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1Building the Field and Capacity of Worker Centers

Introduction

The labor movement in the United 
States has been a tremendous 
force pushing back against the 
dangerous and exploitative 
conditions created by bosses and 
corporations for generations. 
For working people, the labor 
movement is one of the most 
enduring and powerful progressive 
forces in the United States. The 
movement has historically been 
anchored by labor unions but 

has increasingly included other 
emergent organizations working 
for economic justice and workers’ 
rights—worker centers whose 
origins span the issues of racial, 
gender, economic, migrant, and 
climate justice. The “worker justice 
sector,” as I will refer to this 
field of worker centers and allied 
organizations, was an early pioneer 
in intersectional organizing.
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The labor movement has always made use of robust communications 
tactics to shape public opinion about workers in low-wage industries and 
the role of organized labor in securing quality jobs. Led by the worker 
justice sector, the movement has more recently developed a more serious 
commitment to “strategic communications,” defined as “consistently and 
persistently saying the right thing to the right people at the right time to 
mobilize social power and advance narratives to accomplish short-term 
objectives and set up long-term victories.” This report summarizes one 
such effort: the Ford Foundation’s Next Generations Workforce Strategy 
program (NGWS) (later renamed Quality Work and Economic Security 
(QWES), and most recently the Future of Work(ers), but for this report 
will be called NGWS), which supported the emergent worker justice 
sector to develop and advance a collaborative communications strategy 
that foregrounds frontline workers and grassroots power building.

In what follows, I have tried to summarize a complicated history 
within an emergent field. At times, I paint in broad strokes while 
acknowledging differences among organizational theories of change. 
I allow for nuance as much as possible, while noting that entire books 
could be written on the dynamic use of narrative and communications 
within grassroots organizing. Indeed, each organization deserves its 
own study. This report focuses solely on placing the Ford Foundation’s 
NGWS initiative into a broader communications framework. In 
drawing lessons from the worker justice sector’s shifting terrain, 
my goal is not to write a definitive history but rather to generate 
the kind of storytelling and self-examination that moves the work 
forward. Some stories are pulled from other reports and documents, 
while others are culled from my own direct experience in the field.
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CONTEXT
At the turn of the 21st century, the labor movement evolved beyond 
traditional workplace unions to include worker centers and the new 
worker justice sector, and a powerful organizing legacy expanded to 
advance an agenda that benefits workers with mass societal impact. 
The inspiring work of organizations like the National Domestic Workers 
Alliance, Restaurant Opportunities Centers United, the National 
Day Laborer Organizing Network, and Jobs with Justice reveals how 
the kinds of organizing pursued by worker centers have broadened 
the labor movement from industry-focused organizing to address 
fundamental narrative battles that change hearts and minds.

The worker justice sector has developed new narratives, producing 
cultural shifts that help shape particular industries and give rise to new 
societal understandings of the interlocking impact of gender, race, and 
immigration status on labor market outcomes. It is this intersectional 
approach, grounded in a clear strategic analysis of worker narratives, 
that helps transform conditions for working people, worker organizing, 
and our broader society. It is also this intersectional approach that has 
guided the worker justice sector’s approach to communications tactics.
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Identifying the Challenge

Throughout the past decade, 
and increasingly since the 2016 
election, a boutique industry of 
communications consultants has 
emerged, ready to sell a magic-
bullet narrative product that 
promises to solve all challenges 
internal and external to power-
building organizing. This approach 
has been well-resourced by 
philanthropy across issue areas, 
from workers’ rights to climate 

justice. And while philanthropy 
has funded some power-building 
organizations to conduct their 
own narrative development 
and communications strategy 
work, foundations have often 
supported public relations and 
communications firms that, by and 
large, contribute to a flattening 
of strategic communications into 
a collection of purchasable, often 
one-size-fits-all stories and tactics.
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The view that communications essentially is a technical skill requiring 
organizations to utilize outside “experts”1 has led to the development 
of a professional communications class not necessarily reflective of, or 
directly impacted by, the issues faced by working people and grassroots 
movements. Simultaneously, this orientation has contributed to a severe 
underinvestment in the development of organic talent emerging from 
within frontline organizations. What may seem like a mere tactical 
gap—the lack of organizational capacity for communications—has 
long-term repercussions. When frontline organizations struggle 
to develop internal communications expertise, they inevitably 
encounter challenges in framing issues and taking advantage of media 
opportunities that could significantly advance their campaigns.

As funders supported organizations to bring in professional 
communications firms as the field’s de facto cross-sector 
communications infrastructure, the firms began to engage the field 
without building the strategic orientation, organizational integration, 
or depth of campaign knowledge to accurately and effectively represent 
and advance campaigns. Communications was still seen as a technical 
or tactical skill, not a core strategic orientation for movement building, 
and while there were some isolated successes, the fundamental problem 
of unifying communications and intersectional organizing remained.

I am not the first to raise concerns about this approach. Strategist and 
author Makani Themba reflected in 2013:

1 It is worth noting the paternalistic and patronizing undertones of this assumption, as well as the racial dynamics 
of a funders preferring to support a white-led firm to do a technical skill rather than fund a frontline, often 
people-of-color-led, organization to advance communications strategies themselves.

Nearly 20 years ago, I sat in a 
meeting to discuss how we, 
progressives, might develop some 
real strategic communications 
support for our movement in 
the wake of what seemed to 
be an insurgent Right Wing. 
Early in President Clinton’s first 
term, Newt Gingrich seemed 
unstoppable. Clinton was moving 
further rightward and progressive 
opinion leaders argued about how 
oppositional to be towards Clinton 
initiatives like workfare and the 
crime bill—legislation that only a 
few years prior would have been 
unthinkable to be introduced 
by a Democratic President.

It felt as if I was in some version 
of the same meeting for at least 
ten years afterward, either with 
‘progressive communicators’ or 
communicators and funders. 
However, organizers—the people 
who move the work and make real 
the messaging—were never really 
in the room. So, I stopped going 
to those meetings. Fortunately, 
there were other gatherings where 
organizers and communicators 
were coming together and 
learning from each other.
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The alternative approach Themba points to—wherein organizers and 
communications specialists collaboratively engage in building integrated 
narrative strategy—has thrived in different social movement sectors, 
despite its limited attention from philanthropy. The staff of the Ford 
Foundation’s NGWS initiative—namely program officer Laine Romero-
Alston—was an outlier: Romero-Alston understood the importance of 
strategic communications and narrative power as being an integral 
part of organizing and movement building. Over the course of nearly 
a decade, Romero-Alston took meaningful steps to move away from 
“business as usual” practices, instead engaging movement leaders in 
the worker justice sector and supporting a variety of efforts to develop 
communications strategies, including funding experiments in developing 
a cross-sector communications infrastructure.
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Defining Strategic Communications

A variety of strategists, 
consultants, movement leaders, 
and grassroots organizers have 
developed a lineage of strategic 
communications practices in 
the worker justice sector. It 
is from this work that we can 
assert the following truths to 
guide us through this report:
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As with most lofty rules and definitions, we must also contend with the 
real world: What does it mean to enact communications strategy with 
a focus on values and advancing narrative from a movement-building 
perspective? In the worker justice sector, it means moving beyond 
uniformity and organizational brands to focus on narrative collaboration 
and alignment that advances a whole movement or sector. It also involves 
taking into account power, ideology, and consciousness as factors 
shaping the terrain on which workers organize for a different world.

Two dimensions of the worker justice sector are important for 
contextualizing the discussion of strategic communications that 
follows. First, worker organizing, legal advocacy, and power building 
that happens outside (but often in relation to) traditional organized 
labor is a diverse field. The ecosystem includes numerous organizations, 
each with their own theories of change, methodologies, constituencies, 
priorities, and strengths. Resource levels vary as well. With all of 
this variation, it can be challenging to draw a complete picture of 
the players in this field and then, within it, how some organizations 
are using strategic communications. There is strength in these 
differences, however. The complexity and diversity of this field are 
precisely what creates its breadth and depth, mirroring the “real-life” 
dynamism of on-the-ground organizing. To unlock this potential and 
create intentional impact, coordination and collaboration are key.

Second, coordination and collaboration can be significant challenges, 
requiring trust, clarity, and resources—including time, money, and 
human capacity. In the current conversation about advancing narratives 
to reshape the economy, the need for intentional alignment is regularly 
left out. Alignment work is often invisible, happening behind closed 
doors by a handful of organizations with scant resources to measure 
impact. Yet it is evident in collaboratively written agendas, in the 
intention of facilitation, in the hours spent in meetings planning 
aligned campaigns, or in the sometimes-risky practice of organizations 
having open and honest conversations about money. Despite the ways 
in which coordination can be invisible, it is a critical component of 
any successful communications strategy that advances the field.

2 This definition of strategic communications builds on the work of foundational thinkers and strategists 
including Makani Themba, Charlotte Ryan, Malkia Cyril, Jen Soriano, and others who developed a praxis  
grounded in social change theory, ideological analysis, and practical work in a rapidly changing media landscape.

Strategic communications means consistently and persistently 
saying the right thing, to the right people, at the right time, to 
mobilize social power and advance a narrative, so organizations can 
accomplish short-term objectives and set up long-term victories.2

Social power is the ability to shape tastes, agendas, 
beliefs, and actions; build cohesive communities; and 
mobilize people in line with their core values.

Narrative is an underlying idea or belief. As the Narrative Initiative 
(2017, 12) explains in Toward a New Gravity, “What tiles are to 
mosaics, stories are to narratives. This relationship is symbiotic; 
stories bring narratives to life by making them relatable and 
accessible, while narratives infuse stories with deeper meaning.”

1

2

3
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Existing Challenge:  
Defining the Opposition

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
American industrialists hired 
the Pinkerton National Detective 
Agency (“the Pinkertons”) to 
suppress the worker movement 
of the time. When the Pinkertons 
violently broke the workers’ strike 
at Homestead Steel Works in 
Pittsburgh in 1892, the New York 
Times declared, “Mob rule has come 
to an inglorious end. The town has 

been wrested without bloodshed or 
struggle from the rioting locked-
out Amalgamated workmen, who 
have ruled with absolute and 
despotic sway for two weeks” 
(Standiford 2005). While the overall 
media coverage was initially 
varied, the trope of “workers as 
mob” emerged during this time, 
and it continues to anchor critical 
narratives about workers today.
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Workers defending their rights are frequently framed as extremists, 
their actions unjustified. A study by Schmidt (1993) asserts that 
“media coverage of unions provides a cognitive foundation for 
judgements of them.” Schmidt examined how media coverage of 
unions between 1946 and 1985 skewed toward covering strikes to 
the exclusion of other activities or progress in worker organizing, 
such as improved healthcare, better wages, and other protections. 
Imbalanced coverage exaggerated the frequency of strikes and 
contributed to the formation of negative views of unions among 
people who had no experience with organized labor. As this study 
makes clear, controlling narrative is a crucial component of wielding 
power, which provides inspiration for today’s anti-worker agents.

Richard Berman is the worker justice movement’s modern day Pinkerton 
agent. Berman, using industry-funded nonprofit organizations and 
coordinated media campaigns, focuses on placing stories that echo 
the pro-corporate, anti-worker narratives of an earlier era. Instead of 
relying on explicit violence as the Pinkertons did, Berman operates in 
the shadows. He is the architect of “Faces of $15,” a multimedia project 
using storytelling and interactive “data” to reinforce the narrative 
that paying workers a living wage will harm business, and thereby 
harm workers. Faces of $15 is an example of a polyvocal (many-voiced) 
narrative approach,3 where the same narrative is reinforced through 
a variety of stories, as opposed to strict message discipline—and the 
approach is compelling in its efficacy. It enlists people across different 
places and conditions to tell and move unified stories, consistently 
and over time, presented as honest personal accounts even as they’re 
framed by archetypal tropes and longstanding ideological agendas.

The methods used by corporations and their allies to shape the 
narrative of work and, by extension, dissuade worker organizing 
efforts, shift in accordance with time, place, and conditions. In today’s 
media landscape, corporations using emergent technologies to upend 
existing industries—for example, Travis Kalanick, Uber, and the taxi 
industry—peddle a narrative grounded in a “progressive” utopian vision 
of flexibility, autonomy, and increased free time for workers and families 
to enjoy the spoils of “gig” work. A key underpinning of this narrative 
is the supposedly natural inevitability of technological progress, and 
the positive impact this will have on society—but only if we avoid the 
regulation of markets and businesses, or the expansion of workers’ rights.

3 Credit to Rachel Weidiger for popularizing this framework through her work at Upwell, where she and her team 
campaigned through a distributed network to secure the health of the planet’s oceans. You can find more on her 
work at www.upwell.us/upwells-distributed-network-campaigning-method/index.html
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Corporate leaders seed and advance narratives through specific, 
timely, and responsive stories that reinforce their own heroism 
and contributions to society. We are told that corporations are job 
creators, that “the market” will balance itself, that regulation—and by 
extension government—is bad for business, that unions and workers’ 
organizations “kill jobs” and harm the economy, and that workers 
are lucky to have a job. Corporations are benevolent actors, they say. 
If a worker doesn’t like their job, they can go work somewhere else. 
At the same time, powerful employers frame stories to villainize 
workers and worker justice advocates, advancing narratives that 
weaken workers’ legitimacy, power, and claims to dignity. The 
repetition of this archetypal story undergirds narratives that 
normalize excessive wealth generation, while limiting demands for 
improvements to working conditions and democracy on the job.

In short, the opposition is strong, and it has spent decades 
honing a pro-business, anti-worker narrative.
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Laying the Foundations for Narrative 
Strategy in the Worker Justice Sector

When NGWS program officer 
Laine Romero-Alston set out 
in 2013 to support her grantees 
and the larger worker justice 
field to collectively advance new 
narratives, she wasn’t starting 
from scratch. Movement-oriented 
academics Charlotte Ryan and 
William Gamson coined the term 
“participatory communications” 

to describe a praxis that centers 
organizers (by which they meant 
grassroots leaders from frontline 
communities, rather than 
simply paid staff of nonprofit 
organizations), and challenged 
the myth of “communications 
experts” as separate from 
organizing and power building.
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Founded in 2000, the Progressive Communicators Network 
(PCN) represented a different model: “Communications for good.” 
A practitioners’ network spanning 24 states, multiple sectors, 
intergenerational organizers, and intermediaries, PCN summed 
up this new approach to collaborative communications best:

Building on more than a decade of work, the Progressive 
Communicators Network reflected an ecosystem of organizations 
engaged in building capacity to embed communications strategy as 
an integrated component of organizing and power building. This 
approach demanded something beyond identifying “experts” within, 
or contracted by, organizations. Instead, PCN helped organizations 
develop an integrated communications infrastructure and teams 
poised to leverage media opportunities, shape the public debate, and 
move visionary ideas in direct alignment with organizing strategy. 
This ensured that communications experts intentionally worked 
as a part of a larger ecosystem to support movement building. This 
same work is carried forward today by formalized organizations 
such as ReFrame and the Radical Communicators network, as 
well as often invisible leaders in the power building field who are 
moving the work internal to their organizations and formations.

Functionally, communications practices needed to tell a larger story 
about the underlying systems, structures, and institutions that created 
unequal conditions in the first place — not just for one neighborhood, but 
for an entire city; not just one student, but the entire educational system; 
not just one shop floor or workplace, but the entire economic system and 
the rules that govern it. This kind of communications must be grounded 
in organizing that reflects the values of economic, gender, racial, and 
climate justice—in other words, of “transformative organizing.”

A major goal of strategic 
communications must be the 
development of an organization’s 
internal capabilities for engaging 
with the ever-changing tools, 
technologies, and approaches 
of the media field. Where 
communications professionals 
are a part of an organization’s 

staff, they need to include 
training of leaders and members 
in communications skills as a 
primary objective. Where outside 
professionals are employed, their 
priorities should include effectively 
sharing their knowledge, in essence 
working themselves out of a job 
(Winfrey 2007).
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Communicators, grounded in this methodology, also relied on academics 
like George Lakoff and his fellow cognitive linguists to better 
understand the role of applied psychology and behavioral economics in 
dictating people’s perceptions and cultural groupthink. They also drew 
on cultural theorists like Antonio Gramsci and Stuart Hall to gain a 
deeper understanding of power and the ways that culture and common-
sense shape—and are shaped by—power, historically and today.

Recognizing this potential, NGWS set out to support existing leaders 
in worker organizations who were already experimenting with 
narrative and communications, drawing inspiration from within 
and beyond worker organizing. In a field of aligned yet unique 
political organizations, the question was how to expand a “narrative 
ecosystem” that could amplify the movement’s aims—producing 
together more than any one organization might achieve by itself.
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What Is to Be Done?

NGWS set out to bolster a polyvocal 
approach in the worker justice 
sector and to fund experiments 
that would advance shifts in the 
way we understand work and 
workers’ rights in the 21st century. 
In doing so, NGWS confronted 
several basic questions:
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Working with the assumption that 
collaboration and coordination are critical 
elements to advancing narratives at scale, 
where should that coordination be based?

Should coordination be between organizations, 
anchored, and mitigated through a hub with 
resources and para-organizational capacities?

What capacity would organizations need to 
coordinate and collaborate?

In 2013, NGWS supported the UCLA Labor 
Center to convene the leading organizations in 
the worker justice sector—powerful national, 
regional, and local organizations—to discuss 
the capacity needs of the field, and to expose 
them to different, emergent communications strategies and tactics. For 
example, Dimple Abichandani, then at the Proteus Fund and supporter 
of the Security and Rights Communications Hub, and Ai-jen Poo of the 
National Domestic Workers Alliance and Caring Across Generations, 
talked about field-wide coalition communications and narrative efforts. 
Sally Kohn, a former organizer turned media pundit and writer, spoke 
about the potential power of cable news as a platform for advancing the 
worker justice sector.

Throughout the convening, worker justice organizations’ staff and 
leaders discussed their work and gaps in the field, while simultaneously 
identifying shining examples of communications strategies and impact. 
As collaborators investigated how those gaps might be filled, important 
ideas emerged that would shape the trajectory of future communications 
work. Participants identified the need for communications training and 
leadership development; centralized research; shared capacities such  
as content creation and media pitching; ways to build coordination  
and collaboration capacity; and even broadening the 
landscape of potential platforms to include streaming 
comedy, thanks to creative strategist Mik Moore.
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Identifying Trends in the  
Worker Justice Field

Following the convening, NGWS 
supported a broad field scan of 
the worker justice sector. The scan 
prioritized four growing sectors 
of the service economy generally 
excluded from traditional labor 
organizing and advocacy: the 
restaurant industry, day laborers 
and construction workers, 
direct care and home health 

aides, and domestic workers. 
Leadership from NGWS and its 
organizing partners theorized 
that improving conditions 
in these sectors—including 
innovation in organizational 
models and new forms of collective 
bargaining—could trigger 
greater protections, rights, and 
equity in the wider workforce.
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The landscape scan identified important trends in the field, including 
capacity gaps and infrastructure needs that could be addressed with 
support from progressive philanthropy. And while some worker justice 
organizations were utilizing communications tactics at increasing 
levels of complexity and sophistication on the national and local 
levels, it became clear there was still a strikingly uneven investment in 
communications strategy across the worker justice sector. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, organizations that had significantly invested in their own 
communications infrastructure were seeing greater tactical payoffs.

As a sector, the uneven development of communications infrastructure 
resulted in an overall lack of capacity to develop cohesive, comprehensive 
strategies that could advance a shared vision of economic justice. While 
communications capacity might have existed in one organization, 
opportunities were missed because the absence of capacity in partner 
organizations meant an inability to coordinate and collaborate in ways 
that could ultimately amplify workers’ demands and increase impact.

To directly address this uneven development, 
NGWS asked a set of follow-up questions:

Three field-level needs emerged:

Where should we prioritize investment for maximum 
impact?

Is it in bolstering existing capacities in the field and 
encouraging them to be useful across the field?

Is it in bringing organizations across the field up to the 
same line?

?
Sustaining long-term communications strategy requires long-
term investment in organizational leadership and infrastructure, 
which includes resources and capacity to build organizational 
infrastructure, expertise, and internal leadership.

Identification of who can build the model(s) and implement 
strategies includes consideration of cultural competency (knowledge 
of the field, policies, players) and resources (shifting toward 
explicit communications funding; not just general operations).

Capacity to respond to an uneven field requires addressing the 
lack of higher-level communications strategists and lack of talent 
pipeline(s) to build capacity for individuals and organizations.

1

2

3
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Early Successes

It wasn’t just needs that became 
evident. What emerged was a 
picture of worker justice leaders 
with an astute understanding of 
how narratives impact organizing 
efforts, who had leveraged 
resources to lean into bold 
visions for integrating narrative 
development and communications 
strategy into overall campaign 
design and movement goals. 
Victories led by the worker justice 

sector that featured aspects of 
integrated strategy and organic 
orientation to narrative within 
communications included the 
passage of the Domestic Workers’ 
Bill of Rights in several states, 
the passage of the Trust Act in 
California (a state-level sanctuary 
policy), and changes to the Fair 
Labor Standards Act to upend 
decades of racist exclusion from 
federal labor protections.
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It is important not to understate the tremendous effort organizations 
were already undertaking to advance long-term narrative vision, 
while moving shorter-term messaging and personalized storytelling 
around particular policies. As mentioned above, an inherent or 
organic approach to strategic communications emerges from a deep 
organizing practice. By recognizing the strength of this work, we 
can then look to identify gaps in both theory and practice that, when 
filled, strengthen overall organizational and sectoral praxis.

For example, the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA) developed 
and invested in a foundational practice of storytelling, grounded 
in the idea that stories have the power to connect people, and that 
connection can build the solidarity and action needed to advance 
worker protections and can add up to a larger, shared narrative. 
NDWA used a basic principle of organizing—creating opportunities 
for individuals to identify with the concerns of a group (or a class)—
and brought in expertise in the organic cross-cultural experience 
of storytelling and Western neuroscientific research. Together, this 
approach reinforced the understanding that we (collectively) use stories 
to organize thoughts, make sense of the world, and encourage action.

From personal experience, having worked with NDWA while at Caring 
Across Generations, I participated in many meetings and strategy 
planning sessions with allies and partners. NDWA implemented 
a practice of starting meetings by asking each person present 
to turn to the person next to them and share their “care” story. 
The container of care linked all of the stories in a clear frame; it 
allowed connection across differences; and it tended to complicate 
sometimes false assumptions about workers, jobs, clients, and care. 
The practice of storytelling extended beyond meetings, and was 
fully integrated into NDWA’s overall strategy, evident not only 
during person-to-person interactions but also in practice and process 
around NDWA’s online and print materials, press appearances, 
public events, and the eventual move into cultural production.
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Another basic principle of organizing is leadership development, 
which traditionally takes the form of developing leaders from 
within the workforce to recruit others to lead worker organizing. 
NDWA incorporated individual storytelling into its leadership 
development programs. Workers received training and practice 
in telling their personal stories in ways that enabled listeners 
to understand the relationship to the core values, priorities, and 
interests that framed the narratives of NDWA’s domestic worker 
justice campaigns. Training also included strategies and tools to 
help NDWA members shape their stories for press engagements, and 
provided them with the nuts-and-bolts skills of engaging the media.

As NDWA integrated communications into organizing strategies and 
leadership development, they also began to experiment with using 
pop-culture moments to reach and influence audiences beyond their 
base and constituency. In a New York Times article, executive director 
Ai-jen Poo explained the impact of culture change strategies: “It 
was the 2011 movie ‘The Help’ that sparked the idea to partner with 
filmmakers and movie stars. Our workers were waiting for the bus 
and seeing these huge billboards” (Hilgers 2019). NDWA invested in 
the development of an ongoing cultural strategy that persists today,4 
offering one example of the ways leadership in the field shapes strategy 
for field-wide narrative alignment and infrastructure development.

4 These are just two of many examples of how NDWA has integrated and innovated on strategic communications 
and narrative power building across their work. These examples are not meant to be comprehensive nor 
demonstrative of NDWA’s full approach.
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Field-Building as Strategy

The Ford Foundation’s NGWS 
initiative was premised on the idea 
that an ecosystem was the best 
way to understand how different 
capacities across a field—grantee 
organizations, consultants, 
and other allied groups and 
individuals—interact with each 
other. Ecosystems, defined by their 
complex, interconnected systems, 
rely on relationships for survival. 

It follows that a healthy narrative 
and communications ecosystem 
relies on a coordinated network of 
individuals and organizations with 
shared intentions. The power and 
impact of such an ecosystem often 
depends on the conditions within 
the sector that is trying to make 
social change, and particularly on 
the development of expertise and 
capacity among participants.
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In the process of developing an implementation strategy, NGWS 
defined critical elements of a healthy communications ecosystem:

As mentioned above, some of these capacities already existed among 
worker justice organizations. Several alliances and networks serve 
to foster coordination and collaboration among local and national 
organizers, including Jobs with Justice, National Domestic Workers 
Alliance, National Day Laborer Organizing Network, Interfaith Worker 
Justice, People’s Action, Food Chain Workers Alliance, and Restaurant 
Opportunities Centers United. The United Workers Congress, an alliance 
of national worker center networks that functioned from 2010-2015, also 
sought to bridge these organizations and build alignment across the field. 
Guiding the interventions NGWS supported, two of which are detailed 
below, the ecosystem approach served as the program’s touchstone.

Influence within mainstream and independent media

Coordination

Strategic analysis and planning

Narrative analysis and alignment

Culture shift expertise

Audience identification and research

Content production and content distribution

Digital organizing and digital communications

Training and leadership development
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Case One: 
Media Visibility Project

In 2012, responding to shifting 
conditions in the cable news 
industry and worker justice field, 
the Media Visibility Project (MVP) 
began with the aim of elevating 
the public visibility of core leaders 
who could influence the debate 
on workers’ rights in the media 
and public consciousness. A 
conditional analysis of the political 
and social climate of the moment 
revealed several factors that 
spoke to a unique opportunity: 
the worker justice sector had 
smart, dynamic, visionary, and 
charismatic leaders; and there was 
an emerging opportunity to place 

leaders on cable news platforms 
as recurring guests. The addition 
of progressive and social justice-
aligned media personalities like 
Chris Hayes and Melissa Harris-
Perry to MSNBC’s weekend lineup 
in 2012 signaled a potential opening 
for leaders from the worker 
justice sector to appear as regular 
commentators. But this would 
require accelerated development 
of strategic communications plans, 
and skill-building to ensure that 
sector leaders could effectively 
shape the conversation about 
worker justice in real-time.
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MVP understood that organizations seeking social change needed 
to prioritize content generation and hone the ability to tell stories 
backed by persuasive arguments and delivered by charismatic leaders 
who could win over public opinion. Worker justice leaders learned 
and practiced the skills needed to participate in long-form television 
news at the national level through MVP’s intensive media training. 
In addition to spokesperson training, participating organizations 
also worked with a range of consultants including Sally Kohn, KNP 
Communications, FitzGibbon Media, and Lux Digital, to coordinate 
weekly check-ins and strategy sessions that positioned them to seize 
opportunities for key placements in a shifting media environment.

A fairly lean and short-term project, MVP operated from December 2012 
until March 2014. The first cohort focused on two executive directors: 
Ai-jen Poo of NDWA and Saru Jayaraman of ROC United. The second 
cohort included George Goehl of People’s Action, Saket Soni of the 
National Guestworkers Alliance, Sarita Gupta of Jobs with Justice, and 
Pablo Alvarado of the National Day Laborer Organizing Network. The 
immediate tangible impact included a shift in organizational culture 
and practice for leaders and their staff, including a new, robust approach 
to media opportunities, a drive to develop new media relationships, 
and access “spotlights” or recurring guest spots on key platforms.

Ultimately, MVP successfully created the conditions for a polyvocal 
narrative strategy, enabling leaders in the worker justice sector to 
navigate mainstream media (particularly cable news platforms) 
and utilize an aligned deep narrative of worker justice to influence 
public perception of workers’ issues and worker justice values. The 
project represents an early, noteworthy experiment in new forms 
of narrative strategy development, during a time of renewed debate 
and discussion about the purpose and definition of narrative in the 
social justice sector, including philanthropy. While some understood 
narrative as tactical, a cousin to messaging delivered through products 
(e.g., memes and videos); others understood narrative as a more 
strategic, meaning-making process. The leaders who participated 
in MVP rode this line well, balancing tactical implementation while 
maintaining focus on long-term strategic meaning-making.



26Building the Field and Capacity of Worker Centers

Six years after the MVP experiment, in the absence of a longitudinal 
study, it is challenging to pinpoint the direct impact of particular 
media placements or advancements. It is clear, however, that MVP 
provided a foundation that shaped organizational and individual 
leadership and strengthened the confidence of participating leaders. 
Aligned with MVP’s praxis, each organization has integrated 
sustainable narrative and messaging strategies into news media and 
social media platforms. Furthermore, leaders have demonstrated a 
clear ability to participate in and frame conversations in a rapidly 
shifting media terrain, and the program resulted in supporting 
several emerging leaders within the organizations’ networks who are 
now able to participate in ongoing media efforts. As a result, there 
is a larger pool of leaders who can offer analysis and tactical skills 
to respond to changing conditions and advance communications 
strategy. MVP’s model of ongoing leadership development within 
organizations—executive leadership and staff—combined with a 
practicum laid the foundation for The ReFrame Mentorship.
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Case Two: 
The ReFrame Mentorship

In 2013 many organizations 
within the worker justice sector 
began looking for ways to boost 
their internal communications 
capacities. When Jobs with Justice 
successfully merged with American 
Rights at Work, they increased 
their communication staff from 
one person to four people. Other 
organizations struggled to increase 

capacity at all, let alone at this rate. 
Given the history of resourcing—
and the tendency toward 
outsourcing communications 
capacity—it was alarming, but 
not surprising, that positions sat 
open for long periods of time. The 
pipeline for qualified candidates 
in these roles simply didn’t exist.
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Among national organizations, the leadership development pipeline 
typically begins when community organizers at affiliate organizations 
develop new skills and become lead organizers at the local level. Local 
leaders then take on increasing responsibility within coalitions and 
networks, and eventually move into regional or national leadership 
roles. A leadership trajectory for organizers was built into organizational 
strategy with political education, support, and a scaffolded approach 
to leadership development designed to build movements that reflect 
impacted communities. Unfortunately, there was very little formalized 
communications capacity at the local level, and no similar trajectory 
for leadership development in the communications realm.

The ReFrame Mentorship sought to address the pipeline gap, 
beginning with the question: What happens if you build strategic 
communications capacity into the leadership pipeline? For its inaugural 
class, ReFrame welcomed nine organizers into a six-month intensive 
program that combined bootcamp-style training in the praxis of 
narrative power-building and strategic communications, relationship 
building, along with weekly coaching on communications strategy 
and tactics. ReFrame also required both frontline organizers (called 
mentees) and their organization’s director or a senior leader (called 
champions) to participate, to shift organizational buy-in to strategic 
communications and support integration of new skills, practices, 
and theories. The first class included staff from People’s Action, 
ROC United, Jobs with Justice (Massachusetts), Arise Chicago (an 
NDWA affiliate), Chinese Progressive Association (a local worker 
organization in San Francisco), ALIGN (a Jobs with Justice affiliate in 
New York City), and several organizations focused on climate justice.

Between 2015 and 2019, the ReFrame Mentorship graduated 58 mentees, 
a majority from organizations focused on economic justice. Over the 
course of the program, ReFrame worked with staff from national 
worker justice networks to recruit local and regional mentees who were 
responsible for important short-term strategic communications roles 
and positioned to have longer-term impact. The mentorship program 
maintains a robust alumni network that supports graduates to continue 
to build skills, coordinate with each other, and offer peer-to-peer support.
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Like MVP, the ReFrame Mentorship documented certain short-term 
tactical impacts, but has placed a priority on long-term development of 
the strategic communications field, including integrated strategists who 
can shape organizational praxis and advance narratives across issue 
areas at the local and national level. The program also sets the conditions 
for deeper narrative coordination across organizations by supporting 
relationship development between people in different positions in 
organizations—from organizing directors to communications associates. 
One clear takeaway from the program was that trust-building among 
the cohort was a critical component for such cross-sector collaboration.

This long-term approach saw tremendous results during 2020 when 
alumni from the program could be seen leading state-wide strategic 
communications campaigns and narrative power-building efforts in 
Pennsylvania, Minnesota, New Mexico, Georgia, Florida, and California.
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Beyond Worker Justice Organizations: 
New Strategies for the Field

The MVP and ReFrame 
Mentorship programs were 
designed as field-building 
initiatives. Each was created 
with an ecosystem approach 
that required the development 
of new or increased capacity, 
as well as support for existing 
communications infrastructure 
among participating organizations.
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The ecosystem approach allowed for the recognition of existing 
communications strengths among participating organizations while 
supporting opportunities for increased collaborative and coordinated 
narrative strategy. In addition to these programs several other 
important pieces of the ecosystem emerged at the same time:

It is important to note that narrative and narrative infrastructure 
are not bound by issue or organizational boundaries. As we examine 
and highlight efforts at narrative strategy in the worker justice 
sector, we must acknowledge that most organizations are multi-issue, 
especially when looking at alt-labor organizations. Worker centers, 
for example, are often the site of organizing workers excluded from 
traditional worker protections, and they have also served as critical 
infrastructure for the migrant rights movement across the U.S.

Furthermore, cataloguing all the grants, projects, campaigns, and 
organizations that have contributed to narrative interventions 
and advancement in the last ten years is far beyond the scope 
of this report; it is also far beyond the scope of one sector or one 
foundation. Other notable examples of this work outside of the 
economic justice sector include Color of Change, a national civil rights 
organization seeking justice and power for Black people, which has 
been advancing narratives through campaigning, earned media, 
and pop culture over the last ten years, on issues such as criminal 
justice reform to voting rights to Internet freedom. During this 
time, Color of Change has also partnered with many organizations 
in the worker justice sector and has been a leader in innovating 
new forms of engagement and widespread culture change.

The Nation Institute and Futuro Media both developed 
capacity for investigative journalism that focused on workers 
and worker issues and undocumented immigrants.

Spoiler Alert: How Progressives Will Break Through with Pop Culture, 
a report authored by Tracy Van Slyke, was one of several reports 
that lead to the development of the Pop Culture Collaborative, 
an organization that supports the use of pop culture in social 
change efforts, and helped initiate a trend in social justice 
philanthropy to fund cultural strategies as stand-alone efforts.

The Sundance Institute moved support for films that focused 
on worker justice issues. The Hand that Feeds, a documentary 
about the unionization of a Hot & Crusty franchise in New 
York, is one example. Sundance supported the producers to 
do community engagement through the film’s release.

The New Press developed partnerships with leaders in the 
worker justice sector, publishing and promoting a series of 
books. This series included The Age of Dignity by Ai-jen Poo, 
executive director of Caring Across Generations and National 
Domestic Workers Alliance, written with Ariane Conrad.
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Conclusion

While much of this report was 
written just before the onset of 
the global coronavirus pandemic, 
I returned to edit it in late 2020, 
as many cities and states saw 
daily Black Lives Matter protests 
against police brutality and anti-
Black racism; wildfires ripped 
through much of the western U.S.; 
and the sitting President had been 
undercutting the integrity of the 
voting system for months ahead of 

the presidential election. Reflecting 
on the past ten years from this 
vantage point, this moment is one 
that the Center for Story-based 
Strategy might call a “psychic 
break.” What was once common 
sense is up for grabs due to rapidly 
changing conditions. What will 
become common sense—our new 
normal—is uncertain. Crisis is an 
opportunity. Long-held narratives 
about the role of government, 
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the economy and markets, and the values that underlie society will 
shift. People working in jobs that only months ago were invisible and 
undervalued are now considered “essential” workers, though still 
without the protections needed to prevent exploitation. In this moment 
of crisis, delivery workers, warehouse workers, grocery clerks, and 
truck drivers might, together, demand an end to business as usual.

Similarly, we are seeing a reevaluation of “outsider” ideas like the 
universal basic income. The belief that the government should 
provide families with cash payouts to support them through 
periods of unemployment and instability caused by the pandemic 
is far more widespread than at any time in recent history.

Yet, the Trump Administration and capitalist hawks called 
for a return to the “normal” functioning of the economy. They 
insisted on a timeline that public health officials warned would 
be disastrous to society, and ultimately, the economy as we see a 
resurgence in infections. This counterproductive demand emerged 
from the bastions of far-right ideology. While rejected by most 
people in the U.S., these ideologues have influence among the 
powerful, shaping both policy and public debate. This is the type 
of real-time, life-and-death narrative battle we face today.

In these moments of psychic break, our long-term investment in 
organizing infrastructure, narrative, and communications capacity 
comes to fruition. We have seen the impact of early interventions 
(training, leadership development, strategic design) in the response 
of worker justice organizations—like NDWA, United for Respect, and 
Jobs with Justice—as they have mobilized a response to the pandemic 
ensuring vulnerable workers’ stories are on the minds of every American.
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From this perspective, we can draw some conclusions about 
the infrastructure that has been built, how it is being deployed 
today, and what we should aim for in the future:

As we fight for the health, wellbeing, and security of this country, 
we must take every opportunity to drive the public reckoning with 
insidious individual and institutional oppression. Even before the 
coronavirus pandemic, the United States and global community 
faced a historical moment of converging crises: climate disaster, the 
mainstreaming of a virulent right-wing ideology, tremendous shifts 
in production, the reorganization of work, and rapidly evolving 
technological change. Now, more than ever, we need leaders prepared 
to ignite the mass movements addressing racism, gender-based 
violence, economic injustice, and climate change by breaking the 
barriers currently imposed by media and cultural gatekeepers.

It’s easy to say that the crisis we face today was inevitable. But it 
was not inevitable. The crisis is only one part of the story. Our ability 
to shape today rests on the investments we made yesterday. The 
choices we have today were created by thousands of people who 
took individual and collective action in turbulent times, with hope 
and vision, and without a guaranteed outcome. Winning hearts 
and minds is an endeavor of faith as much as skill. The worker 
justice sector took a step forward in coordination, integration, and 
vision and set the stage for advances we can realize now. Today.

Power-building organizing is critical. Organizing cannot be 
separated from communications and narrative strategy, in 
digital and analog forms; they must be seen as an integrated 
set of capacities, each requiring development of focused 
tactical and technical skills. Organizations must be supported 
to incorporate these strategic capacities within organizations 
and among leaders, rather than expecting organizations to 
rely solely on outside expertise via consulting firms.

Resourcing must follow two pathways: (a) Building a communications 
infrastructure across the field that helps create the conditions for 
collaboration and coordination; and (b) Developing and advancing 
strategies that offer opportunities for the alignment of narratives.

Narrative and strategic communications capacity cannot just reside 
in the staff of nonprofit organizations or labor unions. Rank-and-file 
members and leaders must be trained in the elements of narrative 
strategy as a part of their leadership development programs.

As we develop integrated strategy, we need to engage the digital 
realm.5 Too often, online communication is seen as separate, or 
different, from traditional media. As strategists who focus on 
building power, we must contest for power on the Internet as a 
key terrain, a site of struggle for broadcast-style communications 
but also for relational organizing, both of which are a part 
of power building and narrative power development.

1

2

3

4

5 Appreciation to Kairos for their work and thinking on the concept of the “digital realm” - https://kairosfellows.
medium.com/building-power-online-62735d6df997
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About the Worker Centers in  
Retrospect and Prospect Project

For nearly two decades, worker centers have 
been at the forefront of rethinking strategies for 
addressing economic injustice and building worker 
power. Worker Centers in Retrospect and Prospect 
is a project launched by the Ford Foundation 
in 2018, in partnership with the UIC Center for 
Urban Economic Development, to document and 
uplift the important efforts of worker centers to 
improve the lives of workers in low-wage industries 
and to raise standards in those industries.

The project is guided by the following questions: What 
does it take to make lasting change in low-wage labor 
markets? What are the implications of worker centers’ 
interventions for a 21st-century labor movement 
that can raise the tide for workers? With an eye 
toward the future, Worker Centers in Retrospect and 
Prospect commissioned a series of papers to critically 
assess the state of the field by reflecting on past 
challenges and successes, highlighting some of the 
most promising recent developments, and identifying 
crucial issues for the field as it moves forward.


