
Ott O-"-to-Ortes
Vltat are one-to-ones about? How can toe lno* to Jo tlrn^?

A relationsLip is a living thing. It ,',.ud" urrd Luo"fitr {rotn tl't.
same attention b detail that an artist lavishes on his art.

David Mscott

ue IeN StrquoNs

As it happened,we studied one-to-one meet-
ings near the end of our course nen though
ue nmu uish ue could haae begun our course
by doing thent with each other 'lswefound
ottl, "one-toorres" nre about begittting antl
deepening relationships. ln a one-to-orrc, noo
people meet and fornt the basis for a good
public relationship. ln a one-to-one, anc share
stories about our experience, discouer inter-
ests in conrnron, and ntnke specifc conmit-
ntents to public action. A one-to-one is a tnc-
tic. Wten part of a broadcr strntegy, facili-
tating one-to-ones cut be aital to the work of
an organizer. One-to-ones fornr puhlic rela-
tionships that build contttttutities for actiott
in public life.

Why one-to-ones?
tlardly a theorist, [Jack] knew from the re.

lationship with lProfessorl Copey that education
was not a matter of requircments-it was more
the magic of two individuals coming together
in some ineffable manner and winging into un-
char ted realms. . . .  Copeland's  method was
unique, for he was a man who, in Walter
Lippmann's words, acted on the assumption that
teaching is not the handing down of knowledge
from a platform to an anonymous mass of note-
takers, but that it is the personal encounter of
two individuals."

-Frour Rounntic Rnolutiomrry. a biography
of lohn Raetl, a studuil nt Hannrd CoIIega circa 7910

I wanted to facilitate a week on one-to-ones

because I was frustrated. I was frustrated because
I felt that there was a lot more I should learn about
communication in face.to-face organizing situa-
tions. I felt that by learning about one-to-ones
(1:1's), I might learn more helpful ways to ap-
proach such public relationships.

lndeed, one-to-ones are cnrcial to the work
of many organizers we met with this semester, in-
cluding Kris Rondeau of the Harvard Union of
Clerical and Technical Workert Marshall Ganz,
and Julia Greene of St. Mark's Parish. As with
other kinds of public leadership, we leam to fa-
cilitate one-to-ones best through lots of direct ex-
perience.

What did we learn about one-to-ones?
From |ulia, we learned a new way to define

one-to-ones: one-to-ona fonn public ralationships that
build contmunities Jor action itt public life.

What are the differences between most face-
to-face conversations and one-to-ones?

We studied the differences between public
and intimate encounters, especially as outlhed by
the campaign at St. Mark's parish, to help us un-
derstand the nature of one-to-ones.

A one-to-one is:
. A public relationship.
.Probing (for learning about self interest)'
.Purposeful (intentional and part of a strategy).
.Scheduled (time, place, etc.'-).
oAbout commitments to specific actions-

L2

Page 109



A one-to'one is not:
. An intimate relationship.
.Prying (personal and not related to public self-
interest)
.Chit-chat, free-flowing, without any agenda.
oAccidental.
rAbout vague comrnitments to action.

Reluctant, anyone?
Over the course of the week in which we

studied l:l's we had many questions that signaled
a certain uneasiness about doing 1:1's in practice.
What if we are anxious?
.Realize that engaging with other people can be
stressful, disorienting, and even scary work.
.Know it is O.K. to be scared, regardless of expe-
rience. Everyone gets scared. Recognizing that you
are nervous or anxious is the first step to knuck-
Iing down and learning the skills you need to feel
safe enough to do the work. [via Mary Hannah
Henderson (MHH)I
.Practice. Trying out 1:1's with people who know
what you are doing can give you the confidence
to do them with others.
Wtat about cttltural differences? "For people of
some crrltures... doing one-to-one work is off-
putting" (MHH)
."Some cultural groups might prefer to engage
in dialogues in small Broups, following a para-
digm more like house meetings." (MHH)
."I was struck by how finding commonalities
[through one-to-ones] allows cultural barriers to
be broken down." fudy Hung)
Whnt il I alrently haae a relationship uith thc other
person? "It [canl be difficult to approach people
you are already in a relationship with to do a one-
to-one, because it sounds so stilted." (MHH)
. Be clear about the reasons you are meeting that
person. It can help make the situation feel less
awkward for both of you.
Wnt if I clon't knou the other pernn? Indeed you
may know next-to-nothing about the person-or
all you may know is that he or she is different from
you. (MHH)
.Develop a system, a social ritual. Having a struc-
ture of some sort often makes people feel safer.
Coming up with a framework in which to ap
proach people may give us the security we need

to go out and do it. (MHH)
.Begimings are big opportunities. "I think that
the most successful 1:1's that I have been a part of
occurred at the outset of proiects or organizations...
I think that doing 1:1's early in the game leaves
much more room for the formation of new rela-
tionships." (Gian Pangaro)

Wnt about power dffirences in a 1.:L? "But I might
be manipulating them."
o Mutualitlr is crucial, establishing the basis of a
relationship. In successful 1:1's, both participants
come to a better understanding of each other's in-
terests. The initiator may learn of potential paths
to work with the other person to build power they
are both interested in. When possible, the other

Kny Lessors
.ln order to learn aLout one-to-ones:
A) Do some. And th"rt do. h,rodod -o*.
B) Do them as a part o{ " gro,rp ef{ort in a
strategic campaign.
C) B. up{r""t about the inevitable axieties
about doing one-to-ones.
D) Have a system {or erraluating them.

.Five issues about one-to-ones to !e.p in
mind (via an e-mail ftom M"tshall G.nz),
(l) th"y ,rt uory fo, enaryone because they
require -"hitrg on"..l[ vulneraLle to
uncertainty, but are potentially .r"ry .=*ru.d-
ing {o. the same rearcni (2) they ate
interactive, bo""d on mutualitg, getting at
each others interests, "trd th. deepe, tLe
interests, the stronger tLe ene{y; (3) they
are intentional-th"y are stragegic, they Lalre
a goal anJ are, in this sense, not life a
"friettdship" (olthouglt they can L".o-.
that), they ar. " p,rblic relationship; (4)
lhey require ssn777ilzgnl-no commitment
at the enJ (e"en if its just to meet again or
h"r" " "offue) means no relationskp ras
built-but the commitrnent can bu *n,
li-it"d "od "till be authentic: the impo*ant
thing is to Le clear; (5) relational stratepy
requires a choice of ho* tobabnce cofltnton-
olity ond d;*rsify-the greater the com-
-onulity of interst uro.,rrJ ",hi"h th"y
eventually form, the grcater the diversity of
resources they can engage.
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person commits to a specific action along one or
more of these paths. ln other words, the other per-
son sees you (your public self)as a means to ac-
complish his or her own goals and express his or
her values. One'to-ones can be about finding ways
to bring different kinds of power to bear for a com-
mon public purpose.

What if you are haoing a 1:'1. and sotneone shares
tuith you sontethirtg really personal antl you are not
sure how to responcl?
rRemember one-to-ones should be bounded-
they are about professional marurers, public rela-

"TAny 
are scdry fo, nunryone Lccause tlr"y

rcquire *oLing onnrnlf uulneroLln b
uncertaintg, Lut are potentially uery
,nruorl;ng fo, tlre same reason."
-

tionships, and public stories. Often, we share as-
pects of our personal lives through public stories.
But these stories are ones that we are comfortable
sharing in public, forpublic purposes. These sto-
ries are not about sirnply opening oneself before
the world; rathet they are shared to make a point.
.When people share stories in ways that seem
quite weird or confessionary, it may be that there
has been miscommunication. However, it could
also be important information to take in-going
on this data alone, you may not estimate this per-
son to be ideal for a public relations team.
rHow you respond is a judgement call, and judge-
ment can be strengthened with preparatiory prac-
tice, and evaluation.

How We Started Out "Do Them"
At a celebration a month before the week

about 1:1's, I met an organizer named Stefan, who
works in Chicago with the United Power cam-
paign of the Industrial Areas Foundation. He
mentioned he may do 30 1:l's in a single week. I
asked him how our class could best learn about
1:1's. He replied with two words: "Do them."

Still, because of our course structure, we de-
voted much less time doing l:1's during the whole
semester than Stefan spends doing them in a typi-
cal week of organizing. In the end, we each did
one or twq and up to six l:l's for purposes of the
course-iust a tiny tip of the icebeqg for organiz-

ers with Stefan's experience. We did have other
resources besides tirne to draw on. Marshall re-
ferred me toJulia Greene, who is an organizerfor
St. Mark's in Dorchester.

At St Mark's, community organizing is done
with 1:1's. In the past yea& fulia and other mern-
bers of St. Mark's did hundreds of one-to-ones.
Every weeh members of the community leader-
ship team do a version of 1:1's with each other, as
well as with people not yet on the leadership team.
One Sunday I visited a gathering of the leader-
ship team to.leam more about 1:1's to prepare for
our 1:1. week. Julia wrote a draft of a piece about
the St. Mark's campaign and 1:1's which she e-
mailed to us for comment- Marshall is teaching
about 1:1's at the Keruredy School of Government
(course PAL-ln).I watched a video of the class
on 1:1.'s. The video features the St. Mark's Com-
munity campaign, and shows Marshall and sh.r-
dents trying out and discussing 1:l's.

Marshall also forwarded us an e-mail that
Mary Hannah Henderson, and teaching fellow in
PAL-177, wrote to her section on reluctance to do
1:1's.

Before the week of studl', we all had signifi-
cant experience in face-to-face meetings. Howeve4
few of us had done 1:1's according to the St Mark's
criteria (for example, one feature of 1:1's we often
missed out on was gaining a specific commitment
to an action).

What did we do?
As a part of our week studying l:l's, we tried

doing them with each other, and with people out-
side the course. The previous week, we drew
names of another person in the class out of a hat.
Sue also e-mailed the names of students in the
Sociology 96 class with whom we were to do a
1:1. On Sunday, we were to write a response pa-
per that addressed 1) A 1:1 you have been a part
of;2) What your experience with 1:1's as been/
muld be;3)Julia's e-rnail on the St. Mark's 1:1 cam-
paign; and 4) A challenging self-posed question
about l.:1's.

On the Tuesday class, we debriefed the 1:1's
we had attempted, talked about the characteris-
tics of 1:1's (including the St. Mark's criteria), and
attempted a 1:1 "fishbowl" kind of exercise that
Marshall had suggested. The rest of the class
watched on as Kate and I tried a 1.:1.

Julia Greene contributed as a special guest to
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our Thursday class discussion.

How might have we learned more
about 1:1's?
.Do 1:1's earlier. By doing 1.:1's earlier in the se-
mestet, we might have had the chance to practice
them. We might have built a stronger relation-
ships for the class by doing 1:1's earlier in the se-
mester.
.Do more 1:1's.
rOffer an interpretation of what 1:1,s are about
earlier in the leaming process.
.Have a more developed system and deeper pur-
pose for the 1:1.'s.
. Increase facilitator preparation and experience
with teaching 1:1's.

A Small Comfort for Anxiety
There is no insurrnountable solitude. Alt

paths lead to the same goal: to convey to others
what we are. And we must pass through soti-
tude and difficulty, isolation and silencg in or-
der to reach forth to the enchanted place where
we can dance our clumsy dance and sing our
sorrowful songbut in this dance or in this song
are fulfilled the most ancient rites of our con-
science in the awareness of being human and
believing in a common destiny."

-Pablo Neruda, ln the Splenclid City
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