DOCUMENT PURPOSE
● This document is a handbook and template for revolutionary leftists,
organizers, and tenants to learn about the basics of tenant organizing and
provide customizable materials for organizers to make new handbooks for
new tenant organizers in their networks. Before reading or using the materials
here it is important to note:
● This document does not need to be read in order. It shouldn’t also feel like a
homework assignment. Take what you need and return to this document
throughout your organizing to revisit materials, gather relevant resources, and
reground/recenter yourself and your strategy.
● This document is for organizers located in the US and will be tailored
primarily for organizers in that area. Therefore, much of the information in this
handbook will be generalized and may need to be adjusted based on the
local laws of your state, city, country, etc.
● This document is designed to be templated and reshaped to fit the needs of
organizers. Feel free to copy or reproduce any of the materials you find
helpful in this document.
● This document was developed in 2022. If you are reading at a later date,
review current information to ensure the templates and advice in this
document are still relevant, necessary, or even viable for your organizing
efforts.
● Anyone can use this handbook. However, it is primarily designed by and for
revolutionary leftists. This guide is not only about how to develop a tenants
union. It’s about how tenant unions can help to dismantle the structures of
capitalism, racism, patriarchy, ableism, homophobia/queerphobia, and all
other systems of exploitation and oppression.
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I.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter will provide background information on tenant organizing and some
of the essential knowledge that should be understood before engaging in this
work with others. This structure can and should be changed to fit the specific
views of your tenants’ union or organization.

INTRO: TENANT ORGANIZING IN A CAPITALIST CRISIS
Capitalism is an interconnected system with complex moving parts that are dependent on
each other for support. The so-called "housing market" and pay-to-live rental housing seek
to keep the working class and other oppressed people struggling to survive. If the working
class spends most of their wage labor trying to pay rent and to support their basic human
needs, the ruling class is happy because they've been given the choice: work or die. The high
price of rent and the failure of capitalism to provide living wages for people to live happy
lives have pushed this choice to the extreme.
Eviction and the rising homelessness crisis have reflected an ongoing genocide of those
deemed unfit to work and live. As Marxists know, capitalism cannot sustain the people in
times of crisis. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic has prevented many from paying rent.
As a result, countless numbers of people were evicted due to a crisis that Amerikan
capitalism was unwilling to address.
With workplaces shutting down and rising inflation, tenants are unable to pay their rent to the
landlord, and in cases where workplaces remain open, tenants have to continue risking their
lives to pay rent and have housing. This shows the reality of how landlords will always
prioritize gaining profit over the safety and well-being of workers and tenants. That’s not to
mean that housing exploitation began with the pandemic, but it shows that it will persist no
matter how vulnerable a situation a tenant is in because of the existence of private property.
The high cost of rent is the shackle that keeps the worker bound to their labors so that they
may pay rent to live. Eviction becomes the guillotine that cuts the worker out of society when
capital deems them worthless. The high cost of rent and society's acceptance of it is a
valuable weapon for the capitalist to scheme and steal the worker’s labor. The housing and
rental market is an interconnected system of evil built upon capitalism, settler-colonialism,
and imperialism. This interconnected system will continue to decay toward our inevitable
demise, and as the decay continues, future crises will be worse for tenants, and we must be
prepared.
The question then becomes, how can we turn the housing and rental market, a capitalist
weapon of oppression, into a system of liberation? How can we build community and

organization to build power for the people to oppose the power of landlords? The answer
lies within tenant organizing and tenant unions.
The tenant union and tenant organizing are tools that bring people together to empower
themselves against the landlord, and against the state that enforces the landlord's policy.
This builds power to control their own housing, survival, and lives. It starts with neighbors
coming together to form a sense of community and resistance against their parasitic
landlords and develops into a council that devotes itself to their liberation. In the short term,
revolutionary tenant organizers must use compassion and wisdom to tirelessly fight for
housing justice and tenant rights to improve their housing conditions and provide for the
needs of their community, but in the long term tenants’ unions must use the power they have
built to empower people to resist capitalist oppression in every aspect of their lives.
These ideas are the driving force behind our intentions for this document. Capitalism seeks
to take control and ownership away from workers so that they must continue to work to
survive. We seek to give control and ownership back to the people, and this requires power,
organization, and community. Each of these ideas should be discussed in depth, and that
work begins by providing documents that other organizers can use to refine their organizing,
learn new skills, and obtain new tools to aid in their efforts. Our goals for this organizing
document are as follows:
1. Help in the fight to build renters' solidarity and escape exploitation from landlords
and capitalism.
2. Build a document that can be used as a tool for individuals and organizations to
assist with their organizing and strategic planning.
3. Create a malleable document that organizations can use to produce their own
templates and outlines for their organizing.
4. Present a tenants’ organizing document from a revolutionary socialist framework
that can help organizers develop unions that work to dismantle the parasitic
relationship between landlords and tenants while aligning with causes dedicated to
anti-capitalism and the liberation of all oppressed people.

WHAT IS A TENANTS UNION?
Official Definition
A tenants union is an organization of tenants that work together to improve the living
conditions and bargaining power of themselves and other tenants. There is no formal
legal process for becoming a tenants union. A tenants union exists when enough
tenants agree that they are members of a tenants union.

How Do Tenant Unions Exist Ideally?

Tenant unions are the result of capitalist exploitation. The only way for the working
class to collectively escape the exploitation of landlordism is to eliminate the
landlord's position. Ideally, simply refusing your landlord’s attempts to extract your
wage for rent and having free housing for all could solve the entire problem. However,
the existence of the state/military apparatus prevents the tenant class from being
able to resist against the landlord or set their own policies. Therefore, most tenant
unions must primarily rely on legal means to improve their conditions as tenants and
take power back from the landlord.

How Do Tenant Unions Exist in Reality?
In reality, all tenant unions will be different and have varying political
orientations. Even though tenant unions can build power among the oppressed,
they do not in and of themselves foster revolutionary transformations amongst
the individuals (such as those filled with people who hold racist views and
NIMBY attitudes).
Tenant unions are great for alleviating poor housing conditions and taking
power back from landlords. However, they are not always useful as a tool to
build radical organizers and others who will take revolutionary action. Those
who seek revolution in our time must recognize tenant unions as a tool with
varying strengths and weaknesses that will be critical in building powerful
social movements.

THEORY OF CHANGE
What is A Theory of Change?
A Theory of Change provides an outline of how a group of people will work together to
achieve a shared goal. The theory of change can take many forms, but is most often a
written document or statement.
Within a tenants union, a theory of change can be used to create a central argument
around why they think it’s necessary to transform their material conditions. A theory of
change initially develops by identifying your group's long-term goals, and then
develops further by identifying the conditions needed to achieve those goals. Your
theory of change will define the overall mission and purpose of your union.
If you want help creating your own theory of change for your tenants union or tenants
organization, take a few minutes to view the Theory of Change Template

Our Theory of Change
What is power? In our context, power is the ability to create policy and enforce it.
Power for the landlord is their ability to set rent and the organization that forces
tenants to pay that rent to survive. They can utilize the police to violently evict you if
you don't pay rent and the government facilitates and gives the whole process
legitimacy. Power tends to be psychological, but it will become physical once resisted.
The police and military work in the interest of the landlord and big developers, and this
allows the landlord to leverage the power of the state to use physical force in order to
remove tenants and enforce their unfair standards. If the landlord charges $1200 for
rent, you’ll have to pay $1200 or you’ll get evicted or go to jail. That's power.
The only way society can charge a renter $1200 for rent is if an illusion exists that
convinces the renter they have to. If every renter stopped paying rent, nothing would
happen. The houses wouldn't disappear, and no one would lose their shelter; that is
until the police/military arrive and violently push people out of their homes. When you
look past the illusion, it's apparent that the landlord’s power comes from two sources:
the renters who pay them and the state that enforces their legitimacy. This means that
renters have the potential for far more power than they currently wield. If they can
come together and set their own agenda, they can take away the landlord’s power.
For instance, let’s say 20 renters come together and say they'll only pay $800 for rent
instead of $1200, and will refuse to pay any rent until those demands are met. If one
person refused to pay rent, it would be easy for the landlord to absorb the $1200 in
lost revenue for the month and find another tenant. However, if 20 people strategically
organize to not pay rent, the landlord will then lose $24,000 per month until they find
new suitable tenants, and the landlord will take a loss. If tenants also choose to
employ other tactics such as making phone zaps to the landlord, showing up and
protesting at their office, and putting external community pressure on them to
concede, it is easy to see how the landlord would be incentivized to give in to the
people’s demands. Disconnected, we're weak and vulnerable, but Interconnected,
we're unbreakable.

II. ORGANIZING BEFORE THE ORGANIZING
This chapter will provide an overview of the information you and your core
organizing team should be aware of before beginning to start a tenants
union.

TENANT UNION ORGANIZING STRATEGY
Before starting a tenants union, you need to understand the general strategy to develop an
effective one. The image below shows the steps you should follow to develop a successful
tenants union.
Note: The strategy below is only an outline and may not fully reflect the specific strategy
needed for your organizing. In reality, you may use different techniques or perform these
steps in a different order than what is shown below.

Tenant Organizing General Strategy

ORGANIZING STRATEGY IN DEPTH
This Section will provide more detail on the general strategy listed above for developing a
successful tenants union.

Build Initial Strategy & Power Map
The first step in developing a tenants union is understanding where power exists in
your community and how that power can be leveraged to benefit your community.
Power mapping is a technique you can use to identify who has power in your
community and how you should take action to mobilize with them (or against them). A
well-made power map should ultimately answer these central questions:
● Who are potential allies in your community? Who is likely to be on your side,
and who can influence others?
● Who might oppose your plan, and who could join your side?
● What are the most effective ways to communicate with your community? What
strategies would best push your community to action?
When developing a power map, you should be able to categorize different members
and organizations relevant to your work in terms of how much they support or oppose
your central demands. For an example of what a completed power map can look like,
click this link to view a model power map .
If you wish to use a template to do your own power mapping, click here to view a free
power mapping template
While developing your power map, you and your planning team should be working
to answer these types of questions:
● Which people or groups influence your landlord/management company? Do
any of these people support your issue? How can you involve them in your
organizing?
● How many people are in your housing complex? What are their demographics
(racial makeup, socioeconomic status, gender, age, etc.)
● How many supporters are willing to do various tasks (how many will knock on
doors, do phone banking, etc.)
● Think about your supporters who have the most influence, such as what
communities they identify with and where they spend their time. Also, ask how
your issue affects their environment/well-being and how they are subject to
competing views or priorities.

● For key players – what is holding them back from agreeing with our position?
Are there people or groups who are influential in terms of power? Who should
you recruit as allies?
● For those groups or individuals with whom you have no direct relationship and
who may be central to your campaign, how will you connect with them?

Get To Know Your Neighbors & Identify Partners
Once you have finished your initial power mapping and understand what is needed to
mobilize your community, your next step will be meeting your neighbors and
deepening your relationships with the people living in your housing area. Before you
even mention creating a tenants union to your neighbors, you should make sure that
you have gotten the time to meet a few people in your neighborhood and gauge who
may be interested in organizing with you. There are plenty of ways to build
relationships with your neighbors, but here are some tips to get you started.
Starting Tips for Meeting Neighbors:
●
●
●
●

Start by trying to simply build rapport, not recruiting
Host events to bring neighbors to you (cookouts, game nights, etc.)
Meet the right tenants (experienced tenants)
Ask general questions about your neighborhood and how they
enjoy living in the area. Are there lots of issues with the buildings?
Are they familiar with the landlord/management?

To learn more about how to meet neighbors and potential partners for your organizing,
visit the section on Identifying Partners

Developing Core Organizing Group & Group Structure
What is arguably the most crucial step in developing a successful tenants’ union? It’s
developing a core group of organizers. That will determine how effectively your union
can operate day-to-day.
Your core group of organizers is the folks in your tenants' union who will help drive
your central organizing plans from start to finish. These are typically the most
dedicated members of your union. If possible, they should be the first people you talk
to about developing one before doing formal door-knocking. If you are not already in a
community with leftists and organizers, starting a tenants’ union will be more difficult.
There is no magic way to develop a core group of tenant organizers. These should be
people that not only show a deep desire to transform your conditions as tenants but

also people that trust each other and get along well enough to work together for long
periods.
Developing your core organizing team should feel like a natural process. It happens
through building relationships, not by following a script. However, there are still
strategies you can use to improve your ability to develop a strong core organizing
team.
Below are tips to help you with developing a core organizing group.
● Start having 1-on-1 conversations with tenants you already have an
affinity with about starting a union (next-door neighbors,
roommates, etc.)
● Spend time with your fellow tenants outside of organizing to learn
more about them and their capacity for organizing
● Ask for help from other experienced tenants' unions and organizers
● Start small and work your way up (for example, asking folks to
come to a community session on the conditions of your
neighborhood before talking about them playing a central role in a
tenants union)
If you want to learn more about developing your core organizing group and union
structure, visit Chapter 4: Navigating Throughout the Organizing Process

Force Bargaining & Begin Outreach
Making your demands known should serve as the defining moment of your tenants'
union. That is the moment that you not only make your union known to both the public
and your landlord but is also the moment where your union gets to demand what it is
your community needs to survive and build power in the future.
One of the first things to do when you have reached this stage of your organizing is to
make sure you have demands that accurately describe the needs you want to address
(or power you want to gain) and the consequences your landlord will face if they
refuse to negotiate.
Listed below are some popular demands that have helped many tenants unions in
the past improve their conditions and build power.
Popular demands:
● Rent Control
● Fixing Infrastructure & Improving Maintenance

● Addressing Accessibility Needs
● Giving tenants full or partial ownership over property units.
● Giving tenants an official role in making decisions regarding the
property (decisions on maintenance, community guidelines, rent,
activities, etc.) .
Effective Consequences to Force Bargaining:
● Rent Strikes (Tenants collectively refuse to pay rent until landlord
meets demands)
● Filing for Escrow (You continue to pay rent, but your landlord does
not see the rent until they meet the demands of the tenant. These
demands are recognized and upheld by a court of law)
● “Phone Zaps” (coordinating a campaign to tie up the landlords'
phone with calls)
● “Airing out Dirty Laundry.” Giving your landlord or property
management bad publicity, exposing their exploitation, corruption,
and potentially illegal acts.

Maintain Bargaining Agreements and Escalate Action
If you have made it to this stage in your strategy, CONGRATULATIONS!
You have officially created a tenants union, set new bargaining agreements, and
developed the necessary infrastructure you will need to see it grow.
There is still plenty of work to be done to maintain and strengthen your union
(establishing new bargaining agreements to improve your living conditions, escalating
the capacity and ability of your tenants' union to build power, finding new strategies to
put more pressure on your landlord, etc.) However, you can rest easy knowing that you
have done all the preparation needed for this work to be successful.
Many of the strategies in these later stages of organizing are beyond the scope of this
handbook, but if you’ve made it this far, you and your entire collective should feel
confident in your ability to press forward with this work.

PREPARING ROLES
This Section will provide detail on the roles and tasks that will have to be assigned to
effectively run a tenants union.

Structure and Organizing Roles
Every organization has roles in one way or another, but that does not mean we cannot
expand our ideas of what roles can look like within organizations and communities.
Tenant organizing is no different, and this section will cover the various roles (both
essential and non-essential) that can be filled within tenants' unions to support your
work.
To help you learn tenant organizing roles, we have provided a Role Clarity chart to help
define some essential and advantageous roles/duties that must be performed while in
your tenants' union. It is important to note that these roles do not have to be rigid and
can be filled by multiple people at varying times. The structure of these roles should
be defined by the governance structure of your union.
Click here to view the Tenants Organizing Role Clarity Char t

PERFORMING RISK ASSESSMENT
What is a Risk Assessment?
A risk assessment is a method of identifying hazards and other potential risks that may
pose harm to various types of operations (in this case, risks you face while organizing a
tenants union). Every person or organization does risk assessments, but the more you
know about how they work and how to truly assess your risks, the better you will be at
making decisions about your safety and the safety of others.

Primary Risks Within A Tenants Unions
There are a high number of risks you should be aware of when starting or working with
a tenants union. These should not stop you or discourage you from rightfully getting
involved with a tenants union, but they should make you more strategic and cautious
when deciding how to engage with this work. The spreadsheet below provides a list of
common risks you will need to address when working with a tenants union, as well as
some ideas on how you can prepare for those risks.
Click here to view the Risk Assessment Spreadsheet Template

How To Perform an Initial Risk Assessment

When first starting a tenants union, it is often possible to do an initial risk assessment
without any charts or fully developed countermeasures (i.e. just knock on some of your
neighbor’s doors and assess your community), but if you have the time it can still be
useful to chart out some of your potentials risks based on the conditions of your
community, housing situation, etc. to do a formal risk assessment, you will create a
chart and in it, you will list:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Risks you are likely to face
Document who might be harmed by each risk and how
Decide on precautions or counter-measures you will take to deal with each risk
Implement chosen counter-measures and assess if they are effective

As your union gets more developed, it will become imperative that some form of risk
assessment be performed with your collective, especially if you are doing any form of
direct action such as eviction defense, rent strikes, etc.

III. CANVASSING & RELATIONAL ORGANIZING

This chapter will provide information and tools to assist you and your fellow
organizers with canvassing and outreach work

WHAT IS CANVASSING?
Canvassing is when groups of people make a plan to speak with others and get those people
to take some form of action (such as signing a petition, voting for a specific person, gaining
donations, joining a tenants union, etc.). Similarly, relational organizing is the act of mobilizing
personal contacts within one’s network to take some form of action.
Canvassing and relational organizing will most likely be the primary methods you use to
connect with your neighbors, build supporters, and deepen your network within your
community. Whether done in-person or online, canvassing is extremely important because
you must be able to connect with the people in your community to expand the reach of your
tenants' union. By making people more aware of their tenants' unions' presence and the
exploitative acts of their landlord, you will expand the number of people willing to take
action behind your tenants' unions' cause.
The quality of your canvassing and relational organizing can make or break your efforts to
build a tenants union, and as such you must do your best to be as thorough, efficient, and
effective as possible while in this stage of your organizing. Keep reading to learn more about
how to set up your canvassing strategy to have the most impactful outreach.

CANVASSING TACTICS
There are many options to consider when setting up your canvassing process. The chart
below shows some popular canvassing tactics you should consider using when developing
your canvassing and outreach strategy.

Canvassing
Tactic

Description

Door-to-Door
Canvassing

This is canvassing done knocking from one door to
another in an area where people live. This tactic is
necessary for building face-to-face relationships with
people in your community (especially those you don’t
interact with regularly)

Phone Banking

This tactic involves making calls to people in your
community to make them aware of issues revolving
around your organizing. This may be useful as people
may be more likely to answer through the phone and
when there are lots of people you are trying to reach.

Event Hosting

Instead of going to your tenants, make them come to
you. Things such as bbq’s, parties, and other gatherings
can be a great way to meet tenants and get them
interested in your tenants union.

High-Traffic
Canvassing

High-Traffic Canvassing involves finding areas of busy
activity within your community to speak with residents
and build relationships. High-traffic canvassing can be
useful when you know of events or locations your
fellow tenants often frequent.

Mailers

This process involves using mail and postage to relay
the message of your tenants union to tenants. This can
be useful when you have a very large housing
complex.

It is important to understand which of these tactics will be most effective in your community.
If you live in a very busy area with plenty of events, high traffic canvassing may be in your
option. If you live in a more isolated community where people do not usually talk to one
another, door-to-door canvassing will be your best option. Despite this, do not feel limited in
your tactics. Your tenants union should be using more than one of these tactics to ensure
your outreach is as effective as possible.

THE CANVASSING PROCESS
The canvassing process can be broken down into 4 phases that will be repeated throughout
the different stages of your tenants unions campaigns. These phases are broken down in the
diagram below.

Keep reading to learn more about each of these phases and how you should be
implementing them to best achieve your goals as a tenants union.

PREPARING NARRATIVE & SCRIPT
During a canvass you and your team will spend all day talking to your neighbors and building
new relationships. What this means is that you and your core organizing team must have a
collective understanding of exactly what your message is, why you think others should hear
it, and how your message should be framed to best move others to action.
But how do you create a collective message that moves others to action? Especially when
there are so many individual conversations that need to be had with potentially hundreds or
thousands of tenants? The answer is your narrative and your script!

How To Build A Narrative
When it comes to tenant organizing, your narrative is the story that the public, your
neighbors, and the state will receive regarding the actions of your tenants union.
Regardless of whether this narrative is true or false, the story told about your tenants
union will define the willingness of the public, your neighbors, and your supporters to
actually take action behind your cause.
Any situation will have differing narratives across people and platforms (ex. the
narrative around tenants union is viewed differently for tenants organizers than
landlords). What is important is that your desired narrative impacts the types of people
you most want to support your cause, and helps protect you from the narratives that
the landlord and other opponents will try and construct about you.
There is no definitive way to develop a narrative for your union or actions, there are
many steps you take to ensure the story told about your union is one that identifies
your organization as powerful and righteous, and inspires your supporters to mobilize
with your union.
Listed below are a few tips to help you with building your desired narrative for your
tenants union’s outreach:
1. Gather Stories & Set Context
The best way to begin building your tenants union narrative is by
discussing the stories of you, your neighbors, and your fellow tenant
organizers experiences in your housing area. What has life been like
there? What inspired you and others to want to join/build a tenants
union? Understanding this will greatly help you with building a story that
you want to communicate to others about your organizing.

Once you understand the stories of your community, you should begin
contextualizing those stories with your union strategy. What impact do
you want your story to have on people? What types of people do you
want to hear it? What types of action would you want people to take?
By understanding both of these points, you will have the backbone of
what goes into a strong narrative: a powerful story and a thoughtful
strategy.

2. Pinpoint powerful emotions
Once you understand the stories and context involved with your tenants
union's narrative, begin pinpointing the pieces of your story that elicit
powerful emotions. Were there parts of these stories that made people
angry? Inspired? Hopeful? Shocked?
These are the elements of your story that you want to hone in on and
ensure are as well-developed as possible. A story that elicits powerful
emotions is much more likely to move others to action, and to potentially
dissuade would-be opponents (unsupportive neighbors, media outlets,
etc.) from mobilizing against you.
3. Condense your story
If your canvassing is going to be successful, you will need many different
people to tell your story and represent your union (over and over again).
For this to work effectively, you must make sure that the major points of
your story are both simple to understand, and simple to communicate to
others, even if they only learned about the topic hours or days before.
Try writing out multiple versions of your story and narrative. Start with a
very long, detailed version of your narrative that explains everything you
wish to communicate, then begin eliminating only the most essential
sentences. Depending on what mediums you share your story (social
media, door-knocking, etc.) you should take time to ensure your message
can be shared given your limitations. For example, how could you fit your
story into a 1-minute conversation? A 30 second phone call? A 200 word
tweet?
4. Relay your message
Once you understand your story, the people you wish to mobilize, the
powerful emotions your story elicits, and how you can condense this
story into something easy to communicate, you are ready to begin using
your narrative to spread your message. Use all of the strategies you can

to spread your message through stories, posts, conversations, etc. and
ensure it all fits neatly with the strongest points of your narrative.
If you are getting sick of hearing yourself say the same over and over
again, you’re doing it right!

If you want help building your own narrative, start by visiting the Theory of Change
Template document. After answering all of the questions on the document, you
should have a thorough understanding of the story you are trying to tell and how you
can use that story to strengthen the organizing of your tenants union.

How To Build A Canvassing Script
Once you have a firm grasp on the narrative your tenants union wants to convey, you
can begin developing the script you and your fellow tenant organizers will use during
canvassing.
A canvassing script is a document you use to structure the conversations you and your
fellow canvassers will have with your tenants. It may be easy for you to hold a
conversation and have talking points, but it becomes when you need 10 other people
to have similar conversations.
Developing a script may seem like a small step in the canvassing process, but it is one
of the most critical things you can do to ensure your canvassers are prepared to build
relationships and mobilize your fellow tenants. Sometimes a script can be a few
sentences long and easily taught to others, and sometimes it requires high
attention-to-detail and training. .
We have created a Tenant Canvassing Script Building Template to help you with
understanding the core concepts needed to build a script, as well as providing you
with a template to build your own canvassing script. After completing this document,
you will have developed a strong script that you can use in your own canvassing and
outreach work.

HOLDING CANVASSING TRAININGS
This section will provide information to help you with planning and holding your own
canvassing trainings.

Why Do You Need Training?

Before meeting with your neighbors, it is important that everyone get on the same
page about your mission and how you will be interacting with your neighbors (you
wouldn’t want your fellow organizers to be telling your neighbors completely different
things about your union). By holding a training, you can make sure everyone is
comfortable with talking about your union, building relationships with the community,
and effectively moving others to action. Even if the training has to be short due to
constraints, it is good to make sure that people have some time to get familiar with
your script and practice speaking with your neighbors.

Where Should You Hold Trainings?
The great thing about a tenants union canvass is that you can train volunteers and
distribute information from anywhere. Some great places to hold canvassing trainings
include:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Your home
A volunteer’s home
A volunteer’s garage
A public park or community space
Outside of your parking lot
Local gym or rec

Try to pick a training location that is accessible for your volunteers. If you need to train
volunteers virtually (like many organizations had to do during the COVID-19 pandemic
for their socially-distanced canvasses) using Zoom, Google Meet, Microsoft teams, or
Jitsi Meet is a good option.

How To Hold A Canvassing Training?
To learn more about how to structure your own canvassing training, view the
Canvassing Training Template. This document will give you tools and information
necessary to set up your own canvassing training and agenda.

CONDUCTING CANVASS
This section will cover some necessary materials and best practices to be aware of while
you are out canvassing with your union.

Materials For Canvassing

The most important thing you must have prepared when beginning your canvass is
your canvassing materials. These will often include materials such as:
●
●
●
●

Walk-List & Tracking Sheet
Pamphlets / Literature
Clipboards & Pens
Physical or digital copy of script

To aid you with your tenants organizing efforts, we have prepared templates of some
common canvassing materials you may need.
Select the links below to access the following templates:
CANVASSING RESOURCE

DESCRIPTION

Canvassing Checklist

This document provides a checklist you can use to make
sure you have prepared all the materials and done all the
actions needed to hold a successful canvass. Lead
organizers should use this document to ensure they have
everything in place to begin a successful canvass.

Canvassing Walk-List Template

This document is a walk-list that you can use while
canvassing to monitor your progress and track the
outcomes of your conversations. Every canvasser will need
this sheet while door-knocking.

Sample Volunteer Sign-In Sheet This document is a template sheet that volunteers can fill
out when showing up to events or canvassing operations.

Script Template

This document is a template designed to help you
construct a script for volunteer recruitment, issue
identification, and building support for your demands.

Tally Sheet

This document is meant to be used after you have finished
a canvassing shift. Use this template to calculate your total
progress throughout the day and reflect on useful insights
you uncovered while canvassing. Each canvasser should fill
this sheet out before they leave.

Canvassing Best Practices
Listed below are some additional best practices to consider while out canvassing

● Re-shift Volunteers Before They Leave
One of the biggest challenges for a canvassing program is getting volunteers committed to
a shift. To help build a self-sustaining program, make sure to ask each volunteer to commit
to a new shift when they return their packet. We call this “re-shifting.” Make a hard ask for
them to come back on a specific day and time. Keep track of every commitment and follow
up.

● Have new volunteers start with a more experienced organizer.
One of the biggest challenges for a canvassing program is getting volunteers committed to
a shift. To help build a self-sustaining program, make sure to ask each volunteer to commit
to a new shift when they return their packet. We call this “re-shifting.” Make a hard ask for
them to come back on a specific day and time. Keep track of every commitment and follow
up.

● Ask yourself the right questions while meeting neighbors
Don’t just focus on your tracking sheet while speaking with your neighbors. To get the most
out of these conversations ask yourself questions about the listener that relate to your
overall strategy as a tenants union. How long have they lived in the building? Do they know
other neighbors? Are they happy or dissatisfied with the conditions of your community? Do
they have skills or knowledge that would improve your organizing?

DEBRIEF & REPEAT
This section will cover the importance of debriefing with your tenants and how to use your
debriefs to strengthen your strategy.

The Importance of Debriefs
A debrief is a review of a project, assignment, or other work that has already been
completed. Once you have finished canvassing, it is important that you and your
canvassing team debrief to explore what worked well with your canvassing, what
could be improved upon, and other notable events and moments.

How to do a good debrief with your tenants union?
After completing your canvassing for the day (or any other project or work your
tenants union has been working on). Take 10-15 min to gather in a circle and discuss
how people felt about the work they completed.
While holding meeting make sure to touch on the following:

● Create Pros and Cons chart (What went well? What could be improved?)
● Discussing potential challenges or mistakes (what did people find difficult,
what did they find easy?)
● Have canvassers give each other feedbacks and affirmations (things they
appreciated, things they were proud of, etc.)
● Discussing interesting or shocking moments that occurred
● Letting volunteers ask questions they may have

The Repeat
After debriefing with your tenants union, keep notes around processes you might want
to change or improve upon, and begin brainstorming ways to add these changes into
your future canvassing operations. These can be things such as changing your script,
adding more literature or pamphlets, changing your canvassing hours, etc.
As you continue to debrief and reflect on your work as a tenants union, you should
start to see improvements in the way your tenants union handles that specific work.

IV. NAVIGATING THROUGHOUT THE
ORGANIZING PROCESS
This chapter will provide information and tools to assist with canvassing and
outreach work done with your tenants union.

IDENTIFYING PARTNERS
This section is designed to help you identify people in your community who have the
qualities and characteristics of a strong tenant organizer or community leader.

How to Identify Strong Organizers
Oftentimes, strong organizers identify themselves by taking charge, and it usually just
takes someone bringing everyone together for a conversation. Other times, strong
organizers may have skills that are less extroverted, but still incredibly valuable to the
team. Everyone has the potential to be a strong organizer who can greatly benefit your
tenants union and community. and to use their skills to benefit their neighbors and the
group as a whole. Below are some (but not all) of the qualities you should look for
when identifying strong organizers in your community and neighborhood.
● Someone committed to the projects they work on. Do they seem like they really
care? Do they seem excited to engage with the union with their fellow
organizers?
● Is a good communicator. Someone who is good at talking with others and
holding a conversation (makes boring times seem fun)
● Has a schedule that works with your organizing (even a great organizer will be
ineffective if they have to always work or take care of kids while your group is
canvassing)
● Has a fundamental belief that tenants are deserving of better treatment and
deserve more power over their quality of living.

Fostering A Space for Strong Organizers
While it is easier said than done to identify strong organizers that will strengthen your
tenants union, it is more likely that you will not find many tenants who are already
strong tenant organizers, and instead your tenants union will have to build a space that
strengthens your tenants skills for organizing. To do this, you must make sure your
union is doing everything it can to support your organizers in the short and long term.
These can be things such as supporting your neighbors with groceries, assisting
tenants with accessibility needs, watching kids, and even helping tenants pay rent.
Strong organizers can have a variety of skills and there’s many types of jobs that can
support our neighbors and the union. Even if they do not have prior organizing
experience, your fellow tenant organizers will still have other useful skills or be highly
motivated due to their living conditions. It may not always be possible to solve every
single material problem your community faces, but it is important to do everything you
can to aid them with what you have. Not only will this improve their quality of life and

deepen your relationships, but this will also improve the chances that a tenant will
actually have the time and resources available to actively participate in your union.
The power of this concept is immeasurable and has potential for exponential growth,
when the messaging and actions strike true. Every organizer, volunteer, and member of
your tenants union is a seed that has the potential to grow hundreds of new seeds, and
each of those seeds has the potential to grow hundreds more. Hundreds can become
thousands, and thousands can become millions. If we can create an environment
where organizers support and create more organizers, then our movement will
become unstoppable.

EXPANDING YOUR ORGANIZING NETWORK
This section will cover some effective methods you can use to find and connect with other
organizations that will strengthen your organizing.

Good Ways to Connect With A Fellow Organization?
There are many ways for you to meet fellow organizations that can strengthen the
work of your union. Always be on the lookout for events, gatherings, and other
potential outlets you can use to build relationships with members of other
organizations.
Some great options include:
● Attending union meetings of other tenants unions or renters groups in your area
● Hosting joint tenant union meetings with other unions or renters groups
● Inviting org members to public events such as block parties, cookouts, etc.

Finding The Right Allies
Connecting with allies is a great way for your tenants’ union to build momentum. It’s
crucial that those allies are sought for a broader support network for your union to be
developed and able to gain power.
Here are some potential partner orgs you can connect with (non tenants-unions):
● Housing rights organizations
● Mutual Aid Organizers
● Community Artists
● External neighbors (neighbors not attached to your housing unit or
complex you are organizing tenants for)
● Direct action practitioners & community organizers

Outreach & Social Media
Sometimes it may not be possible for you to connect with many people in person, or
even to solely rely on the support of people in your physical area. In these cases, you
must turn to digital outreach through phone banking and social media to build
momentum and find supporters. It is not beneficial to have too much dependency on
social media, but it can be helpful for finding support such as mass attention, more
volunteers, resources, and more.
The writers of this article are in no way social media experts, but there are a few
insights we can provide for navigating social media as a tenants union.

Best practices for social media
● Have multiple social media pages (one for twitter, instagram, FB, etc.)
● If possible, upload lots of video content (generally gets more views)
● Sprout Social and GreenPeace’s digital organizing toolkit have useful
tools to learn about how to create content for different social media
platforms, develop metrics to track your progress, and learn the ins and
outs of digital outreach. Keep in mind, these tool kits are intended for
corporations, aspiring capitalists, and nonprofits, so many of their tips may
not be feasible or apply to your organization. Still, these tools can help
give you the hard skills needed to strengthen your digital organizing.

DEVELOPING GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES
This section will cover the importance of governance structures within a tenants union, and
provide some information to help you decide which governance structure will best suit your
tenants union.

What Is Governance?
In an organizing context, governance refers to the structure that an organization
uses to determine their actions and how they conduct themselves on a
day-to-day basis.
All people and groups practice governance regardless of whether they are
extremely hierarchical or completely non-hierarchical. Understanding how
governance functions within groups will allow you to understand how decisions
are made, how duties are assigned and prioritized, and how much power you
and others have within a collective.

Governance Within A Tenants Union
If there is one thing to take away from this section, it is that there is no one best
governance structure for a tenants union. As organizers working in an imperfect
world, you must assess the capacity, personalities, political affinity, and material
reality of the tenants you are organizing with, and collectively decide which
form of governance will work best for your organization. Many groups may have
this conversation without ever uttering the words governance or developing
complex guidelines, but as an organizer it is important to understand the
processes that are occurring within your collective and the different options you
have for building an effective group structure.

What Are Different Governance Structures In A Tenants Union?
Click below to view the governance structure spreadsheet, which lists various
governance structures that can be adopted by your union and some of the pros
and cons of these different governance styles
Governance Structure Spreadsheet

MANAGING THREATS & OPPOSITIONS
This section will provide background on the common threats and oppositions you should be
prepared to face while organizing a tenants union.

How To Manage Threats And Opposition
View the chart below to see the major opposition forces you will face while
developing a tenants union, the tactics they will use to stop your organizing, and
various techniques you can use to prepare (Note: many of these tactics are either still
being developed or are intentionally left out to prevent critical information getting into the
hands of oppositional groups. If you want to learn more about these tactics and
techniques, get in touch with organizers and community leaders near you)*
View Threats & Opposition Chart Here

HOLDING EFFECTIVE UNION MEETINGS
This section will provide information on what is needed to hold meetings with your tenants
that advance your strategy and strengthen your organizing.

Preparing for Union Meetings
The way union meetings are prepared and facilitated will be different for all
tenants unions, but despite these differences there are still key similarities that
all effective meetings will have. Before holding meetings with your union, you
should always make sure you have prepared the following:
●

Objective
What is your meeting topic? What is the desired outcome of the meeting?

●

Time & Location
Prepare an agenda to help

●

Full Agenda
Prepare an agenda to help you facilitate your union meetings. On the agenda,
list which topics you will discuss at different times throughout your meeting.
Make sure you allocate time for people to take breaks and ask questions.

●

Meeting Materials
Before meeting, make sure you prepare any materials or throughout your
meeting that your fellow organizers may need to use such as pens, whiteboards,
speakers, projectors, laptops, etc.

These general steps will help you to have an effective union meeting, but you
should be aware that the style and framework of your meetings will be heavily
dependent on the governance structure of your union, and it is important to
know how to navigate these different structures.
Starting off, your group may choose to operate with no official leaders or
hierarchy, in which case it is useful to democratically structure your meetings
and collectively decide how you will hold meetings.
To learn more about governance structures within a union, visit the section on
Developing Governance Structures.

Common Meeting Structures

Listed below are two common structures you can use to hold effective
meetings with your union. These structures can help make sure everyone has a
chance to speak and get clear about your mission and strategy. These
structures are not rigid and can be modified or combined to suit the needs of
your meeting.
● Group Discussion
This meeting structure uses 1 or 2 facilitators to guide the overall flow of the
meeting. They lead introductions, communicate the agenda to the group, and
makes sure the conversation does not lead to far off-topic. This meeting style can be
effective when you have limited amount of time and a large series of topics that
need to be discussed and strategized around.

● Popcorn
This meeting structure uses the word popcorn (or other phrase) to make sure every
person gets to speak and say what is on their mind about a topic or subject. This
meeting structure can be useful when debriefing, discussing a serious internal issue,
or when you are in a scenario where it is best for everyone to speak and share their
opinions (ex. introductions)

What to Discuss in Union Meetings.
In a union meeting, it’s necessary to talk about things that can strengthen the
organizing efforts of your union. Listed below are some useful topics to discuss
during your organizing meetings:
Good Topics to Discuss During Union Meetings:
● Overall strategy and Demands
● Metrics and Progress
● Overall updates relevant to your organizing (changes in laws, new allies
and organizers, actions of management/landlords)
● Upcoming Events
While it is good to have an overall objective for your meetings, do not feel afraid
to deviate from your agenda or change your topics in the middle of your
meeting. Your fellow tenants who are not planning the meetings may have ideas
or plans that can completely change the trajectory of your organizing.

DIRECT ACTION & PROTESTING
This section will provide background direct action/Civil Disobedience tactics and how
these can be used to ensure victory for your tenants union.

What is Direct Action?
Direct action is the use of strikes, demonstrations, or other public forms of
protest rather than negotiation to achieve one's demands. Civil disobedience is
a specific form of direct action where people choose to disobey unjust laws as a
form of political protest.
Within a tenants union, direct action and civil disobedience may be necessary
because your landlord will rarely wish to negotiate with your union. Your
landlord can easily leverage the court system and law-enforcement to disrupt
your organizing, making it nearly impossible to achieve your demands while
following their unjust laws. While direct action and civil disobedience are the
most effective methods you can use to put pressure on your landlord to agree
to bargaining, it also comes with the most risk due to the potential backlash
from your landlord and the legal system.
Before engaging in direct action, it is important to understand both how to
prepare for an action, as well as the safeguards you must keep in place to
succeed in your action and ensure the safety of your fellow tenants and
community members.
It is important to note that Direct Action is a risky process, and this guide is not
encouraging you to take any action that you or your collective are
uncomfortable with. You should consult with direct action practitioners in your
area and network if you want to truly be prepared to engage in direct action as a
tenants union.

Direct Action Strategies
There are many different ways to engage in direct action, with some carrying
more risk than others. Before engaging in any form of Direct Action, you should
always do a thorough risk assessment with your tenants union to understand
precisely what should be prepared for the specific action you are trying to
perform.
The table below will list some popular Direct Action strategies that have been
successful when implemented by tenants unions, as well as some of the things
you should have prepared before engaging in that strategy

Direct Action
Strategy

Description

Rallies & Marches

Public, often non-violent protests
designed to build awareness for a
cause and/or deliver demands to
Landlords.

Things to Prepare
●
●
●
●

Rallies are useful for spreading
awareness of your message, gaining
attention, and building a narrative
around your tenants union efforts

●
●

Phone Zaps

Overloading a target's phone lines so
they get overwhelmed and can’t
conduct business.

●

Networks that can share
your message to a larger
audience so that many
people will call at once.

●

A shareable flier that
contains the time of the
phone zap, the number or
numbers to call, and
something visually
catching to drive
engagement and inspire
people to call.

Rent strikes are when tenants
collectively refuse to pay rent until their
central housing demands have been
met.

●

Rent strikes are one of the most risky
forms of direct action to take as a
tenants union, but are one of the most
effective at shifting the power dynamic
between tenants and landlords.
Directly cutting into your landlords
profits forces them to meet you at the
bargaining table and be willing to
negotiate on your demands.

●

Established tenants union
structure and healthy
group dynamic
Core narrative and
messaging for public
External resources to
support tenants who face
backlash or are cut off
from resources

Eviction defense is especially useful for
wrongful evictions and can pressure
landlords and authorities to allow
tenants to live in their homes despite
eviction notices.

●

A group of reliable people
to gather at the time of the
eviction, the more the
better.

●

An understanding of the
risk level for being on the
property vs on the public
street for each attending
member.
Materials for barriers and

Phone Zaps are useful for making your
landlord or management company
aware of your tenants unions demands,
as well as preventing them from
continuing business as usual (its
difficult to do your job when your phone
wont stop going off)
Phone zaps are annoying, but
completely legal as long as automated
calls aren’t used.

Rent Strikes

Eviction Defense

Flyers
Social media posts
March/Rally location &
route
Group roles (speakers,
resource distribution,
marshalls, etc.)
Core message and
narrative
Tenants union’s central
demands

A large gathering of people convened
outside the front of the home, on the
property, and on the street leading to
the property to block authorities and
locksmiths from entering. Remaining on

●

●

the property can be high risk for arrest,
but large numbers will intimidate the
locksmith into leaving, and being on the
public street is completely legal.

Property
Occupation

AKA “Squatting”. This is an illegal action,
with the intent of occupying a vacant
building for habitation. This is a
secretive form of direct action and
should not be publicly advertised.

●

●
●
●
●

barricades (lockboxes,
chains, debris, etc.)
Legal and medical
support for organizers and
community members who
are potentially arrested or
face state harm

Clear objective and time
of occupation.
Tools for entry (keys,
pliers, etc.) .
Source for electricity such
as generator
Enough Water, food,
blankets to last for days or
even weeks.

V. ADDITIONAL TOOLS & RESOURCES
This final section will provide additional resources you can use to learn
about tenant organizing and other topics covered in this guide.
To view the spreadsheet with these additional resources, click the link
provided below.
Tenant Organizing Tools & Resources Spreadsheet
Thank you very much for reading, and we wish you the best of luck in your
organizing!!

