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Fight for a Better America enlisted a consultant to surface best practices and changes observed in two US 
Congressional districts where we invested in grassroots partner organizations: 1) Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action 
(Flip) and 2) NJ 11th for Change. The consultant conducted interviews with staff and volunteers and reviewed a 
selection of press that the organizations received. The following brief summarizes highlights from these interviews 
and media testimonials.  

Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action  
 
Background and Context  
 
In November 2016, Congressman Darrell Issa of California’s 49th district won by 1,621 votes, while Clinton won the 
district by over a 7-point margin. In addition, approximately 20,000 Republicans supported Issa but voted against 
Trump. Issa’s record and activism (as leader of the politically-tinged Benghazi investigation) galvanized a 
constellation of groups and individuals to act and express their 
discontent. 
 
Thus began the “Tuesday’s with Issa” rallies on December 20, 2016. 
Issa’s narrow re-election – and strong support for many of President 
Trump’s controversial positions – also led Dr. Terra Lawson-Remer (a 
political economist who’d worked for the Obama Treasury 
Department but hails from the district) to develop a data-driven 
strategy for electing a Democrat to Issa’s House seat (a 35-page 
research and data report she termed a “treatise”) – in what was 
being called the most watched Congressional race in the country.  
 
By spring 2017, Dr. Lawson-Remer had secured a $50,000 seed 
funding commitment from Fight for a Better America, and had 
partnered with other district leaders to forge a new, coalition-based 
organization to unseat Issa by linking protest activism, like “Tuesdays with Issa,” to a robust electoral strategy – 
and thus, Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action was born.  
 
Fast forward to January 10, 2018 – when Darrell Issa shocked the nation by announcing his decision to resign from 
Congress at the end of 2018. What changed? Many – including Mike Levin, Democratic nominee for Issa’s 
Congressional seat – cite the work of Flip the 49th! Neighbors in Action and its coalition partners. 
 
Measuring Progress in CA49  
 
Although voter turnout and voter registration are traditional proxies for voter engagement, Flip the 49th’s (Flip) 
vision of long-term success goes beyond these milestones and beyond the upcoming November election. To have a 
sustained impact on voter engagement, they are focused on changing the district’s infrastructure: building a 
pipeline of community leaders and activists. Voter engagement is defined not only by voter turnout but also by 
sustained engagement at all levels of government (e.g., school board, city council, mayor, state assembly, 
Congress). The following highlights some noteworthy successes in the 49th district that demonstrate that they are 
well on their path to success. 
 
• Flip created a strong and well-coordinated infrastructure (e.g., a matrixed federal and state PAC entities, co-

directed by local leaders from the labor, local Democratic, and grassroots communities) through which 
coordinated strategy, leader and volunteer activation, and 
voter engagement could occur. The organization created 
much needed avenues for people across the district to act on 
their frustrations and concerns about what was happening, 
particularly at the federal level (e.g., Kavanaugh hearings, 

Flip laid the groundwork for a whole new 
group of people to come out and get 
engaged. 
 

- Flip the 49th volunteer  
 

No other weekly resistance effort in the 
country has shown more passion, resilience 
and impact than the anti-Issa rallies. The 
greatest challenge faced by organizers 
across the U.S. is resistance fatigue. 
Indivisible 49 and its all-volunteer team, led 
by Ellen Montanari and Misty and Tim 
O’Healy, excel at sustaining engagement 
and enthusiasm.  
 

- Kathy Stadler, San Diego County Indivisible  
(as quoted in the San Diego Free Press, 12/2017) 
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health care repeal, gun control), but also “down ballot”. Rather than feeling powerless over actions in 
Congress and locally, volunteers could engage their neighbors through town hall conversations, canvassing, 
phone banking, social media, and other tightly-coordinated opportunities.  
 

 
• The district has a vast pool of community leaders and 

volunteers with the skills essential to sustained 
organizing beyond 2018. Flip has trained and thoughtfully 
cultivated a network of community members who are 
capable and ready to act. These community members 
have the ability to run a campaign driven by community 
voices and input, whether the campaign’s goal is to get a 
particular candidate elected or to educate and advocate 
around a particular ballot initiative.  

 
• A new pipeline of elected leaders. Although the results of the November election are yet to come, progressive 

candidates are running for local offices (e.g., city council, school board, mayor) throughout the 49th district, 
many for the first time. Regardless of outcome, these candidates now have campaign experience under their 
belt that they can build on. Furthermore, and more importantly, they are candidates who come from the 
communities they represent and share the values of progressive voters. This pipeline of community leaders 
will be a game-changer for communities of color and other communities who are most affected by acts of 
Congress, to be increasingly represented in all levels of government. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• The district has increased social and political capital. This is noteworthy for several reasons. First, thousands 
more Democrats are vocal and visible for the first time in a historically Republican-dominated district, allowing 
for a community of progressives, moderates, and independents to meet and connect with each other and 
discuss their shared values. Second, and related to Democrats being more prominent in the district – and 
ultimately successful in the June 2018 primary elections – there is increased comprehension of CA’s 49th as a 
politically viable area for progressives and moderates, leading to increased financial and operational support 
from outside of the district. Finally, there are newly formed social networks that likely will be sustained 
beyond the November election – a community of people who feel a sense of responsibility to one another, 
who will stay connected and continue to build trust with each other. This social capital has the potential to 
play an important role in political activism for many elections to come.  
 

 
Other Notable Shifts in the Political Landscape  
 
• Congressman Darrell Issa retires in January 2018. The continual presence of the weekly rallies, which were 

organized for a total of 67 weeks – including 60 weeks in a row – kept the pressure on the Congressman to be 
accountable to his constituents. Furthermore, the rallies garnered media attention locally and nationally.  

 
• Democratic candidate Mike Levin advances in the June 

primaries. Mike Levin cited grassroots organizing as playing a 
role in his success in the primaries. Once a GOP stronghold, 
the district shifts from “toss-up” to “lean democrat.”  

 

[Grassroots activists were] an essential part 
of our victory. Having the grassroots 
activists at our back is what propelled us to 
victory on Tuesday and what I believe will 
propel us to victory (in November) as well. 
 

-Democratic candidate Mike Levin 
as quoted in the SF Chronicle, June 2018 

[For rallies] we have a security team, media 
person, social media outreach coordinators 
– all layers to build a successful event are in 
place. […] Not everyone wants to run for 
office, so we want to make sure that their 
voice is heard at all levels of government. 
 

- Flip the 49th staff  
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• High voter registrations and turnout among registered Democrats compared to other swing districts. 
Compared to the 2016 election, Democrats and independent-leaning Democrats registered to vote at higher 
rates for the 2018 primaries and 2018 general election (in process). High Democratic voter turnout likely 
contributed to Democratic candidates winning in the primaries at the local and district levels.  

 
What Worked 
 
Whereas many new grassroots campaign efforts have evolved more organically and opportunistically, Flip the 49th 
leaders have executed against a fairly well-formed plan, from inception through program implementation. Staff 
have attributed their ability to be strategic and intentional, rather than reactionary, to Fight for Better’s early 
financial investment (by the same token, Fight for Better was drawn to Flip the 49th because of the quality of their 
leadership and data-driven planning).  

 
“We needed a vehicle for people with outrage to move beyond demonstrating and taking lasting political 
engagement and action with real voter contact. You can’t just do this in some crazy ad hoc way. You need a 
coherent strategy of who to target, how to message, and you need capacity that will support volunteers in a 
sustainable way.”  
– Dr. Terra Lawson-Remer, Founder 

 
• Flip engaged in thoughtful strategic planning, did the groundwork to understand the district’s landscape, 

and invested early in internal organizational capacity. Flip ensured that there was strong leadership and 
volunteers with skills in organizing, relationship development, data analysis and administration, to name a few 
key areas. In particular, Flip invested in paid staff for essential operational and administrative work, and to 
mobilize and manage volunteers.  

 
Flip leaders also recognized early on that their work was part of a collective effort, and through power 
mapping, they identified leaders in the community with whom they could partner and co-lead organizing 
efforts. With the involvement of diverse staff and volunteers, Flip created space for flexibility, while uniting 
members via shared goals and approaches. 
 
Perhaps most notable, Flip implemented a data-driven voter engagement strategy based on various 
mathematical scenarios for flipping the district from red to blue; surprisingly, this is not a given among 
grassroots organizations, some of which engage in voter outreach without crystal clarity about voter 
engagement goals, voter segmentation, targeting, and messaging (e.g., by neighborhood, voting history, 
demographics, and other considerations), or systems for tracking voter engagement. Flip also conducted best 
practices trainings to equip staff and volunteers for the type of voter canvassing the leaders envisioned – using 
voter data to target key neighborhoods and households; then, going door-to-door without an agenda, 
listening to people’s concerns, documenting the conversations, revising their targeting and approaches – and 
repeat. 
 

• Flip’s novel strategy combined elements of traditional 
campaigns and community organizing. Flip’s leadership 
recognized the importance of community organizing not 
only to engage voters in the political process, but also to 
cultivate a community of politically and civically engaged 
members. Community organizing, by definition, is led by the 
community from problem identification to problem solving. 
It also takes time – building trusting relationships is one of 
the first steps. Flip’s inclusion of community organizing as a key strategy meant that they were building the 
community’s capacity to use their voice, lead, organize and take action for change.  

 
 

When I heard that Flip would be going out 
and engaging and listening [to voters] with 
an open-ended purpose, I thought it was 
amazing and revolutionary – next-level 
organizing. 
 

-Flip the 49th volunteer 
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“Tuesdays with Issa” weekly rallies provided a mechanism for 
community members to get involved in political activism. Sixty-
seven “Tuesdays with Issa” rallies were held with an average 
weekly attendance of 400. These rallies served as an entry point 
to higher levels of engagement, especially among attendees who 
had never engaged in political activism. As one interviewee 
noted: “It was spring training for 67 weeks.” The protests also 
served as a touch point for building and maintaining relationships. 
They were a constant presence in the community, so much so that when community members introduced 
themselves at volunteer events, they often asked: 1) What city do you live in; and 2) Were you at “Tuesdays 
with Issa”?  
 
In addition to surpassing attendance goals at “Tuesdays with Issa” rallies, Flip surpassed their goal with respect 
to completed volunteer shifts – important volunteer training and evidence of ongoing engagement (as of 
10/23/2018).  

 
• The organization had a focus on and commitment to voter education and engagement. Flip committed to 

educating voters on issues that concern them and demystifying the political process so that they feel that their 
voice matters. In the early phases, this meant keeping the umbrella wide and reaching out to low-propensity 
voters, regardless of party affiliation. In later phases of work close to the primary and general elections, Flip 
“narrowed the tent” to target voters likely to “swing” based on data gathered previously through canvassing.  

 
• Flip’s leadership provided meaningful opportunities for volunteers. Flip leaders and staff were thoughtful 

about aligning volunteer strengths, skills, capacities, and limits, with volunteer activities so that volunteers 
would be more likely to continue engaging with the organization.  

  

[The rallies] drove the conversation and the 
narrative around health care and 
immigration. For a lot of folks who were 
brand new to engaging in politics, the rallies 
gave them handholds on issues. 
 

- Flip the 49th volunteer 



DRAFT 

5 

NJ 11th for Change 
 
Background and Context  
 
Congressman Rodney Frelinghuysen of New Jersey’s 11th district was a 12-term congressman who had not faced an 
electoral challenge during his tenure. In November 2016, he won his seat by over 19 points – while Trump won the 
district by approximately one percentage point. After the election, as recommended in the Indivisible Guide, one 
of Frelinghuysen’s constituents decided to go to his office, and invited others via a Facebook page. Three people 
attended this first gathering, then 30, and eventually 100s were attending a weekly gathering called “Fridays with 
Frelinghuysen.”  
 
Changes in the 11th 
 
NJ 11th for Change aims to increase political and civic engagement throughout the district. Engagement 
encompasses a wide spectrum of activity, from voter registration and turnout, to volunteerism, to electoral 
candidacy at the local or district level. Rather than focusing on one election, NJ11th for Change is looking beyond 
2018, to future election cycles, at the federal, state, and local levels. Based on their successes to date, they appear 
on track to sustaining and increasing political and civic engagement across the district, as well as inspiring 
neighboring districts to chart a similar path.  
 
• The district has increased political and civic engagement in 

myriad ways.  
 
First, NJ 11th created a space for Democrats to meet face-to-
face with other Democrats in their community. This, in turn, 
empowered voters to begin identifying as Democrats, and 
begin registering as Democrats (whereas until very recently, 
moderate voters would register as Republicans simply for the 
opportunity to participate in primaries – because in many 
communities, the Democratic party was so weak that it 
consistently failed to even field candidates). This helped 
address a chicken-and-egg dilemma: having more residents 
register as Democrats (rather than Republicans) in turn 
shifted the district to be more politically viable for 
Democratic candidates, state and national attention, fund 
raising, and more.  
 
Second, NJ 11th developed leadership from within their 
volunteer and member ranks. Many members, who had not 
been previously involved in electoral work, stepped up and 
became Democratic committee members in their 
municipalities. In addition, in November 2017, 85 members 
ran for office, of whom 39 won elections at the state, county, 
and local levels, including 17 from Morris County. Finally, 
volunteers shared that they have been more civically 
engaged over the course of their involvement with NJ 11th, 
volunteering in neighboring districts and in other states 
nationally. Furthermore, the volunteers interviewed 
expressed a strong intention to remain politically active regardless of the outcomes of the important 2018 
election.  

,  

I don’t know if I’d be running without NJ 11th 
for Change. 
 

I often tell some of the grassroots groups 
around the district that they really set the 
table for this election. 
 

- Mikie Sherrill, Democratic congressional 
candidate for the 11th district 

as quoted in TAP into Morristown and ABC News 
Radio 

Working on the local level gave me courage 
to extend beyond our own territory. […] A 
lot of that courage came from local action 
and grew from that.  
 

I plan to stick with NJ 11th for the long haul. 
Whoever gets elected still needs to be held 
accountable to constituents. 
 

I was staff on the Obama campaign and 
volunteered in every election for the past 15 
years or so. This is the first time that I felt 
that what I’m doing is important and valued 
in a way that I haven’t felt doing any 
activism in the past.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change volunteers 
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• NJ 11th created an infrastructure and space for residents to get 
involved and have their voice be heard. Facebook, the weekly 
“Fridays with Frelinghuysen” rallies, town teams, and other 
mechanisms made it easy and accessible for first-time and 
seasoned political activists alike to get involved in their 
community and get to know their neighbors. This infrastructure 
is both a successful strategy (see more details below) and also a success in and of itself because it is an 
organizing structure for political engagement over the long-term.  
 

• The district has increased social capital. From the town team meetings to door-to-door canvassing, NJ 11th 
created ways for volunteers and residents to get to know one other on a personal level, forming new 
connections with fellow neighbors and having a greater 
understanding of where others are coming from. Volunteers 
spoke of the increased social and emotional connection with 
others since being involved with the organization, leading to 
more compassion and empathy. Similar to the new 
infrastructure mentioned above, this knitting of the community 
has formed a strong foundation for members and residents to 
stay connected both socially and politically. When there are 
opportunities to organize around an issue, the community will 
be ready.  

 
Other Notable Shifts in the Political Landscape  
 
• Congressman Rodney Frelinghuysen votes against 

Trumpcare. Until the bill to repeal the ACA, Frelinghuysen 
had voted with Trump and House Speaker Paul Ryan on every 
vote during the Congressional session. Several news articles 
all but attribute Frelinghuysen’s deciding vote against ACA 
repeal to the pressure that NJ 11th mounted to hold him 
accountable to his constituents via weekly rallies and 
requests for in-person town-hall meetings. In an article in 
Slate.com, Ezra Levin and Leah Greenberg, authors of the 
Indivisible Guide, list the defeat of Trumpcare as one of the 
three most significant days of the resistance, crediting NJ 11th 
for Change’s pressure on Frelinghuysen.  
 

• Frelinghuysen retires in January 2018. By then, NJ 11th had 
conducted extensive search and shared the Congressman’s 
voting record with constituents, making clear that he was 
not representing their interests. They also had organized a 
year of weekly protests in front of his office, and requesting 
in-person town hall meetings – which he hadn’t held in four 
years. The protests had garnered considerable local and 
national media coverage (e.g., NY Times, USA Today, WNYC, MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow, NBC News).  
 

• For the first time since 1981, three towns in the 11th district voted for the Democratic candidate for 
governor. Also, Democratic candidates had viable races in every legislative district for the first time in many 
cycles, likely due to vastly increased voter turnout among registered Democrats compared to previous election 
cycles. At the Congressional level, the district moved from “likely Republican” to “toss up” in November 2017, 
and by fall 2018 is consistently cited as “lean Democrat.”  
 

While much of the attention — and finger-
pointing from President Trump — has 
focused on the role of conservatives in 
opposing the health bill, small liberal 
activist groups like the NJ-11th were also 
crucial in killing the repeal, by pressuring 
moderates back home in their districts. 
 

- Kate Zernike 
as written in New York Times, April 2017 

The organizing evidently worked. In 
January, with Frelinghuysen’s approval 
ratings way down, he announced he 
wouldn’t seek re-election. 
 

- David Leonhardt 
as written in New York Times, April 2017 

When I got involved in this organization, I 
met so many wonderful, compatible, 
motivated people in town. After the 2016 
election, I just felt the need to be with 
people who cared, and I think the 
organization helped me channel my desire 
to make change. It gave me the means to 
do it.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change volunteer 

There’s always some action I can take 
through this organization to channel my 
urge to make things change.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change volunteer 
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• Democratic voter turnout increases dramatically. Voter turnout in the 11th district climbed from 
approximately 33,000 to over 86,000, a 2.5-times increase. Democratic turnout increased approximately five 
times, while Republican turnout was up by just more than one half. The 11th district had the largest increase in 
Democratic voters among all congressional districts in the state. (as quoted by NJ 11th’s media director in 
https://patch.com/new-jersey/caldwells/group-nj-11-praises-higher-voter-turnout-primary-election. 
 

• The biggest rate of increase in new voter registration in the entire state of NJ has been in the Morris County 
part of the 11th district. Statewide, 110,814 new voters registered between January 2018 and September 
2018, 65% of which were Democrats. In Morris County, of the 6,806 new voters registered, 71% were 
Democrats.  
https://www.wnyc.org/story/new-jersey-adds-more-100-thousand-new-voters-months-midterm/ (10/2018) 

 
What Worked 
 
• “Friday’s with Frelinghuysen” weekly rallies provided a consistent structure for organizing members and 

potential volunteers. The rallies started with three people demanding a town hall meeting with the 
Congressman, and quickly drew a crowd, the largest being about 400 attendees. The rallies increased the 
visibility of the group and received considerable local and national media coverage. They provided a way for 
NJ 11th to organize members to demand town hall meetings and educate voters about the Congressman’s 
voting record, something that hadn’t been done previously. For many who had not been politically active, it 
was an entry point for higher levels of engagement in political advocacy. The constant and visible pressure on 
Representative Frelinghuysen held him to a new standard of accountability and, many would say, resulted in 
his retirement.  
 

• They assessed the district’s landscape to understand 
what role or unmet need their group could fulfill.  NJ 
11th recognized that they were part of a collective effort 
and set out to understand what work was already being 
done and by whom so as not to duplicate efforts or push 
aside another group’s work. They came from a place of 
wanting to be supportive and cooperative, which meant 
at times to amplify the work of others.  

 
• The organization was focused from inception, 

continuing to refine their strategy and activities as their 
work gained traction. NJ11th moved from brainstorming 
in the early planning phase, to homing in on long-term 
goals and specifying their vision for success. Then, they 
ensured that every action and idea aligned with their 
mission. This steadfast commitment to a shared vision 
and strategy enabled the group to focus their efforts – 
saying “no” when new opportunities proved misaligned, 
potentially lower impact, or otherwise distracting. Ian 
Prasad Philbrick and David Leonhardt of the NY Times 
referenced the group’s effective organizing in How to Participate in Politics: “It’s not enough to get together; 
you also need a clear goal in mind and a plan to achieve it.” 

 
NJ 11th also was thoughtful about building their own organizational capacity. They identified what skills were 
needed within the organization, and brought people into the fold who were the right fit. In particular, 
volunteers highlighted the importance of having a data analyst and media expert on the organization’s 
visibility and impact – thus, NJ11th’s unique partnership with experts at Data for Progress.  
 

A lot of women of color and immigrants 
working in this space get pushed aside […] 
There were a lot of people who were here 
before us. 

- NJ 11th for Change staff 

It was very smart not to endorse pre-
primary. It was an important strategy that 
the organization committed to. It gave us 
credibility and gave the ultimate candidate 
legitimacy and credibility. We could stick to 
our mission of education and empowerment 
[…] It got us into spaces that we may not 
have gotten into if we were campaigning.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change volunteer 
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• NJ 11th cast a wide net for welcoming new people, to 
ensure that they were not excluding people based on 
party affiliation. They connected with district residents 
based on shared values and concerns, and from a 
“place” of mutual respect. This approach kept 
participation and conversations open, so that diverse 
people could feel heard. Similar to the town teams, in-
person conversations allowed for deeper understanding 
of what is important to fellow community members and 
for considerable trust building.  

 
• A community-led model of town teams provided 

another structure for organizing members and district 
residents on a more intimate level. Each town team 
has a point person who disseminates organization-wide 
messages. At its core, volunteers felt that it served as an 
effective way to surface each town’s concerns and 
meaningfully connect with their neighbors. Team 
leaders could be a familiar presence at local 
congregation venues, such as farmers’ markets and 
community fairs, to speak with neighbors and hear their 
concerns. This decentralized model empowered diverse 
member and residents to connect, have a voice, and feel heard. In combination with platforms such as 
Facebook and Basecamp, town teams created additional avenues for developing relationships, having difficult 
conversations, troubleshooting, and sharing materials across and within towns.  

 
• NJ 11th volunteers feel valued. Staff were intentional 

about finding work that best suits volunteers’ skills, 
strengths, and interests and making sure that they felt 
appreciated. Rather than treating volunteers like hired 
staff, they matched roles uniquely to each (committed) 
volunteer. Volunteers spoke of feeling a sense of 
purpose and importance within the organization, and 
appreciated the celebrations that staff organize to keep volunteers motivated and connected.  

If it’s a full volunteer effort, you take the 
two weeks or four years and you are 
grateful for whatever [volunteers] give you. 
You staff with the people you have.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change staff 

Anyone is welcome so long as you believe in 
the things we believe in. It’s the only way to 
access the demographics we otherwise 
wouldn’t be able to access. We’re 
unapologetically progressive, but it’s been 
an intentional thing to open the door wide.  
 

- NJ 11th for Change staff 

The town teams are pure grassroots. 
 

My town is probably the most progressive 
town in the district. So, we did things in our 
town that may not fly in another town. You 
could craft your messaging specific to the 
needs of your town. […] It wasn’t just one 
messaging that was being used for the 
diverse communities in the district.   
 

- NJ 11th for Change volunteers 


