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Fight for a Better America Investment Profile:  
Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action 
 
On January 10, 2018, republican Congressman Darrell Issa announced his retirement from 
California’s 49th district, a seat he had held for 18 years.  Just 9 short months before, Issa was 
running for re-election and was a vocal supporter of President Trump and the far-right agenda.  
What changed?  A group of committed citizens in San Diego and Orange County came together to 
form Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action (Flip the 49th!) to stage weekly protests and coordinate 
broader efforts to oust the congressman.  In previous elections multiple groups worked in parallel 
with no shared strategy to defeat Issa.  But this time, Flip the 49th! and its founder Dr. Terra 
Lawson-Remer created a clear plan to win the district and coordinated early and effectively among 
dozens of local organizations. Funding from Fight for a Better America is credited with giving Flip 
the 49th! the seed money they needed to turn a volunteer effort into a strong, professional 
organization pushing for change.  In fact in a November 2017 San Diego Union Tribune article, 
Congressman Issa’s campaign directly cited funding from Fight for a Better America as a source of 
concern. Fight for a Better America believes that the key to creating lasting political change in our 
country is to fund strong, grassroots organizations like Flip the 49th! who are using the best 
available tactics to win races now and for the years, and elections, to come. 

 

Background: Fight for a Better America’s investment in CA-49 
 

Political campaigns typically spend vast amounts of money on media advertising late in the 
campaign season, against a backdrop of finger-pointing and attempts to discredit opponents. In 
general, fewer dollars are invested in voter conversations and engagement, and typically 
undertake such “field” and “get out the vote” efforts close to general election day, despite the fact 
that such efforts are perceived by many to be at the heart of an engaged and well-functioning 
democracy.  
 

Fight for a Better America is a place for concerned business and community leaders to 
band together and make smart investments that will change the political dialogue, and 
our political map, to better reflect the inclusive values most Americans share. 
 
Our mission is to build best-in-class voter engagement campaigns that flip key US House 
seats from red to blue in 2018 and beyond.  We do that through our three-pronged 
investment model: 1) find the right places, districts that the data suggests can swing 
significantly left; 2) conduct due diligence to find the right partners who have the 
strength, capacity and credibility to mobilize voters in their communities; and 3) provide 
funding and support to help partners deploy the right tactics, strategies proven to 
engage and sway voters. 

http://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/politics/sd-me-issa-groups-20171110-story.html
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Fight for a Better America (Fight for Better) is supporting a different kind of strategy with the 49th 
district. Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action (Flip the 49th!) is focused on forging partnerships with 
organizers on the ground and supports them to build early, deep relationships with swing and 
potential voters through intelligent, data-driven, organized activism. Flip the 49th! is a 
comprehensive political, community, leadership, and organizing program to empower the growing 
progressive movement to flip Congressman Darrell Issa’s seat (CA-49) from red to blue in 2018. 
 
In Spring 2017, Fight for Better provided $50,000 in initial seed funding for Flip the 49th! and the 
49th District Action Council, a coordinating body for the district. Fight for Better’s funding provided 
critical, early investment in staffing and training for neighborhood leaders in best-in-class voter 
engagement tactics. Fight for Better also provided support beyond funding: one of Fight’s co-
founders served as Flip the 49th!’s first summer fellow, jumpstarting the neighborhood leader 
training program. In addition, Fight has helped manage a team of data experts to support smart 
voter targeting efforts.   
 
This investment is a great example of Fight for Better’s approach – California 49 is a critical race 
ripe to be flipped, the partners have deep expertise in both politics and local organizing, and they 
are using cutting edge strategies to engage voters. 
 

Right Place 
 

CA-49 is at the top of every 2018 political “watch 
list”—one of the most contested swing seats in 
the nation. In 2016, the Democratic presidential 
candidate won the district for the first time in 
recent history and the Democratic challenger for 
the congressional seat lost by fewer than 1,630 
votes. Dr. Lawson-Remer’s consulting firm 
Catalyst analyzed the opportunity to close that 
gap in 2018. They identified three primary 
populations to target: infrequent Democratic 
voters (base), Republicans who did not vote for 
Trump but supported Issa (swing), and 
unregistered voters likely to support the 
Democratic candidate (new).   
 
The study found that nearly twice as many voters 
turned out for the 2016 election as voted in the 
2014 mid-term election.  Overwhelmingly, these 
infrequent voters favored the Democratic 
candidates.  Just turning out these voters from 9 
of the 21 communities in the 49th district would 
more than close the gap needed to elect a 
Democrat.   

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/58ff24a86a49632401dc5ce5/t/5937780320099e7539430435/1496807451267/Preliminary+Report+Two-2017-03-12.pdf
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In addition, approximately 20,000 Republicans supported Issa but voted against Trump and are 
potential swing voters. Flip the 49th! estimates that if they persuade half of the swing voters who 
are likely to vote in the midterm, that would be 5335 additional votes.  Finally, there are 
approximately 70,000 unregistered voters – many of them are minorities and youth, two 
populations who frequently favor Democrats.  At the University of California San Diego alone, if 
Flip the 49th! registered 5,000 new voters, based on historic voting trends for UCSD students 3550 
of them would vote Democratic, again closing the gap.  Based on this analysis there is a clear, if 
still difficult, path to victory for Democrats.   
 

Right Partners 
 

In CA-49 Fight for Better found the perfect combination of a strong leader and a strong coalition 
of groups working together to flip the district.  The founder of Flip the 49th! is Dr. Terra Lawson-
Remer, a political economist, professor and senior advisor at the U.S. Department of the Treasury 
in the Obama Administration.  Along with her colleagues at her consulting firm Catalyst, Dr. 
Lawson-Remer conducted the voter analysis that underlies Flip the 49th!’s voter targeting and 
authored a strategy blueprint for reaching and persuading those voters. 
 
In addition to supporting this foundational analysis, Dr. Lawson-Remer and Flip the 49th! also used 
seed funding from Fight for Better to catalyze the formation of the 49th District Action Council, a 
coalition of over 100 independent progressive groups focused on coordinating, rather than 
duplicating, efforts. The Council meets monthly and has yielded collaboration between groups on 
a range of initiatives, including meetings with elected officials, issue-specific protests, town halls 

and the general sharing of strategies.  Through the 
Council, groups also share resources such as reports, 
volunteer trainings, media contact lists, voter contact 
lists, legislative research, and outreach materials/key 
messaging points for specific issues (e.g. healthcare 
and immigration). 
 
The 49th District Action Council currently is supported 
and coordinated by volunteers, in-kind leadership time 
donated by the Service Employees International Union 
(SEIU, the largest labor union in the U.S. with over 2.2 
million members), part-time paid Flip the 49! staff, and 
fellows who serve for 3-4 months and lead the 

community organizing program. Action Council members include local Labor Union SEIU 221, the 
Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC), “Forward Together” (a national political 
action committee), “Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence,” and “Indivisible 49,” a grassroots 
political group in northern San Diego County with over 1,800 members. This level of coordination 
ensures that groups can preserve their autonomous missions and purposes, but work together 
towards their common cause of flipping the CA-49 seat from red to blue. 
 

"The CA-49 Action Council is unlike anything 
happening in the country right now, but 
needed more than ever. By building a network 
structure for all of the grassroots groups to 
come together we are demonstrating the true 
power in collective action. We have already 
seen the powerful rapid response the Council 
is capable of by being able to organize 
hundreds of volunteers from different groups 
to all come together to hold Congressman Issa 
accountable with our shared vision of the 
future we wish to see here in CA-49."  

-Maia Tagami, DCCC Field Director for CA-49 
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Right Tactics 

Early, issue-based organizing 

The linchpin of successful resistance in CA-49 has been to rally early around issues, not specific 
candidates.  Too often real voter engagement efforts don’t start in earnest until primaries are over 
and candidates for the November ballot are selected.  But research from experts at places like 
Stanford and UC Berkeley suggests that persuading voters is most effective when it starts early, 
builds relationships, and focuses more on issues than on the charisma of an individual candidate.  
This builds the foundation of an effective voter engagement operation ready to support whichever 
progressive candidate emerges from primary elections.  

Flip the 49th! has approached issue-based organizing in two ways: creating visibility for specific 
issues via larger scale actions and events, and promoting dialogue through door to door canvassing 
focused on voters individually about the issues they care about. 

Visibility. This issue advocacy takes the form of protests, 
town halls, and rallies to hold elected officials of the 49th 
district accountable. These events also raise public 
awareness on the issues that matter deeply to 
constituents across the district, ranging from saving the 
Affordable Care Act to immigrant rights to Russian 
interference in the U.S. election. Issue advocacy activities 
seek to raise the profile of Action Council member groups 
by attracting media attention. For months, every week 
hundreds of concerned constituents gathered at 10 am 
for “Tuesdays with Issa” protests in front of Issa’s Vista 
office. Flip the 49th! co-chair Ellen Montanari, an activism leader in CA-49, led these weekly rallies.  
Consistently turning out over 300 people, these weekly protests appear to have contributed 
significantly to Rep. Issa’s decision to retire, rather than face a re-election battle in November. 

Dialogue.  Many of the “deep canvassing” approaches being deployed in CA-49 are consistent with 
the most successful and promising campaign practices cited by Professor David Broockman of 
Stanford University’s Graduate School of Business in his editorial “Persuading Voters Is Hard”.  
“Deep canvassing” refers to the practice of engaging with substantive dialogue about an issue, 
rather than following a 2-3 minute script meant to deliver a message and then moving on.  It takes 
a great deal more time (conversations range from 10-20 minutes) and more highly trained 
volunteers.  However, research shows that voters are far more likely to be persuaded, and to stay 
persuaded, after a deep canvassing conversation, whereas results from traditional canvassing 
have proved more mixed, according to researchers. 

“I listen to people’s real concerns—that includes Republicans, Democrats, Independents—and often we realize 
that despite our party affiliations we have similar concerns and needs for our community.” 

-Amy Lindsay, Flip the 49th! Neighborhood Leader 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2017/10/11/our-research-shows-that-persuading-voters-is-hard-that-doesnt-mean-campaigns-should-give-up/?utm_term=.e69d1f61fb9e
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Sophisticated voter targeting 
 
Flip the 49th! is grounded in state-of-the-art data analysis driven by its data team, which includes 
experienced data scientists and researchers and provides actionable analysis to the 49th District 
Action Council and member organizations.  The first phase of data analysis, detailed above, studied 
individual and census-track level voting trends to identify which voters Flip the 49th! should focus 
on to tip the district blue. The second phase, now underway, is analyzing additional demographic 
and consumer data to create interactive maps that will enable community leaders and volunteers 
to tailor their outreach and canvassing activities based on who lives in a specific neighborhood.  

Beyond its own analysis, Flip the 49th! uses the best available tools to track both voter and 
volunteer engagement, including: 

● Votebuilder. Votebuilder is a software system used by the Democratic Party to track interaction 
with potential voters. It stores extremely detailed voter information, and enables Flip the 49th! 
to effectively target it’s calls and door knocks to the right voters. 

● Precinct Tracker. A comprehensive database of all Neighborhood Leaders trained and walking 
neighborhoods with lists of voters. The database includes all contact information, group 
affiliation, precincts walked, date trained, and profile of precinct based on voter registration. 

● Action Network. Flip the 49th! maintains a comprehensive email list-serve of over 5,000 of its 
members (and growing), sending updates on events, meetings, trainings, protests, and other 
activity within CA-49. 

Smart volunteer engagement 
 
Flip the 49th!’s focus on leader and volunteer capacity development has resulted in the formation 
of Neighborhood Leaders and Strike Teams, which aim to build an engaged, well- trained, mission-
aligned volunteer organization focusing on strengthening neighbor relations, taking 
coordinated/collective action, and registering and turning out unregistered and infrequent voters.  
 
Flip the 49th! recruits and trains passionate, committed leaders to lead neighborhood canvasses. 
Neighborhood Leaders are trained to talk to voters about issues, listen to concerns, and ensure 
coordination through November 2018 and beyond. These leaders then recruit volunteers from 
their communities to participate in canvassing.  Flip the 49th! provides a rigorous day-long training 
program. The topics on which Neighborhood Leaders receive training include: 
 
● Understanding campaign strategy and voter data 
● Role-playing persuasion conversations with voters 
● Listening and communicating compassionately 

with people who hold different opinions  
● Using mobile apps that help gather statistics and 

keep neighborhood leaders connected, informed 
and engaged 
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The ultimate goal of the Neighbor Leaders program is to build relationships among neighbors that 
identify common concerns and a common path forward.  By June 1, 2018, Flip the 49th! aims for 
500 neighborhood leaders to support nearly 2,000 volunteers and, together, contact over 60,000 
voters. 
 
Strike Teams are ad hoc volunteer opportunities focused on protests, phone banking, canvassing, 
and voter registration targeted at the most strategic doors, public spaces, and neighborhoods. The 
teams, managed by an organizer from the Democratic Party, focus on areas without Neighborhood 
Leaders, especially households with infrequent left-leaning voters and potential new voters. One 
strike team event, for example, mobilized volunteers, including several busloads who traveled 
from Los Angeles with Assemblyman Mike Gipson, to register hundreds of voters. The Strike Team 
goal is to contact one third of projected turnout in 2018 (75,000 people) prior to summer 2018. 
 
Flip the 49th! has focused on ensuring that all of its volunteers – both Neighbor Leaders and Strike 
Teams – are well trained and well supported, and that their efforts are targeted at the voters most 
likely to be swayed and/or to turn out for Democratic candidates.  While both kinds of volunteers 
connect with all three target audiences depending on the day and the event, Flip the 49th! tries 
wherever possible to focus local, more skilled volunteers on having the tougher conversations with 
swing voters, while capturing the energy of Strike Team volunteers to turn out base voters and 
help with voter registration drives. 
 

The Path to November 2018 

Rep. Issa’s decision to retire is an early indicator of strong progressive momentum in CA-49, and 
the first significant win for Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action. Flip the 49th!, the Action Council, 
and its diverse members are continuing to do the critical work of having conversations with 
voters about the key issues that differentiate the republican platform from the democratic one 
to ensure Issa’s retirement results in a Democratic victory in November.  Fight for a Better 
America looks forward to supporting the continued efforts of Flip the 49th! and its partners to 
create sustained change in San Diego. 


