abilities.

. The power of solidarity: Social workers harness power from engaging in change

activities with groups of like-minded allies. Solidarity refers to the “union or
fellowship arising from common responsibilities and interests, as between mem-
bers of a group or between classes, peoples, etc.; community of feelings, pur-
poses, etc.; communities of responsibilities and interests” (Solidarity 2016).

. The power of passion for a cause: Social workers gain power through working

on behalf of causes that they believe in, rather than ones that benefit the indi-
vidual advocate. Social workers who advocate or lobby for underdog, under-
funded groups without voice in political processes might refer to themselves as
white-hat lobbyists (not a reference to Scandal!) (Vance 2008).

While challenging the power of opponents with substantial financial resources

might sound challenging, social workers and allied groups frequently find success
using these areas of collective power, particularly the passion and interest of com-
mitted people.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Accessing Power

Earlier in this chapter, you selected an example of a successful advocacy
effort for a cause you believe in. Describe and discuss with friends or class-
mates whether, and how, each of the above areas of collective power came
into play in the advocacy effort. Do you think that the advocacy effort would
have benefited from more attention to one or more of these areas of power?

CASE STUDY: Immigrant Rights Advocacy

The following case study is based on the reflections of social worker Berenice
Hernandez Becerra, an active participant in immigrant rights advocacy. Many
of the experiences described here came from her undergraduate days at Texas
A&M University, where she was an officer of the Minority Council for Student
Affairs, an affiliate organization of United We Dream. United We Dream is a
national organization completely led by immigrant youth and is the largest of
its kind in the nation (United We Dream n.d.).

As of 2012, an estimated 1.8 million people in the USA were unauthorized
youth who came to the country as children (American Immigration Council
2012). To address the issues faced by this population, the Development, Relief
and Education of Alien Minors Act (DREAM) Act was introduced in Congress
in 2001, and continued to be reintroduced throughout the subsequent decade.
The proposed DREAM Act included a pathway to citizenship for those who

(continued)
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had immigrated to the USA as children (often referred to as “DREAMers”),
and provided a way for eligible individuals to attain permanent legal status.
The DREAM Act ultimately passed the US House of Representatives in 2010,
but did not pass the Senate.

Throughout this time, DREAMers consistently engaged in political actions
to push for policy change utilizing strategies that best fit their collaborative
approach. In 2011, after the DREAM Act had failed in Congress, and there
was no immediate prospect for its passage, the organization shifted its strat-
egy to emphasize the immigrant youth community who were DREAMers
sharing their stories. The motivation behind sharing their stories was to edu-
cate and bring awareness to the greater public about who the DREAMers
were. As there was no national policy offering protections to this population
at the time, collaborating and bringing understanding to the community were
especially vital. Through their stories, DREAMers presented themselves to
the public as educated individuals who had no choice in coming to the USA,
since they came as children, and as individuals who give back to their
communities.

Painting this image for the public contributed to new outside community
collaborations—and ultimately to the implementation of the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services 2016). In place of the DREAM Act, President Barack Obama imple-
mented DACA to create an avenue for approved applicants to temporarily
avoid deportation and attain a permit to work in the USA (Svajlenka and
Singer 2013). However, unlike the DREAM Act, DACA did not include a
pathway to citizenship and therefore offered no opportunities for applicants to
gain permanent legal status. In August 2012, DACA began accepting applica-
tions for undocumented individuals who came to the USA as children
(Svajlenka and Singer 2013). Approximately 800,000 people were affected by
DACA as of 2017 (Shear and Yee 2017).

While emphasizing positive images of DREAMers contributed to the
development of DACA, Berenice, a DACA recipient, explains that it ulti-
mately left behind many parents and family members that did not fit this spe-
cific image, and was perceived as blaming the parents who made the choice to
come to the USA. To combat this skewed perception, a new focus on sharing
the stories of youth and parents alike began. A diverse population of immi-
grants who were undocumented strategized together as to how to best share
their stories in a manner that helped cultivate empathy and understanding
among those that could have a say in politics through their vote.

One particular event that illustrated this shift was a 2013 event focused on
gaining more support for the DREAM Act at Texas A & M University.
Berenice and other members of the Minority Council for Student Affairs held
arally to bring awareness to Comprehensive Immigration Reform. The group
deliberately sought to engage the surrounding community and to educate

(continued)



Section 4: Assessing Power Dynamics in the Political Context 97

them about who immigrants were: that they were neighbors, friends, and indi-
viduals who were not merely “other,” but who shared the human experience,
with hopes, dreams, and struggles. Mothers and families who were undocu-
mented shared their stories for the first time, and in doing so empowered the
immigrant community to stand in solidarity. Simultaneously, this event
involved the outside community by providing an honest glimpse into the real-
ities of undocumented people living in the USA.

Berenice expresses the significance of sharing these stories: “In being
quiet, it wasn’t letting yourself be free... In trying to protect myself, I was
doing the opposite.” In this way, sharing their stories created a ripple effect of
boldness among the undocumented population and allowed for a greater polit-
ical movement to push forward. Because these activists understood that prog-
ress could not be made as efficiently if the community was not involved, the
outside community was seen as a needed ally in creating effective and sustain-
able political change. Through raising awareness, educating, networking, col-
laborative efforts, community engagement, and creating alliances with
members of the community that held political clout, the voice of a population
often ignored in political discourse was able to be amplified.

FURTHER REFLECTION: Power and Empowerment in Immigrant Rights Advocacy
Respond to the following questions:

1. What concepts of power from this chapter do you see reflected in this case
study?

2. The activists in this case study found themselves caught between (1)
achieving policy change while silencing some voices in their community
and (2) amplifying these voices, risking a longer path to further policy
change. How would you approach this tension? Why? Does the Code of
Ethics provide you any guidance?

3. In this case study, Berenice Hernandez Becerra says, “In being quiet, it
wasn’t letting yourself be free ... In trying to protect myself, I was doing
the opposite.” What does this quote mean to you?

Section 4: Assessing Power Dynamics in the Political Context

Assessment in social work practice (Badger 2014) is both an outcome (I completed
a biopsychosocial assessment of a client) and a process (I assessed the community
resources for those in poverty). Assessment is key to social work practice regardless
of the social worker’s role, practice setting, client population, or level of practice.
Assessment can be used (a) at the beginning of engagement to understand
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presenting problems and the context for the work, (b) during the process of work to
evaluate progress and outcomes and determine whether the actions being used are
effective or to adapt to changing circumstances, and (c) at the termination of work
to assess whether the work was successful and what follow-up plans should be
made.

In political social work, assessment skills are critical for assessing both the polit-
ical context within which we are trying to influence change and for assessing power
dynamics among individuals and communities. Political social workers regularly
engage in assessment to determine who holds power over their policy goal(s) and
how best to influence and reach them. In this section, we provide an overview of
three methods commonly used to assess power dynamics in political settings: power
analysis, power mapping, and decision-maker analysis.

Power Analysis

Power analysis is a method to assess the many power dynamics that exist within the
broad context in which we plan our change effort. A power analysis requires gather-
ing information on key players and structures involved in policy change. A variety
of approaches to power analysis exist.

One rigorous approach to power analysis, implemented over the course of sev-
eral months, is a tool developed by the Swedish International Development
Cooperation Agency (SIDA). This tool assesses both formal and informal power
relations and the power embedded in various macro-level structures. The SIDA
power analysis can be used to assess political contexts—often within an entire
country—to create meaningful strategies for change, and to help us better under-
stand why previous change efforts worked or failed. According to the World Bank
(2007), the goal is to discover “how power is distributed geographically, institution-
ally, and socially. It might also point to what kind of power is exercised and how, as
well as how this power is perceived, and by whom” (p. 116). This power analysis
approach begins with an in-depth review of existing documents and interviews with
key informants. The data collected through this review are then used to create a nar-
rative describing the power players, structures, and relationships. This tool may take
up to 6 months due to its qualitative methods, grounded in the experiences of those
who live in a political environment and know it well. If you have the time to take a
careful, rigorous approach to power analysis, SIDA provides an excellent tool and
process.

Another tool for analyzing power dynamics has been developed by Donna
Hardina (2002) for guiding community organizers. This tool can be implemented in
a shorter period of time. Below, we present a slightly modified version of the ques-
tions Hardina (2002) poses to guide you in conducting a power analysis surrounding
your political change effort:
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e Identify the policy or political change that you are seeking.

¢ Identify the decision-makers and interest groups likely to influence whether this
change will happen.

e For each decision-maker and interest group you identify, assess the person’s or
group’s:
— Likely position on your proposed change
— Source of decision-making power
— Vested interests or motivations

e Identify potential contextual influences (e.g., social, political, economic, cul-
tural, environmental, or media).

e Identify any alliances or coalitions among the decision-makers and interest
groups.

e Describe the strategies that the decision-makers and interest groups are likely to
use in support or opposition of your proposed change.

Power Mapping

Power mapping applies concepts of power to assess the power individuals and
organizations hold around a desired policy change. Policy mapping helps us assess
whether our desired policy change is viable given where the power centers are. It
also helps us determine on whom we need to focus our efforts to strengthen the pos-
sibility of achieving this policy change.

One example of a power mapping tool is the Power Map created by Advocates
for Youth, which political social workers can use to assess the power, support, and
opposition for a desired policy change among key individuals and organizations
(Reticker-Flynn 2013). Figure 4.2 presents a sample of a Power Map completed by
Reticker-Flynn (2013). This Power Map tool can help you think about which indi-
viduals or organizations hold the most sway regarding your proposed policy change.
It can inform an advocacy campaign, or it can be used to map out key players rela-
tive to an electoral campaign. You also can use this tool to identify allies who might
be good partners in either type of campaign.

Figure 4.3 presents a blank Power Map that you can fill in with power players in your
own campaigns, advocacy efforts, or organizational change work. On this map, plot
each key individual and organization in your political context relevant to your desired
policy change. Plot each individual and organization along the horizontal x-axis based
on their level of support for your proposed solution (from “die hard ally” to “die hard
opponent”). Plot each individual and organization along the vertical y-axis based on
your assessment of their decision-making power relative to your desired policy change.

Once your map is complete, use it to help you to figure out where to focus your cam-
paign’s efforts. As Reticker-Flynn (2013) notes, “on the power map you want to shift
people towards agreeing to your demands (left) and build your power (top)” (p. 12).

Electoral campaigns can use a variation on the Power Map to assess potential
voters. Rather than measuring power, the vertical y-axis can instead be used to
assess likelihood of voting in the upcoming election, and the x-axis to assess the
level of support for your candidate. To measure likelihood of voting (the y-axis),
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Fig.4.2 Completed power map (Reticker-Flynn 2013)

campaigns rank voters from very likely to vote (those who have voted in two out of
the last three elections, or those who have voted in similar elections) to very unlikely
to vote (those who are not registered to vote or who have not voted in long periods
of time). To measure the level of support (the x-axis), campaigns identify or “ID”
voters, asking them directly to support the candidate. They then rate the person
based on their response, from someone who is a strong supporter to someone who
strongly supports the opponent. The most commonly used scale has five points:

1 = Strongly support your candidate

2 = Leaning toward your candidate

3 = Undecided (“there’s an election?”)
4 = Leaning toward your opponent

5 = Strongly support your opponent

Decision-Maker Analysis

Another method to analyze power held by specific individuals involved in policy
decision-making is decision-maker analysis—that is, evaluating where specific
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Fig. 4.3 Uncompleted power map (Reticker-Flynn 2013)

decision-makers stand regarding a desired policy change or other action. This
method guides us in collecting and organizing information about individual
decision-makers. We can use it to assess whether and how we might be able to influ-
ence them to act in the desired way.

One example of a decision-maker analysis is the Decision Maker Matrix devel-
oped by the Center for Tobacco Policy & Organizing and American Lung Association
in California (n.d.). A modified version of the Decision Maker Matrix is presented
in Fig. 4.4. This matrix requires identifying each individual person who has the
power to make a decision regarding our desired policy change.

First, list each individual’s name on a separate row under the first column. Then,
under the second column, indicate whether each individual supports, opposes, or is
undecided about the proposed policy change. Under the fourth and fifth columns,
list all the information that you can collect about each decision-maker that may be
relevant to understanding either where the decision-maker stands on the proposed
policy change or factors that might help convince the individual decision-maker to
support the change. Under the final column, focus on any relevant allies of the
decision-maker. This information can help to think about ways that their relation-
ships might offer an opportunity for us to try to influence the decision-maker.
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While this matrix was initially designed for advocacy campaigns, it can be a use-
ful tool for electoral campaigns as well. For example, you can use it to help you
assess potential endorsements from influential community members, interest
groups, donors, or other key figures.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Assessing Power Dynamics

Based on the same successful advocacy effort you have previously identified
in this chapter, conduct an analysis of the power dynamics that were involved
in the effort. Use any one of the three methods of assessing power dynamics
described above. What does this process tell you about the situation that you
did not know before the analysis?

Section 5: Managing and Resolving Conflict in Political Social
Work

Discussions of power, using power, and attempts to shift the balance of power are
all likely to result in some degree of conflict. In fact, Christopher Moore (2014)
argues that conflict is a part of all relationships, whether between individuals, com-
munities, organizations, nations, or between people and their government. Therefore,
he argues, conflict should be viewed as a fact of life rather than something bad,
dysfunctional, or abnormal. Conflicts can include behavioral, emotional, and cogni-
tive aspects, and can have roots in a variety of issues, from survival to identities
(Mayer 2008).

In the political arena, issues of power, resources, and status typically trigger
conflicts. While conflict that is acknowledged and dealt with can be productive and
lead to growth, unmanaged conflict has the potential to be damaging and destruc-
tive. This suggests that political social workers should develop competencies in
managing and resolving conflict.

Moore (2014) divides conflicts between those that are genuine: “real, tangible,
and objective differences between parties” (p. 114), and those that are unnecessary:
those that occur because of a subjective view that there is a dispute, but lack objec-
tive causes. He suggests that assessing conflict is a necessary step before managing
and resolving it. This assessment needs to include review of the major issues, needs,
and interests of the parties involved. Moore (2014) also advises assessing:

... the identities of the people or parties involved; their histories, relationships, and interac-
tions; their emotions; their communications; the information available or not available to
them that is relevant for resolving differences, the available procedures used by the parties
to try to resolve the dispute; the parties’ possession and use of power and influence to influ-
ence outcomes; a range of structural factors that create limits or parameters in which a
dispute may or can be resolved; and beliefs, values, and attitudes. (p. 116)

Although conflict appears in all areas of social work, we often are not aware of
our innate reactions to conflict, nor our own abilities to manage conflict. The
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Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (TKI) is one tool to classify how indi-
viduals handle interpersonal conflict (CPP: The Meyers Briggs Company n.d.). This
tool identifies five distinct categories of conflict management, depending on whether
the individual tries to satisfy his or her own concerns (which the authors call asser-
tiveness) or those of others (which the authors call cooperativeness).

These five categories of handling interpersonal conflict are competing, collabo-
rating, compromising, accommodating, and avoiding (CPP: The Meyers Briggs
Company n.d.). Someone who responds to conflict by competing will be deter-
mined to win the conflict, regardless of the consequences for others; self-interest
takes over. A collaborator’s response might be to ensure that everyone gets what
they want, even at the expense of a decision being made. The response of a compro-
miser is somewhere in the middle of these five categories. Someone who is accom-
modating allows others to get what they want, even if it doesn’t meet his or her own
needs. Someone who is avoiding conflict does not deal with it at all.

Some conflicts do not require resolution. Avoidance or simple problem-solving
may be the appropriate response. In other cases, if those involved in the conflict
cannot resolve it through one of these approaches, it may ultimately be resolved
through an outside party’s authority and/or nonviolent action. In some cases, a
negotiation process can be used to solve conflicts. In other cases, conflicts between
groups that involve significant injustice may require resolution on a legal or legisla-
tive level.

To be clear, however, mechanisms for managing and resolving conflict will be
affected by the autonomy and power of those involved. Where possible, political
social workers should strive to approach conflict with clear communication and
should resist the urge to use coercive tactics (Mayer 2008).

SELF-ASSESSMENT: Assessing Your Conflict Response
Think about the most recent time you experienced conflict in a professional
setting and reflect on the following questions:

1. What was the situation? Who were the parties involved? Describe the
interaction as you might in a process recording or other reflection on a
practice interaction.

2. Was this response typical of how you respond to conflict? Why or why
not?

3. Based on this reflection, which of the five categories discussed above
(competing, collaborating, compromising, accommodating, and avoiding)
do you think accurately reflects your conflict response strategy?

4. How might your approach to conflict play into your practice as a political
social worker?
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Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Accommodation: a response to interpersonal conflict which allows others to get
what they want, even if it doesn’t meet the wants or needs of the conceding party.

Assessment: both an outcome and a process in social work practice that can be
used in the beginning, middle, and termination phases of work.

Avoidance: a response to interpersonal conflict in which the conflict is not
addressed.

Citizen control: individuals or groups who hold decision-making power in spe-
cific programs, institutions, or communities.

Collaboration: a response to interpersonal conflict which seeks to ensure that all
parties involved receive what they are requesting, even at the expense of a decision
being made.

Competition: a response to interpersonal conflict in which an individual is deter-
mined to win the conflict, regardless of the consequences for others.

Compromise: a response to interpersonal conflict in which the parties involved
make concessions in order to reach an agreement.

Conflict: a typical part of all relationships. Includes behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive aspects, and is frequently triggered by issues of power, resources, and
status in the political arena.

Consultation: a type of participation in which individuals are asked to provide
their input and perspectives.

Decision-maker analysis: evaluating where specific decision-makers stand
regarding a desired policy change or other action. This method guides the collection
and organization of information about individual decision-makers and can be used
to assess whether and how to influence them to act in the desired way.

Delegate: assign decision-making regarding specific issues, boards, or neighbor-
hoods to individuals or groups in the community.

Empowerment: a process, an outcome, or a social work intervention, focused on
increasing the actual power of the client or community so that action can be taken
to create social change.

Intersectionality: the ways in which our various social identities and the related
systems of oppression, domination, discrimination, or disadvantage apply to an
individual or a group.

Manipulation: a process in which individuals are influenced by power holders
rather than educated to make informed decisions.

Meaningful participation: the utilization of an opportunity for the public to
significantly impact decisions that often directly impact their lives and well-being.

One-way information flow: a process by which information is given to indi-
viduals without providing opportunity for feedback.

Oppression: the domination of a powerful group over subordinate groups in
multiple domains, including politics, economy, social structure, and culture.

Participation: the opportunity for public involvement in decision-making,
which may or may not be meaningful.

Partnering: a process in which individuals and power holders share in planning
and decision-making, sometimes referred to as “power-sharing.”
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Placation: a process in which power holders hand-pick representatives to serve
on decision-making bodies (e.g., boards, commissions, advisory groups), but in
such a way that the representatives can easily be outnumbered.

Political empowerment: helping to reduce powerlessness and strengthening the
political power held by individuals and groups.

Power analysis: a method that aids in the assessment of the many power dynam-
ics that may exist within the broad context in which a change effort is planned. It
involves gathering information on key players and structures involved in policy
change.

Power mapping: a method that enables the application of concepts of power in
order to assess the power that individuals and organizations hold around a desired
policy change, determine whether the desired policy change is viable, and establish
appropriate targets.

Power relations: the ways in which groups interact with, control, and are con-
trolled by other groups.

Power ““over”: the ability of the powerful to affect the actions and thoughts of
the powerless.

Power “to”: the capacity to act; capability.

Power “with”: collective action, social mobilization, and alliance building.

Power “within’: a sense of dignity and self-worth at the individual or collective
level.

Privilege: the invisible advantage and resultant unearned economic and social
benefits afforded to dominant groups of people because of a variety of sociodemo-
graphic traits.

Procedural power: the exercise of power in which those with power use built-in
institutional policies to support or block a policy proposal.

Process power: the exercise of power in which those with power use political
activities to influence others.

Reward power: the exercise of power in which those with power promise incen-
tives to others to support a political move.

Solidarity: common experience arising from common responsibilities and
interests.

Substantive power: the exercise of power in which those with power propose a
strategic compromise that pairs an unpopular change with a popular change, in
order to elicit support from people who might otherwise disagree.

White-hat lobbyist: those who advocate or lobby for underdog, underfunded
groups who often do not have a voice in political processes.

Resources

Book Chapter

The Five Faces of Oppression: http://www.sunypress.edu/pdf/62970.pdf


http://www.sunypress.edu/pdf/62970.pdf
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Books

Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement without Giving In, by Roger Fisher, William L. Ury, Bruce
Patton: http://www.hmhco.com/shop/books/Getting-to-Yes/9780395631249

Power—A Practical Guidefor Facilitating Social Change,by RajiHunjanandJethroPettit: http://www.
carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/power-a-practical-guide-for-facilitating-social-change/

Power Analysis: a Practical Guide, by Jethro Pettit: http://www.sida.se/contentassets/83f0232c54
04440082c¢9762ba3107d55/power-analysis-a-practical-guide_3704.pdf

Promoting Community Change: Making It Happeninthe Real World,by Mark S. Homan: https://www.
cengage.com/c/promoting-community-change-making-it-happen-in-the-real-world-6e-homan

The Action Guide for Advocacy and Citizen Participation, Chap. 3: Power and empowerment,
by Lisa VeneKlasen and Valerie Miller: http://www.justassociates.org/sites/justassociates.org/
files/new-weave-eng-ch3-power-empowerment.pdf

The Power Paradox: How We Gain and Lose Influence, by Dacher Keltner: https://www.penguin-
randomhouse.com/books/312367/the-power-paradox-by-dacher-keltner/9780143110293/

Podcast

NPR’s The Perils of Power: http://www.npr.org/2016/09/06/492305430/the-perils-of-power
Every Little Thing episode on the Senate Parliamentarian: https:/gimletmedia.com/episode/
the-senate-whisperer/

TED Talk

Kimberle Crenshaw on the Urgency of Intersectionality: https://www.ted.com/talks/
kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality

Websites

Powercube: https://www.powercube.net/resources/ or go to https://www.powercube.net/ and on
the bottom left of the page click “Resources”.

Standards and Indicators for Cultural Competence in Social Work Practice: https://www.social-
workers.org/practice/standards/NASW CulturalStandards.pdf
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Assessing and Planning Effective Political
Social Work Strategies

“[SJomebody must be able to sit in on the strategy conferences
and plot a course. There must be strategies...to carry out the
program. That’s our role.”

Whitney M. Young, Jr., MSW
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Section 1: Overview

Political social work is most effective when it has a clear vision, goals, and strategy.
Strategic planning must be a thoughtful process that takes into account an assess-
ment of the context in which you are working. This chapter introduces and explains
five steps of political strategy development, including:

1. Determining the specific purpose of the political change effort; that is, what spe-
cifically you are trying to change

. Assessing the internal (organizational) and external (environmental) context

. Identifying the change effort’s goals

. Selecting the specific targets of the political change effort

. Identifying and selecting of tactics that are likely to influence the target or
targets.

W B~ W N

Activities throughout the chapter allow opportunities to practice skills in each of
these areas.

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

COMPETENCY 7: Assess Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities
COMPETENCY 8: Intervene with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations,

and Communities

Domains of Political Social Work
1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes

2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

3. Holding professional and political positions
4. Engaging with electoral campaigns
5. Seeking and holding elected office

A A AAA
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Section 2: The Importance of Political Strategy

Clear, calculated strategy is critical to effective political social work. While anyone
can—and many people do—get frustrated about governmental policies and decide
to engage in efforts to try to create change, what increases the likelihood of these
efforts being effective is an intentional and deliberative focus on strategy.

Marshall Ganz (2005), a leading scholar and practitioner on social movements
and organizing, explains that strategy is “how we turn what we have into what we
need to get what we want” (p. 214). Essentially, this means that before starting a
political change effort, we must make sure that we have a clear sense of what we
want to accomplish. Why are we engaging in this effort? What, specifically, do we
seek to achieve? In addition, we also need to assess what resources are available to
help achieve our goals, and to think carefully and purposefully about what steps we
plan to take to achieve these goals.

As social workers, our professional reality may include limited resources or time
to achieve policy change or electoral goals. The nonprofit organizations that employ
many social workers have limited money and staff time to devote to advocacy. The
“usual suspects” who help facilitate newcomers into potential runs for office may be
less open to us because of our gender, race, profession, or another outsider status.
Particularly in the nonprofit and public worlds, we are also increasingly accountable
to funders and other constituencies that require us to show that we are using our
resources wisely in a relatively short time period.

Limited access to time, money, and other resources does not rule out success.
These factors do, however, make it critical that we effectively and efficiently utilize
our resources in a way best designed to achieve our intended results. For example,
we need to carefully consider questions such as: Should our campaign spend limited
volunteer time and money knocking on doors for the candidate on a street where
very few residents have historically voted for our candidate’s political party? Or,
instead, should we focus our campaign resources on voter outreach efforts in a
neighborhood with 100 individuals who have previously voted for candidates with
similar policy platforms? Alternatively, should we spend our organization’s limited
time targeting a generally supportive legislator by organizing a grassroots letter
campaign about a specific bill; or should we instead focus that time on building a
relationship with a legislator who is on the fence about the bill and sits on the com-
mittee to which it was assigned? These—and much more complex versions of these
questions—are common kinds of choices that we need to carefully consider as we
plan political change efforts.

Ganz (2005) further explains the intersection of strategy and resources, as he
states that strategy is “how we transform our resources into the power to achieve our
purposes” (p. 214). Ganz’s comments emphasize that strategy is not only about how
we effectively use resources, but it is also a critical mechanism through which we
address power imbalances. In Chap. 4’s section Engaging with your own power as
a political social worker, we identified six areas of power that social workers can
use to counter opponents with greater financial resources. Each of these is an
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FURTHER REFLECTION: Effects of Major Events
Listen to the story of US policy shifts in the wake of the September 11 terror-
ist attacks as described in the Radiolab podcast 60 words: http://www.radio-
lab.org/story/60-words/.

How did these attacks shift policy-making, in social worker and Rep.
Barbara Lee’s (D-CA) eyes? Can you identify another example of where
events or situations quickly shift the policy context?

example of a way, through careful attention to strategy, to convert our resources into
power.

Of course, even the best-laid strategy must be adaptable, given the constantly
changing nature of politics. In our current fast-paced social context, with new events
quickly changing policy and political norms, we can become easily distracted. A
false accusation is made about your candidate. A politician tweets something that
quickly shifts the public’s mood about a bill you oppose. A new amendment is pro-
posed that undermines a bill for which you have been advocating, on the day it is
being considered. A major news event happens and completely changes the priori-
ties of the public, the legislature, or other decision-makers. Events like these can
quickly throw us off of our focus, and require that we be able to determine whether
and how our strategy should adjust to the changed political context within which we
are working.

Clear strategic planning done in advance of your advocacy effort, legislative ses-
sion, or political campaign can help keep the team rooted in their purpose. This
guides political social workers in adapting to new circumstances and changing con-
texts smoothly and effectively, while keeping focused on overall vision and goals.
Planning can help identify challenges and avoid potential surprises (Breitrose 2011)
and can guide us in preparing contingency plans and fallback positions (Richan
2006). In advocating for the importance of careful political strategizing, Ganz
(2005) points out that successful change efforts also must involve creative thinking
in order to adapt strategy to new challenges that arise.

In this book, we apply a five-stage approach to designing intentional and thought-
ful strategy for political change, including both advocacy and electoral efforts.
These five stages are as follows:

1. Determine the specific purpose of the political change effort.

2. Assess the internal (organizational) and external (environmental) context for the
political change effort.

3. Identify the long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals of the political change
effort.

4. Select specific targets for the political change effort.

5. Identify and select the tactics that will be used in the political change effort.


http://www.radiolab.org/story/60-words/
http://www.radiolab.org/story/60-words/
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The subsequent sections of this chapter introduce you to each of these stages.
Then, in the next two chapters, you will apply each of these stages more specifically
to planning an advocacy campaign (Chap. 6) and an electoral campaign (Chap. 7).

Section 3: What Are You Trying to Change Through Your
Political Change Effort? (Stage 1)

Without clarity of focus, it is hard to pursue an effective political change strategy.
Therefore, the first stage in identifying a strategy is to determine the specific pur-
pose of the political change effort; that is, what, specifically, are you trying to
change?

e Is there an incumbent in the state legislature who routinely works against your
values, and an opponent (maybe you!) who would vote more in line with your
beliefs?

e Is there an upcoming policy issue before your local school board that could be
decided by one vote, and an open seat in the upcoming election?

e Is there a specific social problem in your community that could be solved or
improved through a policy change?

e Is there a current policy that is causing harm to vulnerable populations whose
voices are not being heard by those in power?

e Is there a group of people in your community, maybe including clients of your
workplace or internship, who have not been heard in the political process?

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Identify a Political Change

Take a few minutes and reflect on a political change you would like to see in
your local community. If you were to successfully achieve this change, what
do you expect would look different in your community as a result?

In thinking about what you want to work to change, it is important to also think
about why you want to see this change. Ganz (2005) argues that having clear moti-
vations—deriving meaning from your work—is critical to engaging in successful
policy change efforts. He illustrates this argument using the Biblical story of David
standing up to Goliath, suggesting that David was ultimately successful against his
stronger foe because he “knew why he had to do it before he knew how he could do
it” (p. 217). We encourage you to reflect on your motivations as you begin to con-
sider your political change strategy. Why do you want to make sure a new elected
official is elected? Why are you choosing to run for office? Why is it important to
you that a specific policy be changed?
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SELF-ASSESSMENT/FURTHER REFLECTION: What Motivates You?

Simon Sinek, a leadership expert and author of the book, Start with Why: How
Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action, reminds leaders to focus on
their motivations; that is, the emotional core of why they do what they do
(Sinek 2011). Visit the TED website (www.ted.com) and watch his talk, “How
great leaders inspire action” by typing the title into the search bar.

As you watch this brief video, take some time to reflect and write notes
about your personal “why.” What motivates you to engage in political action?
With a friend or classmate, reflect on your “why” and how this might guide
you in pursuing political social work practice.

Stopping to consider our motivations is a step that we too often overlook. Instead,
we find ourselves subsumed by the effort itself and lose sight of why we are engag-
ing in it. Unfortunately, this can lead us to become distracted from our goals, or
perhaps even face burnout. Clarity about your motivations—and reminding yourself
about these motivations as you move forward—can keep you focused on your goals.
This also can be a good source of self-care in the face of challenges you may face in
pursuit of these goals.

As you examine your motivations for engaging in a political change effort, con-
tinue to revisit and refine your thoughts about what specifically it is that you are
trying to change, and why.

Section 4: Assessing the Internal and External Context
(Stage 2)

The second stage in planning an effective political change strategy is to assess the
internal (organizational) and external (environmental) context in which we will act.
The internal context refers to the assets and deficits you and your organization pos-
sess as you prepare to embark on your policy change effort. External opportunities
and constraints exist within the broad context in which you are working: the specific
social, economic, and political climate in which you seek policy change.

In our assessments, we need to clearly examine what resources are available to
us, as well as the opportunities and challenges that we will face both internally and
within the larger external context. As VeneKlasen and Miller (2007) state, “Being
strategic means making careful choices about how to use and leverage scarce
resources... Being strategic demands a careful analysis of external opportunities
and constraints and internal organizational resources for addressing a problem”
(p- 100). In this section, we present specific questions to guide your assessments.
One tool that you may find helpful to use in conjunction with these questions is
SWOT analysis, which stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.
SWOT analysis is a process of looking internally at an organization’s strengths and
weaknesses, and externally at its environmental opportunities and threats. You may


http://www.ted.com
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have used SWOT analysis in other settings—it is very common in nonprofit strate-
gic planning. See the Resource list to further explore ways that this tool might help
you in assessing your effort’s internal and external contexts.

Assessing Your Individual and Organizational Context

Before you move forward with any political strategy, take a serious and realistic
look at both the resources you have available to expend on the policy change effort
and any challenges you face. If you are working on your change effort as part of a
larger group, campaign slate, coalition, human services agency, etc., these questions
are best discussed and reflected upon as a group. Five core internal assessment ques-
tions are important to consider at this stage:

1. Are you and your allies fully prepared to embark on this effort?

2. What time, money, and people resources do you and your allies have to support
these political change efforts?

3. What prior experience and expertise do you and your allies bring to support this
political change effort?

4. What sources of political power do you and your allies possess relevant to this
political change effort?

5. What challenges do you and your allies face as you enter into this political
change effort?

Your answers to these questions influence subsequent decisions throughout the
strategic planning process. Because answers to these questions will inevitably differ
by individual and organization, your strategic plan may look different from that of
another organization seeking the same policy change, or from another candidate
seeking the same position.

Be self-reflective and honest about your individual and organizational capacity
as you conduct this internal assessment. This is not the time to inflate your
resources—for example, if a political campaign designs its strategy under the
assumption that it can fundraise $1 million, then it will find itself in a world of
trouble when it realizes 1 month before the election that it would have been much
more appropriate to estimate that the campaign could raise $250,000.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS/SELF-ASSESSMENT: Assessing the Internal Context

Based on the political change you identified in Stage 1, briefly answer each of
the five questions posed here about the internal environment. As you answer
these questions, assume you are acting alone in your political change effort,
not as part of an organization. Based on this assessment, what are the two big-
gest strengths you bring to this political change effort, and what are the two
biggest challenges you might face?
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Assessing the Social, Economic, and Political Environment

Your political strategy benefits from establishing a full understanding of the social,
economic, and political environment surrounding the proposed policy change.
Accessing as many sources of data as possible will provide the most complete pic-
ture of the environment and players. In this assessment process, seek to identify the
critical contextual issues that will likely influence how key players and the public
view your proposal.

Three sets of core questions should guide your assessment:

e What is the current social climate on the municipal, state, or federal level at
which your change is focused? Social climate includes the social context and
psychological climate in a given community or group. It is rooted in perception,
not necessarily data or an objective fact (Bennett 2010). How might the social
climate impact openness and/or resistance to your proposed change?

e What is the current economic climate on the municipal, state, or federal level at
which your change is focused? This evaluates perception of economic issues,
and may differ from what one might expect looking at numerical economic
indicators. How might the economic climate impact openness and/or resistance
to your proposed change?

e What is the current political climate on the municipal, state, or federal level at
which your change is focused? What are people’s opinions or attitudes toward
the political system in their area? Is there likely to be a sufficient constituency
open or resistant to your change? Is there realistic potential for this political cli-
mate to shift in the near future?

The two subsections below provide further information to help you conduct this
external assessment. First, we discuss the relevant levels of government in which
you might be working. Secondly, we overview helpful sources of information to
gather information to answer these three sets of questions.

Levels of Government

To assess the external climate, you must first identify the level of government at
which your change should be focused. To do this, we need to understand the differ-
ences in levels of government (municipal, state, federal) and the different responsi-
bilities of each level. While the content below may be a review for some readers, it
is important context to help ensure that you are focusing your energies effectively.
It may be useful to review it with a specific social change in mind, to think about
what aspect of the change is relevant to each aspect of government. Below, we dis-
tinguish between each of these core levels of US government and outline the key
institutions involved in government policy-making at each level.

As you proceed in identifying the level of government at which you will focus
your change effort, make sure to also consider which specific country, state, or
municipality needs your attention. Consider that the geographic area in which you
need to focus your change strategy is not always the area in which you are
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geographically located. The policy change you seek may need to be put into place
by a government to which you are not a constituent. For example, if you are working
in a city center, but live in an adjoining town, key players in that city may be more
relevant in creating policy change that affects your constituency.

Federal Government

The federal government is the level of government responsible for providing pol-
icy governance and oversight of the entire USA. The U.S. Constitution specifically
delineates the areas of policy over which the federal government has authority
(Constitution of the United States of America: Analysis and Interpretation 2016).
These include issues related to national border security (defense, immigration),
issues that cross state lines (transportation, drug enforcement), and providing for
“the general Welfare of the United States,” a clause that has been interpreted in a
variety of ways and has been the focus of much disagreement throughout the
nation’s history.

The structure of the US federal government, as defined by the Constitution, is
organized into three branches: legislative, executive, and judicial. The bicameral
legislature, broken into two houses—the U.S. House of Representatives (where
you are most directly represented by your district representative) and the U.S. Senate
(where two senators represent your state)—makes laws. The executive branch, con-
sisting of the president, vice president, and the executive branch agencies, carries
out the laws. The judicial branch, which includes the U.S. Supreme Court and fed-
eral district and appeals courts, evaluates laws to clarify their meaning, decides how
laws apply in specific cases, and determines whether laws meet the requirements of
the Constitution. Some version of this three-branch structure is replicated at the
state level and in many local governments across the country.

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: The Legislative Process—From Theory to Practice
Watch everyone’s favorite video about government, “I’m Just a Bill” from
Schoolhouse Rock: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tyeJ5503E10. Now
watch this video providing an example of the Georgia state legislative process
regarding the backlog of untested rape kits in that state: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=UrxTrR5_8Zo.

As you watch these two videos, what similarities do you see between the
process in theory (Schoolhouse Rock) and in practice (Georgia’s process)?
What differences do you see?

By design, the U.S. Constitution places these three branches in conflict with each
other through a system of “checks and balances.” At the federal level, this means
that each of the three branches of government has the power to provide input into
the work of the other branches. As a result, this can slow or even stop the work of
another branch. In early 2017, this dynamic was illustrated by federal courts halting
the Trump administration’s Executive Order banning visas to travelers to the USA


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tyeJ55o3El0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrxTrR5_8Zo.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrxTrR5_8Zo.
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from certain countries (Gerstein 2017). In practice, checks and balances work as
follows:

e Congress is checked by the President, who can either sign or veto legislation
passed by Congress, and by the Supreme Court (and other federal courts), who
can declare passed legislation unconstitutional.

e The president is checked by Congress, who must approve his or her appoint-
ments and budget and who can impeach him or her in certain situations, and by
the Supreme Court, who can declare the president’s orders unconstitutional.

e The Supreme Court is checked by the president, who nominates judges that serve
on it and other federal courts, and by Congress, who approves the nomination of
these judges via the Senate and who can impeach judges in certain situations.

This process of checks and balances can be frustrating at times, especially when
we watch one branch of the government stop a policy we like that originated in
another branch. However, this framework was very intentionally designed by our
nation’s founders, to prevent any one branch from becoming too powerful. (If
you’ve ever heard the song “Nonstop” from the musical Hamilton, you’ve listened
to the process of designing these checks and balances (Miranda 2015).)

You may have heard the media referred to as the “fourth branch of government,”
the fourth estate, or the fourth power. While the media is not included in our
Constitutional system of checks and balances, this term illuminates the role the
media plays in providing informal crucial checks and balances to these three formal
branches of government (Luberda 2014).

While the three-branch structure—and the accompanying checks and balance
system—captures the broad essence of US policy-making, the reality of federal
governmental policy-making is frequently more complex. In some cases at the exec-
utive branch level, for example, the president can use executive orders to make
laws. Executive orders were designed to allow the president to directly manage
executive branch operations (National Archives and Records Administration n.d.).
In application, their uses seem to expand beyond this. While political rhetoric often
treats the use of executive orders as a modern problem involving recent presidents,
executive order usage stretches back to George Washington’s administration (Zavis
2017). For example, the World War Il-era Japanese internment camps discussed in
Chap. 1 came about through an executive order, demonstrating that sweeping or
controversial executive orders are not a new phenomenon. You can see the range of
what executive orders may entail by looking at the Federal Register’s compilation
of executive orders from the last four presidencies (see a link to these downloadable,
searchable spreadsheets in the Resources section). There are limits on the ability of
a president to legislate via executive order. However, the practice of using these
orders and the pushback from Congress and the judicial system has varied substan-
tially over the years. Phillip Cooper’s book (in the Resource section) provides an
overview of this process up through the Obama administration.

The Schoolhouse Rock version of the law-making process requires that the leg-
islative branch pass legislation and send it to the president for his or her signature.
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However, to add another wrinkle to federal policy-making, legislation that Congress
passes often includes just a broad overview of the law that Congress has in mind.
Once a bill is passed and signed into law, the specific federal agency (or agencies)
responsible for implementing the new law is required to further develop the law’s
details. These include determining who is responsible for implementing the law,
how it will be implemented, and specific details of what the program or policy
(including eligibility guidelines) will look like. Even after a law is implemented, the
president can request that an agency modify the way it implements current
legislation.

Executive branch agencies use a process known as the regulatory process to
determine how laws will be implemented. Through the regulatory process, an exec-
utive branch agency puts forth or “promulgates” regulations specifying its pro-
posed implementation details. These are disseminated through a document called
the Federal Register, available both in hard copy and online. By law, once published
in the Federal Register, proposed regulations are open for public comment for a
specified time period; individuals, advocates, lobbyists, businesses, and the general
public may provide public comment during this time period. The agency reviews
public comments prior to issuing its “final rule”—these regulations then carry the
force of law.

Regulations often directly address policy content related to issues of access, eli-
gibility, and types of social welfare services, thus impacting the vulnerable popula-
tions that social workers serve. For example, agencies within the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, as well as agencies such as the U.S. Department of
Labor, have issued large numbers of federal regulations related to health care. To get
a sense of what federal regulations related to health care reform look like, see the
Federal Register link provided in the Resource section.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Commenting on Federal Regulations

Go to https://www.regulations.gov/ and find a proposed regulation relevant to
your community, employment, field placement, or interest that is currently
open for comments. Submit a comment on this regulation.

All of the following resources discuss the process of submitting comments
and/or best practices for doing it well. Pick at least one of these to read as you
prepare your public comment:

https://www.regulations.gov/docs/Tips_For_Submitting_Effective_
Comments.pdf

https://www.regulations.gov/faqs

https://www.reginfo.gov/public/jsp/Utilities/faq.jsp

http://www.foreffectivegov.org/node/4059
http://eli-ocean.org/wp-content/blogs.dir/2/files/Written-Commenting.pdf

There is often confusion—and sometimes partisan debate—around whether a
law (either legislation or regulation) is being implemented as intended or whether it


https://www.regulations.gov/
https://www.regulations.gov/docs/Tips_For_Submitting_Effective_Comments.pdf
https://www.regulations.gov/docs/Tips_For_Submitting_Effective_Comments.pdf
https://www.regulations.gov/faqs
https://www.reginfo.gov/public/jsp/Utilities/faq.jsp
http://www.foreffectivegov.org/node/4059
http://eli-ocean.org/wp-content/blogs.dir/2/files/Written-Commenting.pdf

124 5 Getting on the Agenda: Assessing the Political Context and Developing Political...

applies in specific situations. In such cases, the law can be challenged through the
courts of the judicial branch—potentially all the way up to the Supreme Court.
Depending on the context of the challenge, the judiciary branch can rule on: (1)
whether Congress correctly passed the law under the Constitution, (2) whether in
implementing the law, the executive branch is correctly applying legislative intent
(what Congress had in mind in passing the law), and (3) whether implementation of
the law is consistent with the Constitution. Federal courts can uphold the entire law
or declare the entire law unconstitutional. (While this isn’t a history book, the pro-
cess by which this choice developed is fascinating—see the Resources section of
this chapter for more information.) However, federal courts often choose to find a
middle ground, resulting in striking changes in the way a law may ultimately be
implemented. One example of a middle ground ruling with far-reaching implica-
tions was the 2012 Supreme Court ruling in National Federation of Independent
Business v. Sebelius. This ruling determined the Affordable Care Act’s constitution-
ality, but struck down its requirement that all 50 states must expand Medicaid to
low-income adults (The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation 2012).

State Government

The US government is a federalist system (Ishiyama and Breuning 2010), in which
power is shared between state governments and a central government in one politi-
cal system. In crafting this system, the U.S. Constitution very specifically and delib-
erately states, “The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution,
nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the
people” (Constitution of the United States of America: Analysis and Interpretation
2016). This is a critical point in understanding the unique system of government in
the USA—all governmental powers (though exactly what this means is subject to
interpretation) that are not explicitly granted to the federal government within the
Constitution belong to the 50 states (or the people) (The White House n.d.).
Therefore, while the federal government has a great deal of power, there are many
issues for which it is necessary or more effective to influence policy through state
governments.

The role of state governments in policy-making saw an expansion during the lat-
ter half of the twentieth century and in the early part of the twenty-first century,
through mechanisms such as block grants. Prior to the emergence of block grants,
states were often required to implement certain federal programs (e.g., Aid to
Families with Dependent Children) as designed by the federal government. In con-
trast, block grants give states a specific amount of federal money. The federal gov-
ernment broadly defines how the states are expected to use this money, but states
have substantial authority to determine their own processes for eligibility, benefits,
and other aspects of policy implementation (What Is a Block Grant? 2016). Block
grants provide more discretion and flexibility for states than a typical federal pro-
gram administered by the states. However, it is important to note that block grants
are often instituted in order to place limits on federal expenditures; this then reduces
the availability of funding to meet increases in need.
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Block grants are used for programs as diverse as community development and
income support (social welfare) and, at the time of this writing, have been proposed
for Medicaid (Luthra 2017).

All 50 states are governed by their own legislature, executive branch (led by the
governor), and judicial branch, with the three branches in each state performing the
same basic functions as those described above. State structures may differ slightly,
as defined by each state’s Constitution. For example, unlike Congress and 49 other
states, Nebraska’s legislature is a unicameral legislature, meaning that there is
only one house in its legislative body (Nebraska Legislature n.d.).

Each state also has a regulatory process similar to that of the federal government,
through which state agencies develop regulations to implement state laws (see an
example from Washington State in the Resource section). State-level regulatory
processes may be of particular interest for political social workers interested in pol-
icy issues such as child welfare, mental health care provision, nursing home guide-
lines, social work licensing, etc., which are guided heavily by regulations by state
government regulations.

Municipal Government

Within the USA, each of us lives within at least one local municipality: a town, vil-
lage, city, parish, and/or county. Municipal governments manage issues at the
local level. The names for municipal government structures vary. In Louisiana, your
Parish Police Jury serves the same role as a Township Committee might in New
Jersey or a City Council in Michigan. In Virginia, a Board of County Supervisors
might govern your county, whereas in Texas, your county is governed by a
Commissioners Court. Municipalities provide many services that touch our every-
day lives. States often set parameters for how much power municipalities may have.
This differs by state, but in some cases, may also differ by type or size of municipal-
ity within a state. In one example, the Georgia Constitution prescribes 16 different
services that a municipality may provide (Chambers 2016):

e Police and fire protection

* Garbage and solid-waste collection and disposal

e Public health facilities and services

e Street and road construction and maintenance

e Parks, recreational areas, programs, and facilities

e Storm-water and sewage collection and disposal systems

e Water development, storage, treatment, purification, and distribution

e Public housing

e Public transportation

e Libraries, archives, and arts and sciences programs and facilities

e Terminal and dock facilities and parking facilities

e Codes, including building, housing, plumbing, and electrical

e Air-quality control

e Creation, modification, and maintenance of retirement or pension systems for
local-government employees


http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/government-politics/georgia-constitution
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¢ Planning, zoning, and community redevelopment

Some social workers may question whether many of these issues are relevant to
social work; however, we encourage you to think and reflect on the ramifications
each of these types of services may have for the well-being of vulnerable communi-
ties and for issues of social or environmental justice. Consider one initiative of cities
across the country: to “respond to racial tensions in their communities and address
the historical, systemic and structural barriers that further inequity and racism in our
nation's cities” (National League of Cities 2016b). In a jarring example, an in-depth
2017 article in The Atlantic (see the full article in the Resource section) explores the
decades-long persistence of lead poisoning among children living in New Orleans
public housing developments (Newkirk 2017). Lead poisoning is known to have
negative physical and behavioral impacts on children, along with lowered 1Q scores.
Despite consistent cases of children testing positive for high levels of lead, the city
resisted efforts to abate lead in its public housing units or remediate lead present in
city public parks.

A municipal charter generally defines the structure of a municipal government.
A charter defines the organization, powers, functions, and essential procedures of
the municipal government, although some structure also might come from the state
constitution and laws (National League of Cities 2016a). Municipalities are most
likely to use one of five major forms of organization: council-manager, mayor-
council, commission, town meeting, or representative town meeting. Nearly 90% of
US municipalities use either the council-manager system (where an elected city
council oversees policy and budget and hires a nonelected professional administra-
tor to oversee the day-to-day operations of the town) or the mayor-council system
(where an elected council has legislative power, but a separately elected mayor has
significant administrative and budgetary power).

District of Columbia and Puerto Rico

The District of Columbia (D.C.) and Puerto Rico deserve a special note here because
their government does not fit the “level of government” model discussed above, and
often leaves them with less representation and power than other US citizens (Duany
2017; Raven-Hansen 1974-1975). D.C. is a federal district, overseen by Congress,
with the city of Washington inside it. The legislative body of the district is the
Council of the District of Columbia, with 13 members including the chairman (often
called the mayor). Every law passed by the Council is subject to congressional
review (Council of the District of Columbia 2017). Puerto Rico is a commonwealth
or unincorporated organized territory, with its own constitution, where the
U.S. Constitution only partially applies. The legislative body is the Legislative
Assembly of Puerto Rico, with a 27-seat Senate and a 51-seat House of
Representatives (Ballotpedia n.d.).
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Sources of Information for Your External Assessment

Now that you have the information necessary to determine which level of govern-
ment is your focus, you are ready to gather indicator data to answer the three exter-
nal assessment questions (social, economic, and political contexts) outlined at the
beginning of this section. A good place to begin is to access and review reputable
online sources, including government data, think tank reports, and reports issued by
various research centers (see Resource section for a guide to assessing online
resources).

Media sources that regularly cover the specific environment with which you are
concerned are key sources of information. If you are trying to understand the politi-
cal context within which policy decisions are being made at a federal level, The
Washington Post is generally a must-read. If, for example, you are trying to assess
the external context for a policy change at the state level in Texas, the media source
that you would likely find most helpful is The Texas Tribune, as it regularly provides
in-depth coverage of both politics and policy issues within the Texas legislature.
There may be a newspaper or blog in your local municipality that covers the critical
behind-the-scene dynamics of your local government, like the Valley Independent
Sentinel, which covers several small towns in Connecticut.

While much of the information you need to answer the three external assessment
questions is available online and through media sources, no amount of research on
your computer can take the place of going out into the community and talking with
people individually to get their perspectives of the social, economic, and political
situation. This first-hand gathering of information is critical in political social work,
especially because how people feel about their environment (and therefore poten-
tially how they vote) sometimes differs substantially from the reality shown by data.
For example, Pew Research Center finds that while national crime statistics showed
a double-digit drop in crime rates between 2008 and 2015, the majority of 2016
voters believed that crime rates instead increased during that time period
(Gramlich 2016).

The key to gathering information from people and groups in your political con-
text is to engage your core social work practice skills, such as active listening
(Cournoyer 2008b). As you meet with people to learn about the political context,
listen more than you talk. Stay present, take notes, and reflect back what you hear to
be sure you have understood them correctly. Also keep in mind that you will get
different (sometimes wildly different) impressions of the same political situation
from different stakeholders, just as you would if you were gathering information
from different members of a family that you might work with in a clinical setting.
Be thoughtful about the information you share from one interview to the next, and
be respectful of the privacy of those who tell you their experiences. Consider a vari-
ety of ways of interacting with people. Regularly attending community events will
give you a long-term sense of community issues and perspectives, while interviews
or focus groups will give you a snapshot.
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Where possible, supplement individual and group perspectives with resources
such as polling data, letters to the editor in the community’s newspapers, or engag-
ing with people through online groups. Economic data can be located through local
chambers of commerce, regional economic development councils or statewide
departments of labor or economic development commissions. A community’s per-
ceptions of the economic climate might be understood through polls on economic
anxiety or consumer confidence (Marketplace 2015). Those who live in different
types of communities or who have different identities perceive these economic data
in significantly different ways (American Psychological Association 2017).
Combining bigger data with individual interactions can help you see a more nuanced
picture.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Assessing the External Environment

Using the political change you identified in Stages 1 and 2 of this chapter,
identify the appropriate level of government on which to focus. Briefly con-
duct an assessment in response to each of the three external environment
questions (social, economic, and political contexts) posed in this section.
What are your core findings? What are some ways in which these findings
might impact the viability of your political change at this time?

A Special Note: Helping Clients and Client Systems Assess Their
Political Context

Before we move on to the next section of this chapter, take a moment to consider
how you can use the information you’ve learned so far in this chapter as an empow-
erment tool for the clients or communities with whom you work. What information
about their political context is available and easily accessible to those in the com-
munity or local agencies? All social workers can incorporate this political informa-
tion and assessment into practice with clients, whether or not your primary
professional focus is political social work.

Whether we are educating clients about the voting process, providing resources
that make it possible for community members to engage with their elected officials,
or working with communities to create political power through voting or advocat-
ing, all social workers have the opportunity to increase the political empowerment
of their clients. Social workers who work with clients who are unable to vote, per-
haps because of their age, immigration status, or due to a felony conviction can help
their clients find other ways to have their voices heard. Note: As we will discuss
elsewhere in this book, in some states, ex-felons face substantial barriers to regain-
ing the right to vote after completing their sentence (National Conference of State
Legislatures 2016). Without asking, you may not know if your clients are interested
in the political process. Leaving political power out of our assessment and work
with clients and communities is disempowering, and antithetical to the values of the
social work profession.
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Fig. 5.1 Relationships between advocacy goals
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Section 5: Identifying Political Social Work Goals (Stage 3)

In other parts of your social work program, you have likely learned a great deal
about setting goals with your clients or other constituencies. In political social work,
you also need to set goals as part of designing and implementing well-planned strat-
egy. Thus, the third stage of planning a political change strategy is to identify the
change effort’s goals. These goals may be incremental and move you in small steps
toward your overall goal or, in the case of some large-scale advocacy campaigns,
focused on fundamental change that changes a system or a policy at its roots.

Goals guide our strategic planning and can keep us focused as we begin to engage
with the real-life messiness that is politics. This can be particularly helpful at times
when it no longer seems possible for us to achieve our original goal(s). Clarity in
what we are aiming for can help us make difficult decisions such as whether to
move from our ideal goal and instead put our energy behind a possible fall-back
position, an alternative, often less-than-ideal goal.

A helpful tool for approaching strategizing in political social work practice is to
apply the SMART Goal mnemonic (Cournoyer 2008a). As you develop goals for
your political social work efforts, specify goals that meet the following criteria:

Specific—are very clear

Measurable—you know if you are successfully making progress toward your
goals

Achievable—can practically be attained, given the external environment

Realistic—are based on realistic assumptions about your internal context

Time-bound—have a specific timeline by which they need to be achieved

Keeping the SMART Goal criteria in mind will help you craft goals that can meet
your needs as well as the needs of the organizational and political contexts within
which you are working. Goal clarity also can help you continually evaluate progress
throughout your advocacy or electoral campaign.

In setting goals, we need to distinguish between different types of change goals,
split up by time-frame (Breitrose 2011):

Short-term goals: These are typically achievable within a short timeframe, pro-
viding your effort with proximal benchmarks to meet. They move you closer to
achieving one or more of your intermediate goals. Achieving short-term policy-
focused goals often provides celebration opportunities as you continue to work
toward your long-term goals.

Intermediate goals: These move you much closer to your overall goals. They
serve as building blocks toward your long-term goal(s). Like short-term goals, these
can provide celebration opportunities that motivate staff or volunteers involved in
the change effort.

Long-term goals: These focus on the specific policy or political outcomes you
want to have achieved at the end of your change effort. Long-term goals often
require more time and effort, and build upon achieving your short-term and interme-
diate goals (Fig. 5.1).
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In setting these goals, think carefully about the kinds of change you want to
achieve through your political efforts. Goals for any particular effort may not nec-
essarily be the same as the policy change we are ultimately working to achieve.
Why? Because often in politics and policy, we do not achieve our preferred policy
change on our first try. While we certainly aim high and hope that we achieve our
preferred change quickly, it is also the reality of politics that it typically takes many
years for legislation to move from the idea stage to being enacted into law. So, while
we may have a long-term goal of getting House Bill 235 passed by our state legis-
lature, our short-term goal for this legislative session may more realistically be for
the bill to have a committee hearing. In terms of electoral campaigns, it is not
uncommon for candidates to lose races before winning election to their desired
office. Even strong campaigners such as Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack
Obama lost their first Congressional races, before later being elected president of
the USA.

The contextual assessments we conducted in Section 4 can help us identify
appropriate goals for our specific effort. In a political environment where our bill is
not favored by the political party in power, our advocacy campaign’s short-term and
intermediate goals may need to look different than they would with a different polit-
ical make-up of the legislature. (This may even mean that we will also want to
consider an electoral strategy, to change the makeup of the legislature.) Similarly,
short-term and intermediate goals for an electoral campaign might differ based on
the nature of the current political climate. For example, is this likely to be a “wave
election,” an election where one political party is expected to make substantial gains
in the number of seats it holds, shifting the political status quo? Is this wave expected
to be in our candidate’s direction or away from it, and if so, how might that impact
the numbers of voters we need to get to the polls?

Section 6: Identifying and Selecting Targets (Stage 4)

Once your goals are clearly defined, the fourth stage of a political strategy is to
select the specific targets of your political change effort. That is, you need to deter-
mine who will be the focus of your efforts to bring about your goals. We start this
target selection process by assessing key players with the power to influence whether
or not your specified goals can be achieved.

Key Players in a Political Context

Often social workers and others assume that only legislators or the executive (mayor,
governor, president) can make policy change. In reality, there are a significant num-
ber of other individuals who can play key determinative roles in making policy
change. Such individuals may include those responsible for policy changes within
executive branch agencies, those who can control access to other key players, and
those who can assert influence from outside of government. In the authors’ social
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work careers, we have served as staff members in legislative offices, worked for
executive agencies, and conducted research that influenced policy, all roles in which
we had the opportunity to create change as well as to influence other key decision-
makers. Below, we outline how to identify and assess key players and the power
they have to influence policy changes.

As you meet with individuals who are politically involved within your context,
ask them questions such as: Who else should I get to know? Who really understands
this process/issue/problem? You will find that from answers to these questions as
well as from discussions with your contacts, you will be able to create a list of the
key players in your area. Make this a living document—one that you constantly
update as key players are elected, retire, move, or gain prominence. (Keep this doc-
ument safe and backed up in multiple locations. Use a password-protected flash
drive and cloud storage!)

Key Players in Government

At all levels of government, there are potential key players who have the power to
make decisions around the policy issues in which you are interested. Some of these
key players are obvious and in very visible positions—e.g., the president and mem-
bers of Congress, the governor and members of the state legislature, or the elected
leaders of your municipality. Others are less obvious and, therefore, may need to be
sought out.

Executive Branch Players

As described earlier in this chapter, a tremendous amount of policy-making happens
within executive branch agencies at all levels of government. Therefore, one set of
key governmental players are those in the executive branch with the direct ability to
influence policy through the regulatory, budgetary, and implementation processes
(Hoefer 2016). These include presidents, governors, and mayors, as well as leaders
of executive branch agencies (e.g., the Secretary of Education and her deputy and
assistant secretaries). Political social workers also work with career and appointed
(political) staffers within executive branch agencies who write regulations. They
work with municipal, state, and federal government agency staffers charged with
implementing legislation and those involved in writing draft versions of municipal,
state, and federal government budgets. Budgets are documents that lay out a gov-
ernment’s proposed spending and revenue and are a critical way to communicate
and reinforce policy priorities.

Legislative Branch Players

Legislative bodies provide a window into many ways in which someone may be
considered a key player or decision-maker. All US citizens have elected officials in
their municipal, state, and federal legislatures who specifically represent their home
and the district in which they live. Even if you are not a US citizen, these elected
officials have responsibility for the well-being of your neighborhood and commu-
nity. As a constituent of these elected officials, your direct representatives are the
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ones most likely to be responsive to your efforts to influence them. They are, essen-
tially, your employees—which makes you their boss.

As you identify a legislative target(s), it is helpful to understand the approximate
number of constituents each legislator serves. The 400 members of New Hampshire’s
State House of Representatives represent about 3300 New Hampshirites each. In
contrast, the most populous state, California, has only 80 members of the lower
house (the California State Assembly), so each member represents about 475,000
Californians. Accordingly, in designing an advocacy strategy, it is important to
know that it will be easier to gain the attention of a New Hampshire representative
by rallying her constituents than doing so to try to get the attention of a California
state assembly member.

In addition to your direct representative, other members of these legislative bod-
ies have power to influence your policy issues. In particular, this includes those who
serve on legislative committees that oversee policy in your area, hold official or
unofficial leadership positions, or can participate in floor votes related to your pol-
icy area of interest. If you are working within the Nebraska Unicameral Legislature,
with only 49 total legislators or in Alaska with 60 legislators, it is important to real-
ize that each one of these members has a significant amount of comparative power.
If you are working in New Hampshire, with 424 senators and representatives in its
General Court (that is not a typo; the next biggest legislature is Pennsylvania’s with
253), each member has proportionally less power (National Conference of State
Legislators 2013a). You would need to build relationships with a larger percentage
of these members.

The National Conference of each state legislature’s keeps track of state legisla-
tures’ leadership. View your legislature’s leaders on the list in the Resource section
(National Conference of State Legislators 2017). This list can help you find out how
many members hold leadership positions, although some titles may not clearly tell
you what the leader does. For example, one common leadership position is a whip,
generally responsible for “counting votes.” This person is responsible for knowing
how many members are planning to vote for their party’s proposals (National
Conference of State Legislatures 2013b). Of Connecticut’s 36 state senators, 25
hold leadership positions; 18 of Hawaii’s 51 state representatives are leaders.

Formal leadership positions do not necessarily tell you much about how power is
actually held in a legislature, or who possesses influential informal power. Legislative
bodies commonly have distinct power dynamics that influence policy outcomes.
These dynamics differentially determine individual members’ ability to influence
final results. Some dynamics are related to the political party distribution within a
legislative body. Other dynamics have to do with the personalities and leadership
approaches of those elected to legislative leadership positions. For example,
New York’s state government’s leadership style is often described as “three men in
aroom,” meaning that the governor, majority leader of the State Senate, and speaker
of the State Assembly “work in secret and without accountability to decide most
vital issues” (Santora 2015). Worth noting: In recent years, the men holding two of
the three of those offices have been convicted of corruption—one more reason that
more social workers can and should be elected officials (Clark 2016).
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Many legislators at all levels of government have long-standing interpersonal
and professional relationships among themselves that influence whether they enter-
tain different pieces of legislation. Leaders of opposing parties may have a positive
relationship in which they communicate regularly with each other, as was the case
between former Senators Tom Daschle (D-SD) and Trent Lott (R-MS) when they
were the U.S. Senate majority and minority leaders. Their friendship remained
strong long after, including authoring a book together (Lott et al. 2016). In other
cases, leaders of different parties may refuse to be in the same room together, as
reported about Illinois state leaders in 2015 (Kadner 2015).

Other interpersonal dynamics also shape the informal power structure within
legislatures. For example, it is not uncommon for legislative leadership to “punish”
a member who acts in a way that they do not approve of. This might involve assign-
ing the member to less influential committees or even burying all legislation that the
member proposes. Such dynamics are important to learn as you prepare to pursue
any political endeavor. For example, if you are planning a run for office, are there
elected officials, who, if they were to endorse your campaign, would result in other
officials refusing to support the campaign? Would work with members on the “other
side of the aisle” or for an unpopular executive mean that members of the party you
identify with would essentially disown you?

To effectively influence policy, political social workers need to learn about legis-
lative power dynamics. Start by creating relationships with those who work regu-
larly in the legislature. Refer to websites such as Vote Smart that can provide you
with basic information about your elected officials, including those in the state and
federal legislatures and executive offices. You also can find useful information about
key players from the editorial and opinion pages of your local newspaper, popular
accounts on social media, and websites and meetings of legislative bodies and your
local political parties.

While not always feasible, the best way to assess legislative power dynamics is
by immersing yourself in the political contexts you seek to influence. Former social
work student Chenelle’s reflection on her experiences interning in a state legislature
demonstrates the depth of learning about informal politics that one can gain through
immersion.

A REFLECTION ON POLITICAL DYNAMICS AND POWER IN A
STATE LEGISLATURE: The Grey Area in Politics
By Chenelle Hammonds, University of Houston Graduate College of Social
Work Austin Legislative Internship Program intern

My time serving as an intern during the Texas 85th Legislature was
extremely informative. Perhaps one of the biggest lessons I learned during my
time here is that politics is not black and white; voting decisions and political
stances are not always as simple as a vote with Republicans or a vote with
Democrats, at least in Texas anyway. Before arriving, I previously thought
that Republicans and Democrats, for the most part, voted a certain way and

(continued)
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seldom agreed with one another. However, after being here I've learned that
various other “factions” exist beyond political affiliation. In Texas there seem
to be “coalitions” formed along geographical lines, and between rural and
urban elected officials. Often times there would be debates between rural
members on issues specific to their districts like water access and the abate-
ment of feral hogs, which would then turn into pretty contentious debates
against members representing more urban districts. Sometimes there would
even be division between urban districts as well, with members from large-
city districts forming their own coalitions to advocate for issues unique to
their cities (i.e., Houston delegation, Dallas delegation, Austin delegation,
etc.). Some of the more prominent issues that created a division between large
cities were property tax relief reform, pensions for local firefighters, and state-
wide regulations for ridesharing applications like Uber and Lyft. To see
Democrats and Republicans come together as members of rural districts, or
come together as members of the Houston Delegation was something that I
had not anticipated prior to my experience in the legislature. While it was
pleasing to witness bipartisanship across party lines, it was also a bit concern-
ing seeing bickering within the two political parties.

In the Texas Legislature you have intraparty divisions, most notably between
“Conservative Democrats,” “Moderate Republicans,” and “Freedom Caucus
Republicans.” Similarly, it was not uncommon to see Conservative or Southern-
border Democrats supporting pro-life legislation or voting for measures that
reinforce traditional gender definitions. Interestingly enough, I would witness
moderate Republicans like Representative Sarah Davis standing up for gay
rights and a woman’s right to choose. I was moved to see Republicans like
Representative Byron Cook stand up against the “Show Me Your Papers”
amendment to Senate Bill 4 and tell his Republican colleagues to follow suit.
Although he authored a bill requiring burials for aborted fetal remains, interest-
ingly enough, he also carried HB 3771 which removed ectopic pregnancy sur-
gery from the State definition of abortion and withheld various overreaching
pro-life bills (like women being charged with murder for abortions). He also
kept bills like the bathroom bill (the “Texas Right to Privacy Act”) and ending
in-state tuition for DREAMers from passing out of committee as Chairman of
the House State Affairs Committee. Others like Republican Representative
John Zerwas came out publicly against school choice vouchers and the “bath-
room bill.”

Representative J.D. Sheffield, another moderate Republican and a physi-
cian, stood with Democrats this session against anti-vaccine measures and
attempted to pass bills aimed at educating parents about the life-saving ben-
efits of vaccinations. He also was the lone member of the House Republican
caucus last session who voted against campus carry. Hence, the lines between
“Republican” and “Democrat” in the Texas legislature can sometimes be
blurred. This gave me a bit of hope, seeing that even in such a hostile political

(continued)
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climate as we are living in today, there are still elected officials who believe in
voting their conscience, voting for what’s right, and not merely “cosigning”
on whatever positions their colleagues have taken.

Moreover, one might find it strange to know that even the most hard-line
Conservatives in the Texas legislature, known as the “Texas Freedom Caucus,”
actually worked alongside Democrats on a few issues. Most notably, the
Freedom Caucus and House Democrats joined forces on two key pieces of
legislation relating to criminal justice reform authored by Representative
Harold Dutton: HB 122 which proposed raising the age of criminal responsi-
bility to 18, and HB 152 which would have allowed offenders to make an
appeal to restore their constitutional rights if previously convicted in Texas.
To my surprise, coming to the defense of Representative Dutton’s proposed
justice reforms were Tea Party members like Representative Matt Schaefer
and Representative Jonathan Stickland urging other Republicans to vote with
them in support of these bills. Even more shocking was hearing one of the
most Conservative members in the Texas House and Tea Party member
Representative Kyle Biedermann admit that he had been staunchly against
raising the criminal age of responsibility to 18, but after hearing countless
testimonies arguing about the positive impact this law would have on Texas,
he shifted to support of this law. Although both of these criminal justice bills
ended up dying eventually, it was astounding to see the same Republicans
who caught heat this session for killing hundreds of good bills and tacking on
controversial amendments to others be amenable to siding with the Dems on
a few important issues. (The “strengths-based perspective” is coming in handy
right now!)

So why is this information important to know for social workers? As social
workers, we are likely to encounter other professionals in the workplace who
have different values, perspectives, and ethics from us. We may not always
agree with a colleague’s value system or their perspective on what is the best
way to handle social issues that harm our clients or even the logistics behind
a not-for-profit startup; however, we must still work together. What my time
in the Texas Legislature has taught me the most is that common ground can be
found even among the unlikeliest of sources. Dismissing others whom you
seemingly disagree with “on paper” only takes away opportunities for team-
work, coalition building, and community advancement for the greater com-
mon good. Although we all have our own set of beliefs, whether they be
informed by our life experiences, our careers, our political identification, etc.,
we all can stand to put personal differences aside and focus on what we can
agree on. Due to the complexities of social work practice, which is inundated
with several “grey areas,” I encourage all of us to dig a little deeper for that
common ground each time we find ourselves conflicted by personal disagree-
ments both in and outside of the workplace.

Previously posted online at the blog of the University of Houston Graduate
College of Social Work’s Austin Legislative Internship Program: https://gcsw-
legislativeinterns.wordpress.com.
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Judicial Branch Players

Political social workers also work with judiciary branch clerks and other judicial
staff in order to create policy change. While judges make the ultimate rulings in the
judiciary branch and cannot be directly lobbied outside of the courtroom, relation-
ships with clerks and judicial staff can be a helpful source of information. One com-
mon way for social workers to work through the judiciary branch is through
submitting amicus curiae, or “friend of the court” briefs that offer information
relevant to the case under consideration. (A great resource for social work in the
judicial policy realm is Social Work and Law: Judicial Policy and Forensic Practice
by Sunny Harris Rome (2012)).

Key Interest Group Players

Interest groups are often referred to as special interest groups (SIGs), advocacy
groups, lobbying groups, pressure groups, or special interests (Hoefer 2016).
Members and leaders of these groups are key players in the political process. These
include interest groups that share a concern with you, as well as lobbyists and advo-
cates working for these interest groups who have a thorough understanding of leg-
islative or regulatory processes. In some cases, they already work on your issues or
in support of your campaigns. In other cases, you will want to develop a relationship
with these players.

Significant interest group players may have power via a key endorsement that
helps a candidate stand out in a crowded field. They may be able to access donors
who can contribute to an advocacy or electoral campaign. They may help you estab-
lish relationships with legislators who will be willing to take a meeting with you if
the right person recommends it. They also can be great sources of information about
what they have learned through successes and failures in past legislative sessions or
election cycles.

Key Players in Media

As discussed above, the media play a key role in the political context in the USA. A
2013 survey of social workers in Texas (Felderhoff et al. 2015) found that respon-
dents got their political news most frequently from Internet-based news services
(69%), public radio (49%), conversations with friends and family (58%), television
news (53%), newspapers (51%), social media (43%), public television (42%), email
newsletters (42%), and television news stations (30%). Those who control the way
news about the political world is reported and shaped in these circles are key players
in the political process.

Both traditional and social media influence what information about the political
realm gets to voters, policy-makers, and other stakeholders. Social media plays a
key role in today’s politics—or, if you ask some people, is ruining it (Carr 2015).
Two-thirds of Americans use Facebook, and half of them get their news from that
site, totaling 30% of the US population (Anderson and Caumont 2014). If you add
in YouTube, Twitter, and Reddit, the social media landscape’s influence on how the
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public views elections and policy becomes even more significant. In 2013, the
national periodical Campaigns and Elections named 50 of the most influential peo-
ple in national politics; of these, 13 had connections to digital and social media
(Campaigns & Elections Staff 2013). The methods and strategies used by politi-
cians and the media to communicate with the public have changed significantly in
the last 20 years, and continue to change rapidly. The rise of partisan cable news and
the methods used to gain audience by those networks (Sobieraj and Berry 2011), as
well as the extensive use of Twitter by President Donald Trump to communicate his
message directly to the public, highlight a remarkably different environment in
political news.

While alternative media sources have increased their influence, those who inves-
tigate and report the news in traditional media sources (including newspapers, tele-
vision, and radio) still wield considerable influence in shaping public opinion and in
publicizing candidates or issues. Later in this book, we provide an in-depth discus-
sion of how to identify the specific reporters (targets) who are most likely to influ-
ence media coverage on your specific policy issue.

Other Key Policy Players in the Community

As discussed previously, many sources of power accrue to specific individuals and
groups within our local, state, or national communities. These sources of power
(money, information, status, etc.) can result in key players who are able to influence
policy, even without specific positions in government, interest groups, or media. For
example, numerous articles and interviews appeared after the inauguration of
President Donald Trump, writing about the persistent influence of the billionaire
Mercer family on Trump’s campaign and policy decisions (Fresh Air 2017). Similar
stories have been written about the influence of George Soros on Democratic cam-
paigns and elected officials (Vogel 2016).

Coalitions are another type of community player with the capacity to influence
policy. A coalition is a collection of organizations that comes together for a common
goal (Bobo et al. 2010). They are commonly used as part of political change efforts,
with many advantages for social change. (A variety of coalitions are listed in the
Resources section as examples.) Coalitions may be defined by an issue (e.g.,
Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice), geographic area (e.g., Midwest
Coalition for Human Rights), constituency (e.g., African-American Health
Coalition), and often by a combination of those. They may work on one issue or on
arange of issues, or even in support of an electoral campaign. Coalitions frequently
bring in several types of collective power: the power of the people, the power of
knowledge (when they include groups of experts), the power of networks, the power
of solidarity, and the power of passion for a cause.

Some coalitions are temporary, coming together for a short period of time (e.g.,
one legislative session) to work together on a single policy change strategy. Others
are permanent, working together year after year on issues of interest to the coali-
tion’s member organizations. For example, CAC2 (the Coalition Against Childhood
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Cancer; a link is provided in the Resources section) has dozens of member organi-
zations and has worked since 2011 to unify organizations working on solutions to
childhood cancer. They coordinate their actions, leverage the strength of their com-
munity, and work to minimize duplication of effort by multiple organizations.

Before embarking on a political change strategy, identify whether there are any
coalitions already working on your policy issue and which individuals and organi-
zations are part of this coalition. As some coalitions are stronger and more effective
than others, assess the power and influence that this coalition has previously had on
relevant policy decision-makers. As part of your strategy, you may want to consider
joining up with a larger coalition or creating your own.

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE and APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Finding Key Players
Create a map of the key players in your state or municipal political context.
Include key players in government, interest groups, media, and/or communi-
ties. Start by following a key player in government or media on their column,
blog, Twitter, or Facebook. Add to your map other key players who are men-
tioned, retweeted, followed, or connected. How are they connected? Use the
layout of your map to show which players have higher numbers of connec-
tions. Do those with more connections seem to be more influential?

Selecting Targets

As you identify the specific key players who can most help bring your proposed
policy change to fruition, you are developing a list of individuals who both have
power over your specific area of policy interest and are located in your specific
geographic area of interest. This forms the basis for “targeting” in political social
work. In examining the various key players that you have identified, now it is time
to determine who, specifically, is your target(s); that is, who has the direct power to
make possible the particular policy goals you seek.

Understanding Your Target

Once you identify your target(s), it is critical that you seek to understand as much as
you can about what factors influence them. This is where a tool like the Decision-
Maker Matrix can come in handy, as it provides you with a clear framework for
identifying potential contextual and personal factors that affect your target’s
decision-making process.
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POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Sally Tamarkin, MSW
Senior Editor, Buzzfeed Health (Fig. 5.2).

Fig.5.2 Sally Tamarkin,
MSW

Sally grew up and attended public school in New Haven, CT. “I grew up going
to schools that were racially and economically diverse... and I had a seed
planted in me at a very young age about equality and justice.” Identifying as
both a queer person and a person with privilege, Sally feels that she was able
to recognize the marginalization of people around her. In Sally’s early work
for Leadership, Education & Athletics in Partnership (LEAP), she was intro-
duced to the community development aspect of social work. She realized that
the social work lens to community organizing “gelled with my interests and
also my approach to making change.”

With an MSW focused on community organizing, her career path included
work at Planned Parenthood of Southern New England, “training college stu-
dents around the state on how to do organizing and political advocacy around
reproductive justice” and then as an organizer for ctEQUALITY, formerly
known as the Anti-Discrimination Coalition. The main focus of the Coalition
at the time was to “get a bill passed that would add gender identity and gender
expression to Connecticut state non-discrimination law.” Prior efforts on this
bill had not made it out of committee in multiple legislative sessions. Sally
was hired to try to bring the whole coalition together as one cohesive unit.
“My job was to take the infrastructure that was already there, and strengthen
it” by building a bigger base, reaching more people around the state, and
working more with lobbyists to connect to representatives. A lot of Sally’s
work involved empowering people from all backgrounds to become involved
in the political process. She held trainings where lobbyists explained to com-
munity members how to become citizen activists.

The coalition “was trying to get queer identified people to stand up for
rights that didn’t have to do with same sex marriage, which was a very big
deal at the time.” In order to get new people involved in the fight, Sally made
education and awareness-raising an important part of her organizing
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activities. The goal was for more people to see and understand the extent to
which transgender people in Connecticut were being denied basic civil and
human rights. It was difficult to get people to rally around trans rights in 2010,
so a lot of the organizing work centered around educating the community on
what trans folks needed and where their rights were being limited. When the
citizens of CT became empowered, they were better equipped to make their
representatives feel that they were demanding equality in their state. This,
along with the tireless work of a lobbyist and coalition volunteers and the
allyship of the governor and several outspoken legislators helped pass the bill.

Currently, Sally is a senior editor for Buzzfeed Health. Even though Sally
is not practicing social work in a traditional setting, her social work back-
ground is integrated into her outlook and informs her work. She feels that
social work values and the Code of Ethics influence everything she does in her
current position. “I believe that the Code of Ethics set social work aside from
any other ‘helping’ profession,” Sally says. She presents stories that counter
the “mainstream narratives around health and our bodies, particularly the bod-
ies of women and queer people,” which present bodies as only a means for
consumption. Sally cites her social work education as the reason she feels
empowered to bring these stories to light with “compassion, generosity,
humility, and an open mind.”

Section 7: Selecting Tactics for Political Intervention (Stage 5)

The fifth and final stage of the political strategy planning process is selecting tactics
that are likely to influence your target. To carry out a political strategy, you need to
identify specific activity steps, also known as tactics, which will help you move
forward toward achieving your goals. Tactics are “short-term activities undertaken
as part of a change-oriented strategy” (Hardina 2002). Think of them as the actions
that will make your change happen.

Too often, we let our preferred tactics lead our political change efforts. For exam-
ple, we may think protests are a great way to get our voice heard, so we plan a
protest before strategically thinking through whether a protest is actually the most
effective tactic for our priority goals and our intended targets. Bobo et al. (2001)
underscore this point in their handbook for community organizers and advocates for
social change, stating, “The worst mistake an organizer can make is to act tactically
instead of strategically” (p. 49). Hardina (2002) notes that rather than selecting tac-
tics on the basis of the specific political situation or one’s resources, tactic selection
is too often guided by personal values or one’s comfort level with tactics.

Instead, selected tactics should be carefully chosen as part of your strategic plan-
ning process. They should be chosen on the basis of what will best support your full
strategy. That is, what tactics will help you build the leverage necessary to persuade
your target(s) to advance the policy goal(s) you have identified? In this tactic
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selection process, decisions are made such as: whether an advocacy organization
will hold a protest at the City Council steps or, instead, recruit community members
to provide testimony at the next City Council meeting. Similarly, tactic selection is
involved when deciding whether a political campaign will seek to shape perceptions
of its opponent via a commercial on local TV or through a Facebook ad.

Careful and intentional selection of tactics is crucial to effective political strat-
egy. Selection of tactics needs to be logical and systematic, but also creative and
flexible. Key considerations in selecting tactics (Bobo et al. 2001) include:

e Which tactics are most likely to help you achieve your goals? Tactics should be
linked directly to the types of goals you are seeking. If you are raising money for
your campaign, do so in direct service of your campaign goals. For example, if
your electoral campaign decides to hold a press event, it should be for the pur-
pose of making the message of your campaign clear. Getting press for the sake
of garnering attention will not further your goal.

e Which tactics are most likely to influence your target? Tactics should be selected
based on your knowledge about your target(s), contextual influences on your
target, and your relationship with the target. A classic episode of the TV show,
The West Wing (although not strictly procedurally accurate) highlights the way
that a politician’s identification as a grandfather might influence others who are
also grandfathers to behave in a certain way (Sorkin 2001).

e What is your individual and organizational capacity? Here, we apply our earlier
assessments to determine which tactics you and/or your organization are able to
carry out effectively (i.e., you wouldn’t want to design a strategy that relies on
heavy use of TV commercials for your candidate if you do not have a large
enough campaign budget to afford this). Avoid spreading yourself or your orga-
nization too thinly by taking on too many tactics, leaving none of them to ulti-
mately be effective. Also consider your own power and credibility. Are there
tactics that might be perceived as controversial when you use them, even if they
would not be perceived that way when used by another actor?

e What is your organizational style? Are there certain tactics that are strengths of
your organization or campaign? Do you or your organization’s leadership have
certain preferences in terms of how you approach relationships with decision-
makers? For example, during the fight for women’s suffrage in the USA, the
National American Women’s Suffrage Association worked state by state through
the conventional legislative process, while the National Women’s Party (headed
by social worker Alice Paul) instead followed its organizational style, garnering
national attention and support through large, attention-grabbing events such as
protests that led to arrests (National Park Service n.d.).

* Do you need to build public sympathy, and are certain tactics worth the risk to
public support? Sometimes tactics might move us closer to persuading our target
in the short-term, but might risk harming public support for our goals in the long-
term. Weigh the benefits and risks as you select tactics. For example, if large
numbers of teachers in a school district call in absent to testify at the state capi-
tol, forcing school to close for the day, is the controversy this may cause among
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parents forced to scramble for child care worth the potential benefits from the
testimony?

e Could the tactics you are considering put clients or constituent groups at per-
sonal risk? As social workers, it is important that we engage and empower our
constituents to be active and meaningful participants in political change efforts.
At times, however, some of the tactics we might consider could have negative
repercussions for our constituents. Informed consent and self-determination on
the part of our constituencies are important in such situations, as is thoughtful
consideration beforehand of potential risks. For example, what are the risks of
publicizing a rally on the steps of the capitol featuring speakers who are undocu-
mented at a time when the federal government is engaged in high-profile immi-
grant raids (de Vogue et al. 2017)? If we think civil disobedience is necessary to
further our goals, have we thought through how the risk of being arrested may
differentially impact our constituencies based on differences in race, socioeco-
nomic status, immigration status, or sexual orientation?

e Are the tactics you are considering consistent with the profession’s Code of
Ethics?

The NASW (2017) Code of Ethics clearly identifies a set of six core values of
our profession: Social justice, social justice, dignity and worth of the person,
importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence. As you evaluate
possible tactics, consider whether they support these values. It is not uncommon,
however, in selecting tactics to find that these values may be in tension with each
other. These considerations are explored in depth in Chap. 13, including sample
scenarios related to ethical dilemmas in tactic selection.

It is also important to recognize that tactics that might be effective in one situa-
tion might not necessarily work in another similar situation. Teles and Schmitt
(2011) point out that over time, political tactics may have declining returns. For
example, the tenth time an advocacy organization boycotts a retailer, it may be less
effective at changing company policy than the first several times it did so.

As you assess the possible impacts from the tactics you select, keep in mind that
tactic selection should be both well-thought-out and flexible. Political social work-
ers need to be alert and prepared to course-correct in innovative ways as the political
reality moves forward (Teles and Schmitt 2011). Politics around both advocacy and
campaigns can shift rapidly, requiring different tactics, even as political social
workers must remain focused on their desired goals. Take, for example, the 2016
presidential election. As Michael Barone (2016) argued immediately after that elec-
tion in the conservative National Review magazine:

Over the 40-some years that 1 have been working or closely observing the political-cam-
paign business, the rules of the game haven’t changed much. Technology has changed the
business somewhat, but the people who ran campaigns in the 1970s could have (and in
some cases actually have) run them decades later. But suddenly this year, the rules seemed
to change.
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Barone (2016) outlines six key changes that he saw during the 2016 presidential
election, with potential ramifications for how both advocacy and electoral cam-
paigns select tactics moving forward:

1. Financial expenditures seem less relevant, as the winning presidential campaign
spent just more than half as much money as the losing presidential campaign,
opting to rely instead on media coverage.

2. Campaign ads on television were less influential than in prior elections, with

social media (e.g., tweets and videos) garnering more attention and influence.

. Celebrity support did not seem to carry as much weight as in prior elections.

4. Voters seeking change were not dissuaded by a candidate’s “outrageous state-
ments,” when such statements had been disqualifying in prior elections.

5. Campaigns with better “big data” (extensive data on individual voters) had been
more successful in recent years. However, in 2016, data seemed less successful
if the data were not paired with increasing attention to sensitivity in data
interpretation.

6. Campaigns need to increasingly understand how the opposition is thinking,
especially when the opposing campaign is choosing not to follow “the old rules.”

(O8]

These changes illustrate the importance of individuals and organizations strategi-
cally planning their political tactics, but also underscore two key points we have
emphasized in this chapter: (1) being attuned to the changing political context, and
(2) remaining flexible enough to adapt your tactics mid-campaign as needed.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Tactic Selection

Identify a recent advocacy campaign that you have participated in or one that
you learned about through media sources—perhaps the one you used in
Stages 1 and 2. What tactics did the advocacy campaign use to try to influence
decision-makers? How did decision-makers, supporters, and opponents
respond to these tactics?

Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Amicus curia: “friend of the court” briefs that offer information relevant to the
case under consideration by a court (plural is amicus curiae).

Bicameral legislature: a law-making body consisting of two chambers. In the
USA, this form is used by Congress (the two chambers are the House of
Representatives and the Senate) and 49 state legislatures.

Block grant: a set of aid monies awarded to states. States are granted substantial
flexibility to implement broadly defined functions such as social welfare programs
or health services, while facing fewer requirements than with other types of federal
funding.
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Budget: document which lays out proposed spending and revenue for a
government.

Coalition: a collection of organizations that converge for a common goal. These
are commonly used as part of political change efforts, with many advantages for
social change.

Economic climate: the perceived atmosphere of an economy, reflecting the sta-
tus of major markets, the availability of jobs, credit, and other economic issues
apparent to the public.

Executive branch: the branch of government responsible for executing laws. On
the federal level in the USA, this refers to the president, vice president, cabinet
members, and numerous executive branch agencies. At the state level, this generally
consists of the governor, statewide elected officials, and other state-level agencies.

Executive order: an order issued by the president, holding the force of law, to
another executive branch member or agency, through which the president manages
operations of the executive branch of government.

Fall-back position: an alternative goal employed when achieving an original
goal no longer seems possible.

Federal government: the level of government responsible for providing policy
governance and oversight of the entire USA.

Federalist system: a form of government, used in the USA, in which power
between state governments and a central government is shared in one political
system.

Fundamental change: change that modifies a system or a policy at its roots.

Incremental change: change executed in small steps to gradually reach an
outcome.

Intermediate goals: goals that serve as building blocks toward long-term goals.

Judicial branch: the branch of government that evaluates laws to clarify their
meaning, decides how laws apply in specific cases, and (at the federal and state
level) determines whether laws meet the requirements of the Constitution.

Long-term goals: goals that focus on the specific desired policy outcomes an
advocate seeks to achieve as a result of a change effort.

Municipal governments: governmental bodies responsible for managing policy
issues at the local level. May refer to a town, village, city, parish, or county
government.

Political climate: a population’s perception of the atmosphere of the political
realm in a society.

Regulations: rules made and maintained by an executive branch authority, with
the force of policy. These often specify implementation details for policies adopted
by the legislature.

Regulatory process: a process through which the executive branch agency puts
forth, or “promulgates” regulations.

Short-term goals: goals that are typically achievable within an immediate
timeframe.

Social climate: the perceived social and psychological context in a given com-
munity or group.
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State government: the level of government that makes and enforces laws for a
state or equivalent subdivision within a country.

Strategy: the art of planning actions directed toward fulfilling the achievement
of a goal(s).

SWOT analysis: a strategic review process that entails looking internally at an
organization’s strengths and weaknesses, and externally at the opportunities and
threats in its environment.

Tactics: specific, short-term activity steps which help move change efforts for-
ward toward goal achievement.

Target: the individual(s) with the decision-making power to bring a policy goal
into fruition; typically the focus of advocacy efforts.

Unicameral legislature: a law-making body composed of one chamber, such as
Nebraska.

Wave election: an election where one political party is expected to make sub-
stantial gains in the number of seats it holds, shifting the political status quo.

Whip: a leadership position encompassing the responsibility for counting votes,
meaning this person should know how many people are planning to vote for their
party’s proposals.

Resources

Assessment

University of Kansas Community Tool Box, “SWOT Analysis: Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities, and Threats:” http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-com-
munity-needs-and-resources/swot-analysis/main

Books

Cooper, P. J. (2014). By order of the President: The use and abuse of executive direct action.
Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas

Lott, T., Daschle, T., & Sternfeld, J. (2016). Crisis point: Why we must and how we can overcome
our broken politics in Washington and across America. New York, NY: Bloomsbury Publishing.

Federal Register

In-depth discussion of the regulatory/rulemaking process: https://www.federalregister.gov/
uploads/2011/01/the_rulemaking_process.pdf

Main page: https://www.federalregister.gov/

Spreadsheet of executive orders: https://www.federalregister.gov/executive-orders
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Coalitions

African American Health Coalition: http://www.flhsa.org/issues/african-american-coalition or go
to http://www.flhsa.org and in the menu under the “Issues” tab click “Health Disparities”, then
scroll down to click “African American Health Coaltion” on the right of the page.

Coalition Against Childhood Cancer: www.cac2.org

Midwest Coalition for Human Rights: http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/MCHR .html

Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice: http://rcrc.org/

Websites

Assessing online sources: http://libguides.adelphi.edu/fake_news

The Atlantic on lead poisoning in New Orleans: “The Poisoned Generation™: https://www.theatlantic.
com/politics/archive/2017/05/the-poisoned-generation/527229/

Crisis Point interview: https://dianerehm.org/shows/2016-01-19/former-senators-trent-lott-and-
tom-daschle-crisis-point.

Example of state regulatory process: http://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/Documents/registerflowchart.
pdf

Federal Rulemaking Process: An Overview: https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL32240.pdf

Marbury v. Madison (1803): http://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=19 or go to
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/ and in the menu on the right hand side of the home page click
“100 milestone documents”, then scroll down to click on “Marbury v. Madison (1803)”.

National Conference of State Legislators’ list of state leaders: http://www.ncsl.org/legislators-staff/
legislators/legislative-leaders/2017-state-legislative-leaders.aspx#tableRegulations related to
health care reform: https://www.federalregister.gov/health-care-reform

Vote Smart to learn about your elected officials: http://votesmart.org/
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Section 1: Overview

This chapter builds from the five-stage process for developing political strategy
introduced in Chap. 5, and adapts it specifically to the process of planning an advo-
cacy campaign. An advocacy campaign is a political change effort focused on bring-
ing about a specific policy change or changes. This process is most relevant to
domains 1 and 2, specifically to strategies involving advocating for expanded politi-
cal power, and for influencing policy agendas and policy decision-making.

In this chapter, you will select a specific policy problem and then use this five-
stage process to design a campaign to advocate for a policy change that resolves this
problem, using all that you have learned so far in this book. Each of the planning
elements described in this chapter can be applied to either a campaign you carry out
individually or one you carry out as part of an organization. As a quick review, the
five stages are as follows:

1. Determining the specific purpose of the advocacy campaign

2. Assessing the internal (organizational) and external (environmental) context for
the advocacy campaign

Identifying the campaign’s long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals
Selecting specific targets for the advocacy campaign

5. Identifying and selecting the advocacy tactics the campaign will use

Eal

Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
COMPETENCY 4: Engage in Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

COMPETENCY 7: Assess Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities

COMPETENCY 8: Intervene with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations,
and Communities
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Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes <
2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making <
3. Holding professional and political positions
4. Engaging with electoral campaigns

5. Seeking and holding elected office

Section 2: What Are You Trying to Achieve Through Your
Advocacy Campaign? (Stage 1)

In this section, we focus on the first stage of planning an advocacy strategy: deter-
mining the specific purpose of the advocacy campaign.

Identify the Policy Problem You Want to Change

Before you can start planning the details of your advocacy campaign, you need to
know what you are seeking to change. This is a good place to apply policy analysis
skills in order to identify a specific problem that needs to be addressed through
policy. In identifying this problem, some questions to consider include the
following:

1. Does a specific aspect of a policy (or lack of policy) consistently impede your
clients’ success? For example, in your work with victims of intimate partner
violence, do you consistently see similar problems when clients seek to secure a
protective order against their abuser? One of the authors worked on legislation
that began when intimate partner violence survivors discussed the financial dif-
ficulties of leaving an abuser with the advocates with whom they worked. The
financial cost of breaking a lease was so much that survivors felt they had no
choice but to stay in an apartment with their abusive partner, or to be homeless.
Advocates worked to pass legislation that would allow survivors to break their
leases without forfeiting their security deposits, if the correct steps were taken.
This policy change derived from a challenge faced by clients and sought to lessen
the financial costs of leaving an abusive situation and increase survivors’ options
to leave.

2. Is a current policy oppressive to a population with whom you work? For exam-
ple, in their work with individuals convicted of a felony who have completed
their sentences, some social workers have noticed that their states make it diffi-
cult to restore clients’ voting rights. Governor McAuliffe in Virginia sought to
resolve this problem when he used an executive order to restore the rights of
Virginians who had served their sentences but, by state law, were barred from
voting for life. (Only four states permanently disenfranchise those who have
been convicted of felonies—in addition to Virginia, they are Florida, Iowa, and
Kentucky; Alabama and Delaware also permanently disenfranchise some voters.)
Following a court process that rejected his executive order, the Governor found
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a way under existing law to restore voting rights to more than 140,000 people.
This sparked conversations in the state legislature about changing the state’s law
(Brennan Center for Justice 2017).

3. Does your client population lack specific rights, protections, or services they
need? The work of two University of Houston Graduate College of Social Work
students illustrates how this question can guide policy change efforts. Through
their work with youth in the foster care system, they learned that these youth are
disproportionately likely to end up as victims of human trafficking. Subsequently,
they learned that despite a large human trafficking presence in Texas, the state
did not offer trafficking awareness training to foster care caseworkers. This led
them to implement an advocacy campaign to include a statewide human traffick-
ing awareness curriculum in training requirements for all Texas Department of
Family and Protective Services caseworkers (Cooper and Hairston 2014).

4. Have you seen a policy in another city, county, or state that better addresses a
gap in how the needs of a vulnerable population are addressed? A social worker
concerned with how her state’s child welfare system addresses the needs of chil-
dren might discover that in her state, child welfare caseworkers are not required
to have earned a 4-year bachelor’s degree (Associated Press 2016). Through her
research, she finds that another state, with more positive outcomes for children,
requires caseworkers to have both a bachelor’s degree and at least 2 years of
social work experience. The other state’s policy may form the basis for a policy
change effort in her state.

These four questions, along with any needed policy research and analysis, pre-
pare you for the first step of planning your advocacy strategy: identifying a specific
policy problem that should be changed and can be changed (Hoefer 2006).

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Identify the Policy Problem Your Advocacy Campaign Will

Seek to Address

Identify a specific policy problem that you think should be changed and that
you think can be changed through implementing a strategic advocacy plan.
Find one advocacy organization or group that is currently working to change
policy in this area. What type of policy problem are they seeking to address?

Assess the State of Current Policy Surrounding Your Policy
Problem

Once you have a clear sense of the policy problem you are seeking to address, you
will need to very specifically identify a policy change proposal that will be the focus
of your advocacy campaign. Before advocates can do this, they examine where
policy in this area currently stands and which policy changes may be possible given
the reality of the current context. This involves making sure that you understand the
current state of policy surrounding your problem in your current geographic con-
text. If you have taken prior social work policy courses, this step will draw on the
policy analysis skills you have learned in those classes.
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Questions that you need to consider—and research—include the following:
What policies currently address your policy problem? What do they do well, and
what is missing? Which level(s) of government are currently addressing your policy
problem? Is the problem you identify the responsibility of a specific level of govern-
ment? For example, a social worker might be concerned that her clients consistently
face barriers to accessing protective orders that would protect them from their abus-
ers. Before advocating for change to address this problem, determine whether the
barrier that clients face is something that is typically the responsibility of your state
government or whether each county in your state separately governs protective
orders.

Your proposed policy change also will be stronger if you assess what other
changes have recently been proposed in response to your policy problem. Is there a
bill, ordinance, or regulation currently under consideration that seeks to resolve the
problem? If so, does it seek to resolve the problem in an appealing way? If there is
already an appropriate proposal under consideration, by whom is it under consider-
ation, and at what stage of the process? For example, if a bill moving through the
legislative process incorporates a realistic and appropriate solution to your problem,
you may not need to come up with your own bill idea. Instead, your desired policy
change can be to see this bill passed. Maybe there is no appropriate bill under con-
sideration, but your state’s bill filing deadline, a date after which no further bills
may be proposed during that legislative session, has passed. Instead, the best way to
move a proposed policy change forward in the short term might be through an
amendment to a bill already likely to pass the legislature.

While the general steps for how a bill becomes a law are similar across states,
intricacies of the legislative process differ. As you move forward with engaging in
advocacy campaigns, you will want to become familiar with the various stages bills
must go through before becoming law in your specific geographic context. This is
also critical for following legislation at the federal and municipal level. Figure 6.1
depicts how a bill becomes a law in Texas—specifically, a bill that originates in the
state’s House of Representatives. In Texas, as with most other states, bills also can
originate in the state’s Senate. Those bills essentially move in the opposite direction
of what is shown in here.

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Identify the Legislative Process in Your State

Search the legislative website for your state legislature (see guidance for
doing this below). Find a description or diagram of the process by which a bill
becomes a law in your state. What stands out to you about this process, as you
look at the various stages involved?

As advocates look at bills, ordinances, or regulations currently under consider-
ation, we need to both identify proposed policies that would help resolve the prob-
lem and examine whether any proposals currently under consideration would
worsen the problem. The reality is that addressing your problem at certain moments
might necessitate focusing your attention on “killing” a harmful bill or ordinance
winding its way through the legislature or City Council.
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Some of the issues we raise may seem daunting now, but you will find that much
of this information becomes part of your everyday practice knowledge as you
develop experience as a political social worker. Below, we describe some important
resources advocates use regularly to examine the current state of policy: legislative
websites, local government websites, government agency websites, interest groups,
and media.

Legislative websites: These websites enable you to learn about bills that have
been proposed and to track them as they move through legislative processes. These
websites also offer tools that enable you to look up current statutes, all of the writ-
ten (and previously passed) laws that govern your state or the country. The entire
body of statutes for a specific government may be referred to as a code. For exam-
ple, the full set of statutes that govern the USA are referred to as the “United States
Code” (see link in Resources). Statutes are organized differently within each state,
but are often organized by subject area. In some states, separate “chapters” or
“titles” contain all of the laws addressing a specific subject area. This is how the
laws are organized in Nebraska, for example, where laws dealing with primary and
secondary education are located in Chap. 79, and all laws related to public colleges,
universities, and other postsecondary educational institutions are located in Chap.
85 (Nebraska Legislature n.d.). In other states, laws are broken into separate named
codes organized by subject. For example, laws in California related to primary,
secondary, and higher education are spelled out in the “Education Code,” while laws
related to criminal justice fall within the “Penal Code” (California Legislative
Information n.d.).

The best source for finding information about Congressional bills and federal
statutes is http://www.congress.gov. Basic information about your state government
can be found by selecting your state from this list: https://www.usa.gov/states-and-
territories. The National Conference of State Legislatures (http://www.ncsl.org) is a
great resource for information about legislatures across the country, including how
they are organized and when they meet.

When you are looking for specific state-level bills and statutes, go directly to
your state’s legislative information website. Each state has its own, as shown in
Figs. 6.2 and 6.3.

Several key commonalities exist between these sites. All include a tool for
searching bills currently under consideration and a link to state statutes. As you can
see in Figs. 6.2 and 6.3, these sites also provide links to pages for each individual
member of the state legislature, to legislative committee information, to daily legis-
lative calendars, and even to mechanisms for watching legislative proceedings from
your own computer, phone, or tablet. Many states also have legislative reference
libraries (e.g., the Legislative Reference Library of Texas and the Wisconsin
Legislative Reference Bureau) from which you can access historical information
about specific policies and policy discussions. A great tool on many state legislative
websites (see the Tennessee State Legislature’s “My Bills” service in Fig. 6.4) is the
ability to set up an account and create searches with alerts. This enables you to be
notified about new bills relating to your interest as they are introduced and as they
wind through the legislative process.
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Local government websites: Unlike state information websites, which provide
fairly consistent types of information across states, the quality and thoroughness of
local government websites vary widely. On many municipalities’ websites, a good
place to start is on the segment of the website devoted specifically to governance.
This page typically lists the names and contact information for members of the City
Council, the Board of Supervisors, or your Town Council. It also is likely to provide
links to information that it is required to release to the public, such as meeting agen-
das and minutes. Some municipal websites may list current or proposed ordinances/
policies and even meeting videos. (These websites are not always maintained as
well as we might like. One of our students went to her town’s website and found that
many of the links were broken. She called the town to let them know; they asked her
to send a list of broken links. They were fixed that week, and the town employees
were very appreciative that she had let them know.)

Other Web-based information sources about your local government’s policies
may include the local library’s website as well as the National League of Cities (see
Resources). Your state may have a portal that collects information about local gov-
ernments, which can be very useful if you work in a region with multiple towns or
cities. For example, the Arkansas Municipal League offers multiple ways to search
for Arkansas towns, including cities, zip codes, and counties.

As Fig. 6.5 shows, this site includes information about more than 500 munici-
palities in Arkansas, from Little Rock (population 193,524) to Valley Springs
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WISCONSIN STATE LEGISIATURE
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Fig. 6.3 Wisconsin State Legislature (https:/legis.wisconsin.gov)

My Bills

Login to MyBills Welcome to MyBills
User Name: MyBills provides personalized bill tracking for cusrent Tennessee Leglsiation.
Password:
Notices
Resnember me ned time.
The 110th General Assembly will start January 10th, 2017 at 12:00 PM.
Angn Conents of previous bl lists for the 109th General Assembly have been purged, but former
registrations and existing list names still exist. This was necessary when legislation for the
er here. 108th General ly was archived on 5, 2016. New legislation for the 108th
General Assembly ks now being filed. New bills must be added to your lists for the new General
e Your password? A
premm———-y Aasembly.

Fig. 6.4 Tennessee State Legislature (http://wapp.capitol.tn.gov/Apps/MyBills)
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Fig. 6.5 Arkansas Municipal League (http:/local.arkansas.gov/)

(population 183). While not every town has a website, those that do are listed on this
site, along with their local elected officials, e-mail addresses, regularly scheduled
board or commission meetings, and school districts. Realistically, however, finding
up-to-date information about local policies under consideration, particularly in
smaller municipalities, may require contacting key local decision-makers.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Finding Information About Municipal-Level Policy

Take a few minutes to search around your local government (e.g., city, county,
town, parish) website. Are you able to find what policy proposals are currently
under consideration by your municipality’s elected leadership? If so, what are
some of the major issues they are currently considering? Are you able to find
what laws currently exist for your locality? If you cannot find this information
on this website, is there somewhere else that you can go to find it instead?

Government agency websites: Executive agency websites at the federal, state, or
local levels can be good sources of policy information. Federal agency websites,
such as the website for the US Department of Health and Human Services (see
Resources), include public information about both the various programs the agency
operates and major federal policies impacting the agency’s work. State agency web-
sites, such as the Utah Department of Child and Family Services, similarly provide
both general information and services and information about legislative policies
governing the agency’s work. As the “Policy” link at the top of Fig. 6.6 demon-
strates, state agency websites often provide information about administrative regu-
lations and agency policies that guide the agency’s interactions with the public.

Interest groups: Interest groups refer to groups who seek to influence policy
based on members’ common interests and concerns. These include trade
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POLICY QUESTIONS
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Fig. 6.6 Utah Department of Child and Family Services (https://dcfs.utah.gov/)

associations, where members share some sort of business or trade interest, and
professional organizations such as NASW where members share a professional
interest. Some of these have their own distinctions under tax law. Think tanks, also
known as public policy organizations, and policy research institutes conduct
research on policy issues and disseminate this research to impact policy. These
groups often employ or work with lobbyists, who seek to influence legislation on
their behalf. These groups represent diverse political perspectives and can be good
sources of in-depth information about your area of policy. However, each of these is
likely to bring a particular bias into their work depending on their membership,
funding, and perspective. If using resources from a group unfamiliar to you, read
through their “about us” section, pull up the IRS 990 form that discusses their fund-
ing, and/or read their publications with a critical eye until you are more confident of
the quality of their work.

Many of these organizations publish legislative updates, and some also publish
analyses of legislation. Look for the websites of organizations that are major players
in your area of policy, and sign up for their legislative lists, mailing lists, or e-mailed
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newsletters. Follow the organizations and their staffers on social media to gain a
sense of the issues they are discussing, the political factors that seem to influence
discussion of these issues, and to be updated on key events as they happen. For
example, the Center for Public Policy Priorities (CPPP) is a major public policy
organization in Texas that produces data and in-depth policy analyses on a variety
of social welfare issues and is heavily engaged in state-level policy advocacy. One
of the authors of this textbook follows CPPP (@CPPP_TX) on Twitter, as well as
the organization’s executive director and several staffers, in order to keep abreast of
political discussion in Texas surrounding these issues.

A more active yet effective approach to learning from these organizations is to
reach out directly to the key players involved in these organizations. Engage your
social work practice skills to ask them about the current state of policy in your area
and to listen reflectively to their responses.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Finding Organizations to Follow
Find an interest group or think tank that does research or advocacy related to
the issue you’ve identified in this chapter. Answer the following questions:

—

What is the organization’s name and website?

2. What is their mission?

3. Who funds them? (You may need to go to guidestar.com and look up the
organization’s tax form, called a 990, to answer this question.)

4. Who are the senior staff members at this organization and/or the staffers
who do the work most relevant to your policy issue?

5. Do you feel this organization is credible? What else would you need to
know in order to answer this question?

6. If you believe they are credible, and you use social media, follow the orga-

nization and at least one staff member on Twitter, Facebook, or other social

media as a way to stay up to date on your issue.

Media: Both traditional and social media can be important sources of information
for learning about current policies and the political context surrounding these
policies. Read newspapers that regularly cover policy at the appropriate local,
state, or federal level of government. Watch policy-oriented television news shows.
Use social media to help you identify reputable articles that discuss key policy and
describe legislative processes and internal government politics. For a guide to
assessing which media resources are reputable, see the Resource section.

Many states have a blog(s) devoted to the behind-the-scenes politics of state
government, like New York State’s “Capitol Confidential.” Podcasts like Left, Right,
and Center, NPR’s Up First, or the New York Times’ The Daily are great modes of
catching up on current policy while you commute, work out, or do chores. Some
political podcasts have “cult followings”: fans of the liberal Pod Save America num-
ber in the hundreds of thousands. Many follow the hosts on Twitter and discuss
episodes at length on Slack channels (Nazaryan 2017).
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BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Assess the State of Current Policy

Go back to the questions listed at the beginning of this section and the policy
problem you identified. Using the resources described in this chapter, examine
the current state of policy surrounding the specific policy problem you have
identified. What policies currently address your policy problem? Is there a spe-
cific level of government at which your proposed change should be focused?
Are there any relevant policy proposals currently under consideration?

Identify the Policy Change You Think Is Necessary to Address This
Problem

Now that you have a good sense of the current state of policy addressing your policy
problem, you are ready to identify a specific policy change. The proposed change
that you identify needs to directly seek to resolve at least a part of the policy prob-
lem. One way to think about conceptualizing this proposed policy change is to fill
in the blanks in the following sentence:

I/we want [who] to do [what] by
[when]

Sometimes the proposed change you identify will be immediately clear, with
consensus among all involved parties (e.g., we want to stop Senate Bill 6 that is cur-
rently up for a vote in the state legislature by the end of the legislative session). At
other times, identifying a single proposed change can be quite challenging, espe-
cially when advocates work within a large organization or in coalition with other
organizations. Critical to this process is making sure that we and our coworkers or
allies have consensus on a clear set of policy priorities (Richan 2006).

Hoefer (2006) suggests that we begin the process of identifying a specific policy pro-
posal by first identifying a range of possible policy changes that would resolve our policy
problem. He offers a helpful guide to identifying a range of policy changes through cre-
ative thinking: “Although the phrase think outside the box has become so overused that it
may be considered trite, solutions should be developed that are not bound by currently
perceived boundaries or structures” (Hoefer 2006). He suggests a variety of tools to use
in trying to identify creative policy solutions, including brainstorming, considering the
“opposite” approach to what has typically been done, and a “win-win” approach in which
a social work advocate takes a broad-sighted approach to consider what solutions could
exist if we prioritized advancing equity and efficiency (Hoefer 2006). Using such tools
can give you a broad area of policy solutions to consider.

Once you decide upon a proposed policy change, make sure that the change is
very clear to you, your organization, and any other allies on this advocacy cam-
paign. Ask yourself what do you (and your colleagues) expect to see if your policy
change is adopted? Consider whether you and your colleagues can clearly articulate
the answer to this question. Effective advocacy depends on everyone associated
with your advocacy campaign working toward the same end. If you cannot clearly
and consistently articulate an answer to this question, you’ll need to continue to
discuss, reflect, and refine your proposed policy change until you can.
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APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Identify the Policy Change Your Advocacy Campaign Will

Seek to Achieve

Identify a specific policy change that addresses the policy problem that you

previously identified. Use the following formulation: I/we want
[who] to do [what] by
[when]

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Nancy Amidei, MSW
Senior Lecturer Emeritus, University of Washington School of Social Work
(Fig. 6.7).

Fig. 6.7 Nancy Amidei,
MSW

Advocacy and strategic policy change may seem like an enormous task.
Where to begin when the issues social work seeks to mediate seem levels deep
and centuries old? Nancy Amidei does not answer this question with a slew of
complex suggestions. Instead, she describes straightforward tools that she has
used throughout her career. Her wisdom, gathered over the years, includes
incredibly effective, simple, and cost-efficient strategies such as the
following:

* Read the biographies of policy-makers/elected officials before you ever
meet with them to find out what is important to them.

e Bring along a board member from an organization that deals with your
advocacy issue when you meet with elected officials, as many elected offi-
cials are community board members themselves and “people relate more
readily to those they regard as their peers.”

 Invite a targeted legislator to moderate a panel of hand-chosen experts and
service recipients, so that the legislator need not make a speech, but instead
is given the opportunity to listen and become informed on an advocacy
issue by those who know it best.

(continued)
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For Amidei, data and statistics do not speak to people unfamiliar with the
issue like a story does. She sees stories as essential to advocacy because they
“grab your heart” and beg the question “what are we going to do now ...
together?” Stories lead to a powerful call to action and leave people wanting
more than to merely stand by and wait for something to be done.

Amidei’s own story is a call to action for social workers. She began her
career through a chance opportunity to intern in Washington, DC under the
US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare while at the University of
Michigan School of Social Work. This opportunity came about as a result of
a common interest she shared with a professor as they had both spent time in
Nigeria (Amidei as a member of the Peace Corps). As she sat in the profes-
sor’s office, a phone call came in that would change the trajectory of her life.
That call was from a political appointee who was considering accepting social
work students as interns, and called to ask the professor what type of student
he was thinking of sending. As Amidei sat in front of him, he asked her if she
would like to go to Washington. She agreed, the professor described her, and
the appointee accepted her on the spot.

In D.C., Amidei pursued this internship followed by a variety of profes-
sional positions, including as Deputy Assistant Secretary for Legislation in
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare; staff director of the US
Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs; and executive
director of the Food Research and Action Center. She later served as senior
lecturer in the School of Social Work and project director of the Civic
Engagement Project at the University of Washington; and she has authored
numerous op-eds and resource guides for advocates. Throughout her career,
Amidei has fought tirelessly for vulnerable populations and their rights. In
doing so, she has left her mark, and leaves us with the question, “What are we
going to do now ... together?”

Section 3: Assessing the Context for Advocacy: Determining
the Opportunities and Constraints Your Campaign May Face
(Stage 2)

Our first instinct in planning an advocacy campaign is often to jump right in to try
to secure our desired policy change. However, before we move forward, consider
the opportunities and constraints that exist within our organization/coalitions and
within the current social, economic, and political contexts. This will enable us to
adapt our plan accordingly. In this section, we focus on the second stage of planning
an advocacy strategy: assessing the internal (organizational) and external (environ-
mental) context for the advocacy campaign. While a range of approaches can be
used to conduct this analysis, a SWOT analysis is a common tool for examining
your campaign’s internal and external context.
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Assessing the Individual and Organizational Context

Social workers’ advocacy work often takes place within the scope of our profes-
sional or volunteer work with human service nonprofits. As you prepare to plan and
participate in advocacy campaigns within these organizations, assess your organiza-
tional context to determine what you have the capacity to do. This assessment
should start with the questions outlined in Chap. 5 under “Assessing your individual
and organizational context.” Pay particular attention to opportunities and constraints
in the following areas:

e Readiness to embark on this advocacy campaign (Bobo et al. 2010), including
whether this specific policy change proposal fits within your organization’s pur-
pose and mission and whether it aligns with the ethics and values of the social
work profession

e Staff, volunteer, and financial resources to dedicate to this specific advocacy
campaign

* Prior experiences, areas of expertise, and relationships with decision-makers and
allies relevant to this specific advocacy campaign.

Assessing the Social, Economic, and Political Contexts

Earlier in this chapter, you learned about the importance of evaluating where policy
in your area currently stands as you identify the proposed policy change for which
you will advocate. Now that you have identified that change, this stage requires you
to assess the opportunities and challenges to moving forward within the current
social, economic, and political climate. Refer to the assessment questions intro-
duced in Chap. 5 in the section “Assessing the social, economic, and political envi-
ronment.” Pay particular attention to the following considerations as you conduct
this external assessment:

e Whether this specific policy change seems achievable in the current social, eco-
nomic, and political context

e Whether there is likely to be substantial support or opposition, and, if so, from
what sources

e Whether the current context is conducive to large-scale change in response to
your policy problem, or if incremental change—or even laying the groundwork
for future change—is more realistic at this point in time (Richan 2006).
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APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Exploring the Context for Your Advocacy Campaign
Conduct a brief assessment of the context for your advocacy campaign. Using
the specific considerations described above, create a list of each of the
following:

* Relevant internal strengths of your advocacy campaign

* Relevant internal weaknesses of your advocacy campaign

* Relevant external opportunities for your advocacy campaign
* Relevant external threats to your advocacy campaign

Reflect on your assessment: How do these factors influence how you think
you might approach your advocacy campaign moving forward?

Section 4: Defining Advocacy Goals: How to Determine What
Will Constitute a Policy “Victory” (Stage 3)

The next stage of planning your campaign is to identify the specific milestones that
need to be achieved to move the proposed policy change forward. In this section, we
focus on the third stage of planning an advocacy strategy: identifying the cam-
paign’s long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals.

In the context of an advocacy campaign, goals reflect the “victories” we will
need to achieve from someone else. Perhaps different from other strategic planning
you have previously engaged in, advocacy goals are result oriented. They are not
measures of what we will do, but rather of what we will achieve through our efforts.
reaching these goals should show us not that we are doing work, but, rather, that we
are achieving policy progress.

For the remainder of this advocacy planning process, we will be using a modified
version (see Fig. 6.8) of a strategic planning chart developed by Midwest Academy
(Bobo et al. 2010). At this stage, we are concerned with the first three columns of
this chart: the long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals for our advocacy
campaign.

Long-term goals are our most distant goals—the advocacy results we truly hope
to “win” at the end of our advocacy campaign. Short-term and intermediate goals
are more immediate goals that we are able to achieve along the way as we work
toward our long-term goals. As illustrated in Fig. 6.9, each of these goals are pro-
gressive—achieving short-term goals facilitates our achievement of intermediate
goals; and achieving intermediate goals facilitates our achievement of long-term
goals. In essence, our short-term and intermediate goals move us closer to “win-
ning” our long-term goals.

Applying the S.M.A R.T. Goal criteria shown in Fig. 6.9, example advocacy goal
statements might look like the following:
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Your Advocacy Goal:

Isit Is it Isit Isit Is it
SPECIFIC? MEASURABLE? ACHIEVABLE?  REALISTIC?  TIME BOUND?

Is the goal
reasonable
given the
political,
social,
economic

Are there
observable
standards we
can use to
assess

Is the goal
reasonable
given our
individual and
organizational
context?

Does it
identify a
specific

desired
outcome?

Is there a clear

timeframe for

achieving the
goal?

Are our
colleagues/
achieve the allies
goal in the committed to
current working
context? toward the
goal?

What is the
timeframe for
achieving the

goal?

Doesittell us
who, what, know when the
when, where, goal is
and why? achieved?

Fig. 6.9 Identifying S.M.A.R.T. advocacy goals (Vance 2011)

e Long-term goal: The House and Senate of our state will vote to pass a bill that
provides an explicit set of protections for children in the foster care system dur-
ing the 2019 legislative session.

o [Intermediate goal: With the support of the Health and Human Services
Committee Chair, a bill will be introduced in the House at the start of the 2019
legislative session, with a companion Senate bill, focusing on providing an
explicit set of protections for children in the foster care system.

o [Intermediate goal: The House Human Services Committee will require the study
commission to complete a report prior to December 2018 on the prevalence of,
and factors contributing to, deaths in the state foster care system.

o [Intermediate goal: The House Human Services Committee will vote by June
2017 to create a study commission to examine the prevalence of, and factors
contributing to, deaths in the state foster care system.

e Short-term goal: The House Human Services Committee will schedule a hearing
during the 2017 legislative session on House Bill 3259, which calls for reform of
the state foster care system.

Note that each of these goal statements focuses on step-by-step policy victories.
The short-term goal reflects a first round of policy achievements that enable the
intermediate policy achievements to happen. The intermediate goals reflect
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achievements necessary for the final goal to be achieved. Each goal marks a step
closer to success for the advocacy effort.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Defining the Goals of Your Advocacy Campaign

Using the S.M.A.R.T. goal chart in Fig. 6.9, identify at least three S.M.A.R.T.
goals for your advocacy campaign. Determine whether each goal is a long-
term, intermediate, or short-term goal; then place each goal in the appropriate
spot on your Advocacy Campaign Planning Chart provided in Fig. 6.8.

Section 5: Identifying and Selecting Advocacy Targets
(Stage 4)

On whom should we focus our advocacy efforts? This is a critical question as we
develop a strategic advocacy plan. Our answer lies in identifying the individual
decision-maker(s) with the power to make our specific goals happen. There may be
different decision-makers who have power over different goals (i.e., short term ver-
sus long term). We refer to these individual decision-maker(s) as our target(s). In
this section, we focus on the fourth stage of planning an advocacy strategy: select-
ing specific target(s) for the advocacy campaign.

A critical part of target identification in advocacy campaign planning is to “per-
sonalize the target,” meaning that we need to select specific individual(s), not enti-
ties, to target (Bobo et al. 2010). For example, if we are trying to get a bill passed by
the House Human Services Committee, we would not want to define our advocacy
target as the whole Human Services Committee (although the committee as a whole
may ultimately vote on our bill). Instead, we focus on the individual committee
members who are essential to achieving our advocacy goals. We might select as a
target Rep. Jane Doe, who is typically the swing vote on the committee on issues
like the one on which our bill focuses. Personalizing the target is essential because
institutions (e.g., a city council, a legislature, Congress, a committee) are comprised
of individual people who each may be influenced in different ways. “Each person
has different attitudes, constituencies, and interests that we need to take into
account” in designing an effective advocacy campaign (Sen 2003). While we may
have multiple targets within a committee, we will likely approach these different
individuals in somewhat different ways.

Primary and Secondary Targets

Individual advocacy targets generally fall into two different categories:

Primary targets: The primary target refers to the specific person or persons with
the real power to give you what you want, i.e., make your goals happen. This might
be the person who has the deciding vote on a bill, or the individual who controls the
budget that could fund your initiative.
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Secondary targets: A secondary target is an individual who has more power
over your primary target than you do. Typically, the secondary target has a direct
link to the primary target, but is also someone who is more likely to be able to be
influenced by you.

All advocacy efforts have at least one primary target. Even when you or your
organization has a close relationship with the primary target, it is good practice to
have at least one secondary target. Identifying a clear secondary target is particu-
larly helpful when an individual or organizational advocate does not have a close
relationship—or even direct access to—the primary target. A secondary target must
be someone with whom we have more direct access than our primary target and
must be someone to whom the primary target feels some formal or informal account-
ability. This may include people who are gatekeepers and control access to policy-
makers, or those who have high credibility and will be able to present information
in a way that the target will take seriously. This might include legislative or cam-
paign staff, well-known experts in your field, or people who have known and worked
with the primary targets for many years. It also could include spouses or family
members, influential constituents, campaign contributors, or leaders in the local
community who have worked closely with the primary target.

Both for primary and secondary targets, it is important to use our core social work
skills focused on relationship building. We need to get to know our targets. This is
one benefit to political social workers’ involvement in electoral work and larger
advocacy efforts; these efforts provide opportunities to build relationships with those
who may be in a decision-making position in the future. For example, when social
workers volunteer as a group to support a candidate, candidates notice and may be
more responsive to social workers once elected. In reverse, if social workers do not
show up to support a candidate, they may not have the influence later.

Identifying and Selecting Specific Individual Targets

The analyses of power dynamics and of key players that you learned about in previ-
ous chapters are good starting points for identifying the primary targets who are
truly the pivotal players with the power to make your goals happen. By assessing
where power and support for your desired policy goals intersect, you can identify
which individual(s) is both (a) most capable of making the goals you seek happen
and (b) most likely to be responsive to your advocacy efforts.

Haynes and Mickelson (2010) caution that “many lobbyists focus their efforts on
legislators who share values and goals similar to their own,” rather than on the unde-
cided decision-makers—those in the middle—who often can make or break the suc-
cess of your desired policy change (p. 109). While it is important to continue to
cultivate the support of targets who are like-minded (through appreciative messages,
brief office visits and phone calls, etc.), these are rarely the individuals who will
make the difference in whether your desired policy change comes to fruition. Political
social workers need to differentiate between decision-makers who are clearly sup-
portive, clearly opposed, and those who are undecided. Especially when your deci-
sion-makers are members of a policy-making group (a council, a legislature, or a
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commission), it is the undecided or “swing” members who often need to be the focus
of your advocacy effort. In some cases, those who are already convinced have the
types of relationships that enable them to persuade others. They then may be effec-
tive secondary targets. In general, however, the majority of your time should focus on
the targets whose new support is essential for making your change happen.

There are various sources of data we can use to identify the most appropriate
individual target(s) for an advocacy campaign. Two key sources are outlined below.

Voting Records

Elected members of local, state, and federal policy-making bodies have typically
engaged in a range of votes during their time in office. If you are unfamiliar with the
stances of a specific policy-maker, voting records can help you assess the likelihood
of receiving support for your desired policy change from this policy-maker. Current
and past voting records of federal elected officials can be found through websites
maintained by the Library of Congress (in Resources).

The bipartisan Vote Smart organization (see Resources) maintains a website that
tracks selected votes of Members of Congress and legislators in all 50 states.
Figure 6.10 shows an example of the information maintained by Vote Smart on the
voting record of social worker and Illinois State Senator Christine Radogno (Vote
Smart 2017). Municipal voting records are generally harder to locate. In some cases,
historical voting records may be found through municipal websites, local library
materials, or through newspaper archives.

N Myvoresmart IRIIIN URCIO
¥ VOTE SMA“ *Experts nearly all recommend Vote Smart.”
FACTS MATTER T
R Chrgtine Radogno
40,000 POUTICIANS, MILLIONS OF FACTS -i i i i
Christine Radogno's Voting Records Print Tmck Thi Poltcin

lssue

122 48
Office: Smwe Senate (IL) -
Dirt 41, Republan llincis Key Yotes
Mano: Leade
g Date BillNo.  Bill Tite Outcome Vote

My 17, 8BS Eamblshes Budget for Fical Year Bil Passed - Senate Nay
2017 20172012 @1-21)
May 17,  SBT Esmbishes Gambing Induayy il Passed - Senate May
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Interest Group Report Cards

Various interest groups, political action committees, and other organizations across
the political spectrum maintain records of politician’s votes on particular issues.
These organizations select bills that support their mission and goals and then track
politician’s vote records to determine whether their votes are in line with the orga-
nization’s preferred stance (Haynes and Mickelson 2010). Organizations may tally
these votes on report cards publicly distributed to allies and supporters of the orga-
nization, with the intent of influencing politicians’ behavior and how the public
views these politicians. Figs. 6.11 and 6.12 show two examples of report cards
focused on US Senators’ votes. The first is from the League of Conservation Voters
and focuses on environmental protection. The second is from the conservative
Freedom Works organization and focuses on economic freedom.
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Fig.6.11 League of Conservation Voters scorecard (http://scorecard.lcv.org/scorecard)
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Fig.6.12 Freedom Works report card (http://congress.freedomworks.org/)

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Identifying Swing Voters

Follow this link to look more closely at the League of Conservation Voters’
(LCV) Scorecard: http://scorecard.lcv.org/scorecard. This scorecard gets
updated annually, and therefore may look different than Fig. 6.11 when you
go directly to the site. Download the full Scorecard, and identify which
Senators are likely to be the swing voters who LCV targets for the next
environment-related bill considered by the US Senate.


http://congress.freedomworks.org/
http://scorecard.lcv.org/scorecard
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APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Selecting Appropriate Advocacy Targets

For the three S.M.A.R.T. goals you identified earlier in this chapter, identify
primary and secondary targets for your campaign. Use voting records or inter-
est group report cards as appropriate. Remember to personalize your targets
by identifying specific individuals who can make your goals happen. Then
place each target in the appropriate spot on your Advocacy Campaign Planning
Chart provided in Fig. 6.8.

POLITICAL SOCIAL WORKER PROFILE: Constance J. Brooks,
BSW, MSW, PhD

Vice Chancellor for Government and Community Affairs, Nevada System of
Higher Education (NSHE) (Fig. 6.13).

Fig.6.13 Constance J.
Brooks, BSW, MSW, PhD

Practicing social work as a lobbyist for over 10 years is exactly the type of
advocacy I feel I was born to do. This aspect of political social work provides
me the opportunity to serve as a champion and change agent for Nevada’s
106,000 university and community college students—20,000 faculty and
staff in 8 institutions—with an annual budget of over $500 million. I am an
integral member of the NSHE Chancellor’s Cabinet and leadership team,
serving as the chief advisor for government affairs, policies, and analytics,
working collaboratively to develop system-wide initiatives, targeted messag-
ing, and communication strategies. I am also the spokesperson and liaison
for the NSHE Board of Regents regarding legislative, community, and diver-
sity initiatives.

Representing NSHE within local government, the Nevada State Legislature
and the legislative branch of the US Government is no small feat. The 2015
Nevada Legislative Session brought about significant state-funded need-based
financial aid through the Silver State Opportunity Grant, providing funding to

(continued)
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low-income, full-time students to assist them in completing a degree program.
In addition to marshaling NSHE’s budget request through the legislative pro-
cess and tracking over 200 bills, I was responsible for advocating for this
grant and seeing its passage through the Nevada Legislature. This is one of the
proudest moments of my career.

The primary strategy employed was old-fashioned campaign coordination
and coalition building; that is, engaging nontraditional groups such as the
Chamber of Commerce, local governments, and student organizations. While
in the political realm, this approach is called campaigning or coalition build-
ing, it is akin to the systems theory in social work practice. The interconnec-
tion of individual or group needs and expectations within a complex system
requires the direct involvement of diverse groups, communities, and individu-
als to effectuate change. This was a successful approach, as the pressing need
resonated with legislators, and $5 million in funding was made available to
assist over 1000 low-income, hard-working students.

The need for advocacy within the political arena remains constant.
Assisting lawmakers in making public policy decisions will always be neces-
sary. Advocating for vulnerable populations will forever be critical to the
advancement of our country, our state, our communities, and our neighbor-
hoods. The foundation of social work is arguably the best at preparing indi-
viduals to advocate at the macro level. The understanding of how systems
operate; the interplay of federal, state, and local budget processes; and coali-
tion-building, facilitation, and negotiation are fundamental in lobbying—all
of which I honed in my bachelors and master’s-level social work programs.

Section 6: Identifying and Selecting Advocacy Tactics (Stage 5)

In this section, we focus on the fifth stage of planning an advocacy strategy: identi-
fying and selecting the advocacy tactics the campaign will use.

A wide range of tactics are available to advocacy campaigns. It is important to be
aware of this range of tactics, particularly as different targets may find different
tactics more or less persuasive. Just as the political context is ever changing, and
technology continues to open up new advocacy avenues, new tactics are likely to
continue to be introduced into common use in advocacy campaigns.

The range of available tactics can be thought of in multiple ways. Mosley (2011)
distinguishes between two categories of advocacy tactics commonly used by human
service nonprofits: insider tactics and indirect tactics. Insider tactics refer to tactics
in which organizations work directly with decision-makers, inside of political pro-
cesses. These include providing testimony, serving on government commissions,
and other forms of advocating directly to decision-makers. Indirect tactics are more
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likely to take place outside of political institutions and focus on raising public con-
cern about policy problems and awareness of policy solutions. These include being
part of advocacy coalitions, providing public education, and communicating via
media. Mosley (2011) finds that more institutionalized human service nonprofits are
more likely to use insider tactics.

Community organizing offers another way to categorize tactics, along a contin-
uum ranging from collaborative tactics to those that are more confrontational
(Reticker-Flynn 2013). Advocates tend to select tactics that build upon each other,
or “escalate,” increasing pressure on the target over time as needed. In general, we
aim to start with collegial tactics, only using confrontational tactics when the gen-
tler tactics seem to have no impact. Often these more confrontational tactics are
sought out by groups that find themselves marginalized from political processes and
seek a way to ensure that their voices are heard by policy-makers (Piven and
Cloward 1977; Alinksy 1971).

Advocacy campaigns use an array of tactics, which can be grouped into several
categories. Below, we present these categories along a loosely organized contin-
uum, acknowledging that this continuum may look different depending on the tar-
gets and contexts involved:

* Collaborative tactics: Used when advocates are trying to work together with
their target to achieve their advocacy goals by identifying common interests,
sharing resources, and acting collaboratively.

* Public education tactics: Used to elicit public concern and support for a policy
change.

e Grassroots tactics: Used to grow support from key constituents who may then
directly seek to influence the target.

* Persuasive tactics: Used to resolve differences between advocates and their tar-
gets, to bring them into agreement.

* Electoral tactics: Taking a long-range approach to changing who has decision-
making power around your problem/change; used when persuasive tactics con-
sistently have no impact on your target.

e Litigation tactics: Commonly used where other tactics have not successfully
prevented constitutional concerns.

* Demonstrative tactics: Used to show intensity of public concern regarding your
advocacy goals.

* Contest/confrontational tactics: Used when there are significant differences
between advocates and their targets and little hope of coming to an agreement;
often used to try to force a concession. At times, these tactics may even be
illegal.

Our list of sample advocacy activities identifies many of the tactics within each
category commonly used by advocacy campaigns. Please note that this is not
intended to be a comprehensive list of tactics.
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Sample advocacy tactics

Collaborative
tactics

Invite the target to join a coalition focused on the identified policy problem
Invite the target to visit your social work agency

One-on-one meetings with the target

Ongoing relationship-building with the target

Serve on government boards or commissions

Public
education
tactics

Paid media spots, on television, radio, social media outlets, in newspapers
Free media, e.g., public service announcements on television or radio
Media event

Educate the public via social network postings

Educate community leaders

Letters to the editor, op-eds

Work with reporters and bloggers to communicate the message

Distribute fact sheets

Grassroots
tactics

Door-to-door canvassing

Rallies

Postcard campaigns

Distribute action alerts to individuals who may become mobilized
Train clients to share their stories with legislators or media audiences

Persuasive
tactics

One-on-one meetings with the target

Send a letter to the target

Call the target

Direct lobbying

Lobby days

Attend and ask questions at town halls/public hearings/accountability
sessions, where the target has to respond to constituents
Distribute fact sheets/policy briefs to the target

Develop draft legislation

Provide feedback on developing/revising regulations
Poll/communicate polling showing where the public stands
Provide testimony

Invite clients to share their stories with the target

Electoral
tactics

Register new voters

Educate voters about candidate stances relative to the advocacy goals
Get out the vote efforts

Endorse candidates who support the advocacy goals

Educate candidates about the proposed change and advocacy goals
Campaign on behalf of supportive candidates

Fundraise on behalf of supportive candidates, or in opposition to
incumbents who do not support the advocacy goals

Litigation
tactics

File lawsuits to seek enforcement of existing policy/law

File lawsuits to challenge existing policy/law

Identify test cases to challenge an existing policy/law—this can be an
important role for social workers who often work closely with individuals
whose rights may be violated by existing policy
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Sample advocacy tactics

Demonstrative |¢ Marches/rallies

tactics * Demonstrations

¢ Thunderclaps (your audience sharing the same message simultaneously on
social media)

Contest/ e Strikes/picketing
confrontational |e Sit-ins
tactics ¢ Boycotts

¢ Civil disobedience

FURTHER REFLECTION: Thinking About Advocacy Tactics

Review the identified list of sample advocacy tactics. What tactics have you
seen in advocacy campaigns that seem to be missing here? List as many addi-
tional tactics as you can and organize them along this continuum.

Organizations may find different categories of tactics to be more or less comfort-
able. Many social workers tend to start with collaborative tactics, seeking to build
coalitions with allies and with targets. The advantages of working in coalitions are
fairly obvious: they involve a collegial approach to advocacy while increasing the
amount of resources, people, and energy that can be applied to a political effort
(Bobo et al. 2010). However, the disadvantages of coalitions are also significant:
think of every group project you have been a part of. Coalition work requires the
need for compromise, so that all participants might get some of what they want, but
it is difficult for everyone to get everything they want. Coalitions may require exten-
sive time to coordinate and communicate, and risk enabling more power on the part
of bigger, louder coalition members.

In selecting tactics and in considering your role in any specific tactic selected by
your organization, how these intersect with your own identity and personal charac-
teristics is an important consideration. Likewise, it is also important to consider how
your clients and constituencies may experience these tactics. Consider whether your
tactics are accessible to individuals with disabilities. If you are engaging single
parents who work long hours, they may be unable to attend a Lobby Day that
requires unpaid time off of work. Trans individuals who do not publically identify
as trans because of safety concerns may not feel they can safely advocate for
LGBTQ+ rights in public. Individuals who have previously been convicted of a
crime or those who are undocumented may find the risk of participating in a sit-in
or civil disobedience too high.

Some organizations may feel more comfortable with tactics that are less aggres-
sive, finding contest/confrontational tactics to be problematic (Hardina 2002). In
fact, there is some dispute among social workers as to whether some of the more
aggressive tactics are consistent with the National Association of Social Workers
(2017) Code of Ethics. This builds on a history of debate, both within and outside
of social work, between the “means” that we use and the social justice “ends” we
may achieve. Essentially, at issue is whether it is appropriate to use any tactic—no
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matter how problematic—if it is likely to lead to more socially just policy, or
whether certain tactics cross an ethical line, regardless of their potential outcomes.
In the well-known book on challenging power structures, Rules for Radicals, Saul
Alinksy (1971) argues for the former stance, that “ends justify the means,” meaning
that any tactic is acceptable if it helps to bring about success in fighting for social
justice. As an advocate, this is an important question to ask yourself and to reflect
upon with your colleagues and allies. Later in this book, we explore these and other
ethical considerations in much more depth, including examples of scenarios you
might encounter in your advocacy campaigns.

FURTHER REFLECTION: Do the Ends Justify the Means?

Before you continue reading, take a few minutes and reflect on this debate
between ends and means. Do you believe that any tactic can be justifiable if it
moves the needle toward social justice in an advocacy campaign? Why or why
not? Are there any tactics that you would find problematic in an advocacy
campaign regardless of the ends they achieve? Which ones, and why? What
does the Code of Ethics have to say on this topic?

At the same time, tactics should be chosen strategically, based on what is most
likely to move your target, given the specific political context at hand. In selecting
your tactics, it is important to keep in mind that there should be a clear, logical link
between all of the different aspects of your strategic advocacy plan. Make sure to
ask yourself whether the tactics you have selected are the most appropriate for your
identified targets, your goals, and your overall strategy. Reflect on why you think
that the specific tactics you select will help you change your target’s mind.

APPLY YOUR SKILLS: Selecting Appropriate Advocacy Tactics

Reflecting on the goals and targets you have developed, identify at least three
tactics for your advocacy campaign. Place each tactic in the appropriate spot
on your Advocacy Campaign Planning Chart provided in Fig. 6.8.

Review of Key Terms and Concepts

Bill filing deadline: a date after which no further bills may be proposed during
that legislative session.

Code: the entire body of statutes for a specific government.

Collaborative tactics: strategies typically used when you are trying to work
together with your target to achieve your advocacy goals.

Contest/confrontational tactics: strategies used when there are significant dif-
ferences between you and your target and little hope of coming to an agreement;
often used to try to force a concession. At times, these tactics may even be illegal.

Demonstrative tactics: strategies typically used to show intensity of public con-
cern regarding your advocacy goals.



Resources 181

Electoral tactics: strategies involving taking a long-range approach to changing
who has decision-making power around your problem/change. These are often used
when persuasive tactics consistently have no impact on your target.

Gatekeeper: individuals who control access to policy-makers, or those who
have high credibility and will be able to present information that the target will take
seriously.

Grassroots tactics: strategies typically used to grow support from key constitu-
ents who may then directly seek to influence your target.

Interest group: groups who seek to influence policy based on members’ com-
mon interests and concerns.

Interest group report cards: records of voting behaviors of politicians on spe-
cific issues, tracked by various interest groups, political action committees, and
other organizations. (Please refer to “Voting Records” for more information.)

Litigation tactics: strategies commonly used in cases where other tactics have
not successfully prevented constitutional concerns.

Personalize the target: a type of target identification in advocacy campaign
planning that focuses on specific individual(s), not entities.

Persuasive tactics: strategies typically used to resolve differences between you
and your target, to bring them into agreement with you.

Primary target: the specific person or persons with the real power to give you
what you want, i.e., make your goals happen. For example, this may be the person
who has the deciding vote on a bill, or the person who has control over the budget
that is needed to fund an initiative.

Professional organizations: type of nonprofit in which the members share a
common professional interest.

Public education tactics: strategies typically used to elicit public concern and
support for your policy change.

Secondary target: an individual who has more power over your primary target
than you do. Typically, the secondary target has a direct link to the primary target,
but is also someone who is more likely to be able to be influenced by you.

Statutes: written laws that govern a state or country.

Think tank: organization which conducts research on policy issues and dissemi-
nates this research to impact policy.

Trade association: members share a common business or trade interest.

Voting records: records of the voting behaviors of elected officials.

Resources

Bipartisan Vote Tracking Resources

Examples of vote tracking resources at the state level:
Kentucky Votes: http://www.kentuckyvotes.org
Michigan Votes: http://www.michiganvotes.org

Vote Smart: http://www.votesmart.org


http://www.kentuckyvotes.org
http://www.michiganvotes.org
http://www.votesmart.org
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Websites

Assessing whether online sources are reputable: http:/libguides.adelphi.edu/fake_news

Bolder Advocacy: http://www.bolderadvocacy.org/tools-for-effective-advocacy/evaluating-advo-
cacy/advocacy-capacity-tool or go to https://www.bolderadvocacy.org/ and in the menu under
“Tools for Effective Advocacy” click “Evaluating Advocacy”, then under the “Resources”
heading click “Advocacy Capacity Tool”.

Center for Public Policy Priorities (CPPP): http://forabettertexas.org/home.html

Choosing ~ Strategies to Promote Community Health and Development: http://ctb.
ku.edu/en/table-of-contents-community-assessment/choosing-strategies-to-
promote-community-health-and-development

Getting Issues on the Agenda: http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/getting-issues-on-
the-public-agenda

Legislative Reference Library of Texas: http://www.Irl.state.tx.us

Library of Congress websites for voting records:

https://www.congress.gov/roll-call-votes

Michigan State University Advocacy Scholars Program:

Assessing Community Needs and Resources: http://ctb.ku.edu/en/
assessing-community-needs-and-resources

National League of Cities: www.nlc.org

New York State’s “Capitol Confidential”: http://blog.timesunion.com/capitol/

United States Code: http://uscode.house.gov/

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: https://www.hhs.gov

U.S. House of Representatives roll call votes: http://clerk.house.gov/legislative/legvotes.aspx

U.S. Senate roll call votes: https://www.senate.gov/reference/Index/Votes.htm or go to https://
www.senate.gov and in the menu under “Reference” click the “Statistics and Lists” tab, then
click “Votes” on the right hand side of the landing page. Or go to https://www.senate.gov/
pagelayout/legislative/a_three_sections_with_teasers/votes.htm

Utah Department of Child and Family Services: https://dcfs.utah.gov

Wisconsin Legislative Reference Bureau: https://legis.wisconsin.gov/Irb
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Section 1: Overview

In this chapter, we build from the five-stage process for developing political strat-
egy introduced in Chap. 5, and adapt it to take you through the process of planning
an electoral campaign. Electoral campaigns are those that focus on convincing
voters to cast their ballot for or against a particular candidate or issue. They “rep-
resent the core of representative democracy” (Rackaway 2011). In fact, “the qual-
ity of a democratic society can be easily linked to the quality of its election
campaigns” (para 1).

The five-stage process outlined in this chapter is most relevant to domains 1, 4,
and 5, specifically to strategies involving increasing voter registration, working on
campaigns or running for office, seeking passage or defeat of ballot initiatives or
referenda, and educating voters and underrepresented groups about policy issues
that are part of electoral campaigns. As a quick review, these five stages are as
follows:

1. Determining the specific purpose of the electoral campaign.

2. Assessing the internal (organizational) and external (environmental) context for
the electoral campaign.

Identifying the campaign’s long-term, intermediate, and short-term goals.
Selecting specific targets for the electoral campaign.

5. Identifying and selecting the tactics the campaign will use.

Rl
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Developing Social Work Competency

The Council on Social Work Education establishes educational standards for all social work
programs in the USA. Content in this chapter supports building competency in the following
areas that are considered core to the practice of social work:

COMPETENCY 3: Advance Human Rights and Social, Economic, and Environmental Justice
COMPETENCY 4: Engage in Practice-Informed Research and Research-Informed Practice
COMPETENCY 5: Engage in Policy Practice

COMPETENCY 7: Assess Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations, and Communities
COMPETENCY 8: Intervene with Individuals, Families, Groups, Organizations,

and Communities

Domains of Political Social Work

1. Engaging individuals and communities in political processes <

2. Influencing policy agendas and decision-making

3. Holding professional and political positions
4. Engaging with electoral campaigns <
5. Seeking and holding elected office <

Section 2: Determining the Specific Purpose of the Electoral
Campaign (Stage 1)

A campaign plan is one of the earliest products of your campaign effort. It includes
the blueprint of all of the activities you will do throughout the course of the cam-
paign, starting at day 1 (including the primary election if there is one) and ending on
the days after Election Day (Shaw 2014). A campaign plan is an internal document
but might be shared with others, such as potential donors or staff members, to dem-
onstrate the viability of your campaign. We have provided a link to a sample cam-
paign plan from Wellstone Action in the Resources section at the end of this chapter
to illustrate what a full plan for an electoral campaign might look like.
A good campaign plan includes each of the following elements:

* An overview of the campaign’s strategy

* Voter targeting

* Field and voter contact plans

e Outreach plans

e The campaign timeline

e The campaign’s overall message

» Campaign staff and volunteer roles and responsibilities
* Plans for raising and spending money

In this chapter, we focus on the first five elements. Subsequent chapters of this
book examine messaging, staffing, and financial issues in more depth.

As we begin the process of developing a campaign plan, we start by identifying
the specific purpose of the electoral campaign. Of course, the primary purpose of
any electoral campaign is to win! It is important, however, to be even clearer and



188 7 Planning the Political Intervention: Electoral Campaigns

more specific in defining your campaign’s purpose. In this section, we explore criti-
cal concepts to keep in mind as we do this. In advancing a cause through the elec-
toral process, we will choose from two types of electoral campaigns: (1) a candidate
campaign, where we are seeking votes for a specific individual to hold elected
office, or (2) an issue campaign, where we are seeking votes for or against a specific
issue. Within these types of campaigns, your purpose may differ based on the details
described below.

Candidate Elections

First, in a candidate election, designed to elect a person or slate of people to office,
determine the kind of election in which you are participating, and what this means
for what the campaign is seeking to accomplish. Is it seeking to defeat one candidate
or multiple candidates; to win a majority or plurality of votes; to situate the candi-
date for a run in a subsequent election; or perhaps to push back on an attempt to get
your candidate out of office?

A key factor to consider in identifying the purpose of your campaign is whether
the election in which your candidate will be running is partisan or nonpartisan. A
partisan race is one in which each candidate is nominated by a political party. This
could happen as part of a primary election or caucus or as part of a nominating
process by the official members of that party. Either selection process gives the
candidate the right to use the label of that political party during the corresponding
general election and to access that party’s resources, including money, volunteers,
and reputation. A nonpartisan race is one in which candidates run without any
party affiliation in a general election. In the USA, nonpartisan elections are most
common for judicial elections, but are also seen in municipal elections, including
Los Angeles, Portland, Chicago, and Phoenix (National League of Cities 2016), and
in village and school board elections in New York state.

Candidate elections can generally be divided into one of four categories that
impact the dynamics of your specific electoral campaign: primary elections, general
elections, special elections, and recall elections (Ishiyama and Breuning 2010).

Partisan Elections: Primaries, Caucuses, and Conventions
In the USA, the process by which political parties choose the candidates who will
represent them in the general election are, in the words of the National Conference
of State Legislators (2016b), “complex and nuanced, to say the least” and “a cause
of confusion among voters and election administrators alike” (para 1). Primary
elections are almost always partisan, and are one way to winnow down a large field
of candidates into a smaller list. They allow members of a political party to decide
who will represent them in a future general or regular election. When planning for
a primary campaign, your campaign’s purpose is to get your candidate to the gen-
eral election.

Primary elections may be held for federal, state, and municipal elections.
Primaries for federal and state offices are typically conducted by state governments.
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B U.S. States by Primary Election Type

Map Legend
Primary Type
- Closed
I open
] open to Unatfiiated Voters
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B Top-Two

Fig. 7.1 U.S. States by Presidential primary election type. Created by Dr. Thomas Felke, Florida
Gulf Coast University Department of Social Work, from data provided by the National Conference
of State Legislators (2016b)

Members of political parties, whether Democratic, Republican, Green, Libertarian,
or another party, work within existing state laws to choose candidates. Primaries, as
practiced in the USA, generally reinforce our two-party system, where the two
major political parties hold the majority of the power and positions in the political
realm. Third parties or smaller parties hold few seats. Fewer still are held by those
who are unaffiliated, officially connected with no political party (Ishiyama and
Breuning 2010; Snyder and Ting 2002).

Primaries or primary elections can be divided into six categories from most
restrictive to least restrictive (NCSL 2016b). Figure 7.1 illustrates this diversity in
types of Presidential primaries in the USA, as of 2018:

1. Nine states with closed primaries require voters to be registered with a specific
party in order to participate in the primary. Voters cannot participate in a primary
for a party for which they are not registered, leaving independent or unaffiliated
voters with no opportunity to vote in the state’s primaries.

2. Seven states with partially closed primaries give political parties the opportu-
nity to choose whether unaffiliated voters can participate in that party’s primary,
but do not allow those registered with a different party to participate. This allows
more flexibility from year to year, but may lead to confusion about who can vote.
(One author has lived in two of these states and had no idea that either had this
system, and despite active political involvement, had no idea.)
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3. Six states with partially open primaries let voters cross party lines but they
have to publically declare their ballot choice. Voting in a party’s primary may be
considered registering for that party.

4. In nine states with primaries open to unaffiliated voters you must choose the
ballot of the party you are registered with, but if you are unaffiliated, you can
choose any party’s ballot. Some states may require you to affiliate with a party if
you choose this option.

5. Fifteen states with open primaries do not require voters to declare a party on
their voter registration form. This system provides maximum flexibility and pri-
vacy, but may make it harder for parties to nominate candidates who represent
that party’s interests.

6. The final category, “top-two” primaries, includes four states that list all candidates
on one ballot. Some, but not all of these list party affiliation or party preference next
to each candidate’s name. The top two candidates go on to the general election, so
you may end up with two candidates from the same party in that election.

States are not required to apply the same rules both to presidential and state-level
primary elections. While some do, California uses the top-two primary system for
state level races, but holds separate party primaries for president (NCSL 2016b). In
many states, state-level and presidential primaries are held on the same day (the least
costly way of doing it), while in others, they are held on different days. Instead of
primaries, 12 states (most famously lowa) use caucuses to select presidential candi-
dates. Caucuses can be thought of as more like a neighborhood meeting rather than a
standard voting booth-type election (Montanaro 2016). There is no one standard way
to hold a caucus. As a result, in lowa, Democrats and Republicans use different pro-
cesses, with Democrats gathering in public groups to support their candidate and
Republicans voting informally via secret ballot. The Iowa Democratic caucus pro-
cess is fairly complicated. To help you understand it, we provide a link to a fun video,
in the Resources section, of the Lego people explaining the Iowa caucus.

For presidential elections, delegates are awarded according to party rules, based
on the results of voting at the state level or other party guidelines, and those dele-
gates determine which candidates are officially nominated at national nominating
conventions. Many state parties also hold statewide conventions to select state party
leaders and adopt party platforms. A few states use these conventions as part of their
process for determining which candidates will represent the party in statewide elec-
tions (Sabato et al. 2013).

General Elections
General elections or regular elections are the binding elections that decide who
will hold a given elected position (Lipset 2000; Schmitter and Karl 1991). In a gen-
eral election campaign, the purpose of your campaign is to help your candidate to
win, and therefore gain the desired elected office.

In general elections in most of the USA, the winner is the person who gets the
most votes. This is usually the case, even if there are multiple candidates and the
winner only receives a plurality (the most votes) but not a majority (more than
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50%) of the votes. In a few places, the winner must receive at least 50% of the vote
to win, and if no candidate gets at least 50% of the vote, a runoff election will be
held. Runoff election systems in some states, like many voting systems, have a deep
history linked with efforts to keep power away from African-Americans. For further
discussion of this history, see Wilson (2014).

When general elections are held depends on the level of government involved in
the election. By federal statute (3 USC Ch. 1, § 1), the Presidential Election Day is
defined as follows (U.S. National Archives and Records Administration n.d.):

§1. The electors of President and Vice President shall be appointed, in each
State, on the Tuesday next after the first Monday in November, in every fourth
year succeeding every election of a President and Vice President.

This date was set in 1845 (The Twenty-Eighth Congress of the United States
n.d.), as shown in Fig. 7.2.

Elections for members of the U.S. House of Representatives, who serve 2-year
terms, always fall on the presidential Election Day (e.g., 2020, 2024) and on the
Tuesday after the first Monday in November every even year in between the

ACTS OF THE TWENTY-EIGHTH CONGRESS

OF THE

UNITED STATES,

Passed at the second session, which was begun and held at the City of
Washington, in the district of Columbia, on Monday, the 2d day
of December, 1844, and ended the 3d day of March, 1845,

Jonn Tyrer, President of the United States, Wiruie P. Mancum,
President of the Senate, pro tempore, Joun W. Jones, Speaker of
the House of Representatives.

STATUTE II.

Cnar. L—JAn Jet to establish @ uniform time for holding elections for electors of  Jan. 23, 1845,
President and Vice President in all the States of the Union.(a) —

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United
States of America in Congress assembled, That the electors of Presi- Election day
dent and Vice President shall be appointed in each State on the Tues- fnd
day next after the first Monday in the month of November of the year
in which they are to be appointed: Provided, That each State may by
law provide for the filling of any vacancy or vacancies which may occur  Vacancies.
in its college of electors when such college meets to give its electoral
vote: And provided, also, when any State shall have held an election In case ofno
for the purpose of cheosing electors, and shall fail to make a choice on ©¢cUo™
the day aforesaid, then the electors may be appointed on a subsequent
day in such manner as the State shall by law provide.
Arrrovep, January 23, 1845,

Fig. 7.2 Establishment of Election Day
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Presidential Election years (e.g., 2018, 2022, 2026). These latter, in-between year
elections are referred to as midterm elections. Elections for U.S. Senators, who
serve staggered 6-year terms may take place either on the presidential Election Day
or on the November midterm election day. Generally, many fewer people vote in
midterm elections than in Presidential elections.

State law governs when state and local offices are on the ballot, thus these elec-
tion days vary widely across the country. While many states hold elections for state
and local seats on the November Election Day, in order to increase turnout and save
the expense of running a separate election, this is up to the discretion of the state.
This results in individual states holding elections on their own calendars. For exam-
ple, in Connecticut, all municipal elections are held in the odd-numbered years (also
called “off” years, when there are no Congressional elections). In some towns in
Connecticut, those elections are held on the second Tuesday in November. In others,
the elections are held on the first Monday in May. Other states that hold at least
some regular or general municipal elections outside of November include
Massachusetts and Wisconsin. Virginia and New Jersey hold gubernatorial elections
in November of the odd year immediately following a presidential election (e.g.,
2017, 2021, 2025), which means that these two states’ elections often garner
national attention as signals of how voters are feeling about the president’s admin-
istration after almost a year in office (Malone 2013).

Special Elections

Special elections are held when there is a vacancy in an elected position outside of
the usual election timeframe. Vacancies commonly emerge when an executive
appoints an elected official to a high-ranking government position, when elected
officials resign, or upon an official’s serious illness or death. The process for filling
vacancies differs from state to state, but if the state’s statute calls for it, a special
election can be held quickly to fill the seat. In 2017, resignations resulted in two
vacancies in the Connecticut State Senate on the day the State Senate convened,
triggering special elections by Connecticut statute. The winner of one of those elec-
tions was a sitting member of the Connecticut General Assembly (the lower house
of Connecticut state government). In a domino effect, his win required that another
special election be held for his General Assembly seat (Pazniokas 2017). In special
elections, your campaign’s purpose is to get your candidate elected to the vacant
position, often in a tighter time frame than your campaign would have in a typical
general election. When the special election is set for an irregular voting day, this
election is likely to receive lower turnout than if it would have taken place on a regu-
lar Election Day.

BUILD YOUR KNOWLEDGE: Revisiting Election Day

Why do we vote on Tuesdays? Visit the TedEd website (https://ed.ted.com/)
and search for the video Why do Americans vote on Tuesdays? After you
watch this video, devise an alternative to our current Election Day. Reflect on
why your alternative might be an improvement on the current system. What
are the pros and cons of your alternative?


https://ed.ted.com/
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Recall Elections

A recall is the opposite of a typical election. It is the process by which a local or
state official can be removed from office through a vote before his or her term has
ended. The majority of states allow for the recall of local and/or state officials
(NCSL 2016a), although the