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Using the Internet as a tool for Activism:

Building the Stanford Labor Action Coalition website and measuring its impact on the campus.

Abstract:  The Stanford Labor Action Coalition is a student activist group that advocates the rights of Stanford workers to earn livable wage, have a voice on the job and to organize.  The point of this paper is to explore the possibilities of using the Internet to make SLAC’s efforts more effective.  We built a website for SLAC and conducted interviews with random Stanford students to see if their impressions of SLAC and its work were at all impacted by the site.

Background

The Stanford Labor Action Coalition has been around since 1998, committed to ensuring that Stanford workers earn a livable wage, have a voice on the job and be able to organize.  It has been involved in trying to unionize Stanford Hospital Housekeepers (Stanford Hospital Workers Campaign), supporting the maintenance janitors union (Justice for Janitors campaign), improving working conditions on Webb Ranch (Webb Ranch Campaign), regulating Nike sweatshops by protesting the Stanford Athletic Department contract with Nike (Nike Sweatshop Campaign), regulating University practices with regard to subcontractors on campus (Code of Conduct Campaign), fighting the Airport Screeners Bill (Airport Screeners Campaign), and other smaller efforts to defend the rights of workers.

While SLAC has been successful in many of its efforts, it has failed to garner the support that it would like for the Stanford student body.  Interviews with students have shown that many students know nothing about labor issues, and many don’t care either.  Other students do care about labor issues, but don’t agree with the way in which SLAC conducts its work (in other words, these students aren’t big fans of activism, protests and demonstrations).  Other students care about labor issues and support SLAC’s work, but don’t know enough about the issues to feel compelled to participate in SLAC’s campaigns.  The purpose of this project was to see how the Internet, in particular a SLAC website could be used to address these issues that have kept Stanford students from supporting and joining SLAC’s efforts to improve working conditions for students.

Website Construction

The first phase of the project consisted in working with SLAC leaders to build the website.  We served as consultants to SLAC, which means they determined the direction and content of the site, and our role was mainly limited to the technical implementation of the site and some periodic suggestions based on observations.  After sitting down with them and finding out what they wanted to accomplish with the site, we brainstormed together to establish the skeleton (i.e. site map).  Together, we determined that we wanted a section that had information about SLAC, including mission statement, announcements, history, meetings and contact information; a section that had information on the campaigns, including timelines, media coverage, correspondence, coalition information, a gallery and indications on how to participate; a section with information that let students get informed, including statistics, research and testimonies, a section the let students get involved, and a section with links to other organizations that are relevant to SLAC.  We set out to build the site, establishing all the pages that SLAC wanted.

The second phase was revising the site based on SLAC leadership feedback.  Members of SLAC critiqued our design, and we added rollovers and menu titles to make the site more navigable.  As they started sending us content, they started realizing holes in the organizational structure, so by the time we were finished, we had added a FAQ section in the About SLAC page, a Programming page, and we had completely restructured the Campaigns page putting each campaign as a menu item, each with its own submenu of media coverage, correspondence, gallery, etc.  The most significant addition to the page, however, was the banner at the top that flashed Q & As by in random order.  The point of the banner is to show facts about workers’ salaries, living conditions and other interesting information in an attractive, easy to read form.

The third phase was transitioning the completed site to SLAC’s actual webspace and transferring the control of the site of to SLAC members.  When we say “completed,” we don’t mean that the site is complete with content.  What we mean is that all the content provided by SLAC has actually been implemented up to this point.  The site exists now in its “completed” form on SLAC’s webspace: http://www.stanford.edu/group/slac.  The SLAC leadership has been trained in how to update the site, and they plan to add the rest of the content by Summer of 2002.  The SLAC webmaster will take charge of updating any design aspects.  He also knows how to update the banner, so they can add and change the facts that fly by.  It is appropriate to say that the responsibility of the site has been completely transferred over in a sustainable way to the SLAC organization.

Potential Influence of Website on Effectiveness of SLAC

The final phase of this project was to evaluate the potential and current impact that the site can have on SLAC as an organization and on the Stanford Campus.  An interview with Meghana Reddy, the President of SLAC for this year, and Orlando Lara, the SLAC webmaster, revealed what SLAC expects of the site.  Meghana feels that the site will give SLAC more legitimacy, because people will be able to realize how much work and research SLAC has done on the campaigns they run.  People will be able to browse the site, finding material such as statistics, facts, correspondence, etc., that can help them form informed opinions on the labor issues and campaigns.  Even if people disagree with SLAC or some of the issues, they will know that SLAC is a credible organization that acts based on factual evidence, and not on other illegitimate bases.  She also expects the site to be used as an access site for workers, so they can find information on classes, worker resources, making complaints and legal issues.  Orlando is particularly exited about the possibility of the site being a resource of other similar organizations on other campuses.  He believes that the site will increase communication with these other groups, in order to be more effective at ensuring workers rights throughout the nation.  Meghana reiterates this expectation by pointing to the fact that SLAC based a lot of its Code of Conduct Campaign on Harvard’s similar campaign, and was able to find a lot of information on methodology by browsing through Harvard’s worker rights advocacy group’s site.  SLAC hopes to be of similar service to other groups on other campuses who are trying to help workers.  Finally, the interviewed revealed that the SLAC site is very beneficial the groups internal organizational structure.  Building the content for the site has forced SLAC to consolidate and structure the information and research material it has in a more coherent way, and it will provide for a more effective long-term sustainability of the organization, because new members can simply read all the information online instead of having to browse through piles of papers one person at a time.

It is clear that the site is having an impact on the organization from the internal perspective of the SLAC leadership, but we also wanted to find out whether average, ordinary Stanford students would benefit from the site.  We conducted interviews with students from a variety of labor-organization involvement backgrounds to qualitatively measure the effect the site had on them.

In order to test how the presence of a website would influence perception of advocacy groups, we designed a simple survey which we administered to a random group of students to gather their opinions about the organization before and after viewing the website.  The survey consisted of three qualitative, open-ended questions:

1)  In what way were you familiar with the Stanford Labor Action Coalition (SLAC) before you viewed the SLAC website?  What was your general opinion of the organization?

2)  What is your opinion of SLAC after viewing the website?  In what ways did the website change your views toward the organization?

3)  Would this website be useful to you in the future and if so how?  How useful is the webpage to you in gathering information about social advocacy groups such as SLAC compared to other media, such as newspaper articles and personal interaction with the group or its members?

The qualitative nature of the survey allowed us to gather more diverse and interesting ideas about how the website might be useful to SLAC, what audience it would target, and how the website could be improved.

The students we surveyed that were not involved in SLAC ranged from slightly skeptical of the group’s mission to actively hostile before viewing the website, even those who had a strong interest in issues of social justice.  Since SLAC leads highly controversial campaigns against University policy toward laborers, it has received extensive coverage in the  Stanford Daily (campus newspaper) this year.  In addition, the group leads highly visible protests on the Stanford campus, including sleeping out in the Stanford main quad to support higher wages for on-campus employees of Bon Appetit, a subcontracted company which supplies many of Stanford’s food services.  SLAC protests against the subcontracting of workers at Stanford Hospital even resulted in the arrest of one student protester.

The survey we conducted allowed us to make a number of observations about which students were affected by the site and how.  Of the people who were interviewed, there were basically four stances toward SLAC: “I don’t know anything about labor issues or SLAC, and I really don’t care to know,” “I care about the workers, but I don’t like the way SLAC does things,” “I care about the workers and I like what SLAC is doing, but I don’t know enough to get involved,” and “I care about the workers, and I’m involved with SLAC.”  The people in the first category didn’t spend much time on the website, but conceded that looking at the scrolling facts in the banner and the mission statement might have motivated to think about the issues a little bit, but that they weren’t motivated to explore more and much less do anything about it.  Yet even in this worst-case scenario, the website had a slight impact, small, but nonetheless existent.  

The people belonging to the second category spent a little more time on the site than the people in the first category, and were willing to actually read some of the history of SLAC, but were quick to make comments like: “I just spent the last few weeks in an Econ class finding out how Unions mess things up,” and “Here’s a campaign I don’t agree with, I don’t support what they are doing,” and “I don’t think they should have bombarded Henessey the way they did, that wasn’t very diplomatic.”  Nevertheless, all of the people in this category said they cared about the workers and wanted to see them have better living and working conditions, and they found things about SLAC on the site that they approved of, even though they didn’t approve of everything.  These people also commended SLAC for being “organized enough” to have such a comprehensive website, and believed it gave them much more credibility.  They were also particularly grateful for the Correspondence section, because it helped them understand that SLAC actually maintains or more traditional form of negotiation with the administration, and that the administration is given a chance to respond in civil manner as well.  Some of the stereotypes associated with SLAC were diminished among this group, though not all.  Nevertheless, it is clear that the website had an impact on this category of people, and though they may not join SLAC’s efforts any time soon, their attitude towards the organization definitely improved, even if only by a little bit. 

The people belonging to the third category spent quite a bit more time on the site, and actually took time to read about the different campaigns, historical notes, and even some of the extensive media coverage.  Their positive sentiment towards SLAC was reinforced by the website, and a frequent comment was “I knew they were doing good things, but I didn’t have the facts.”  These people were eager to read and discuss the issues more at length.  One of them was interested in comparing living wages in the Bay Area to living wages in Colorado, because she had a hard time understanding why $10.10/hr wasn’t enough to live on when her friends in Colorado were making $6/hr, which shows that she was critically thinking about the facts on the site and being motivated to do more research.  These people were happy to see SLAC being so organized with clear mission statements, contact information, historical notes, press releases and correspondence.  These people were pleasantly surprised to find out that SLAC had was involved in certain things (like Webb Ranch and Airport Screeners) that they weren’t aware of before.  Their support for SLAC’s work increased, and their willingness to participate in SLAC’s activities may have increased as well.

Finally, the people of the fourth category found the site especially beneficial.  They commented on how the site was well organized and how it was a great way to rally interested students together in a centralized effective way.  They also commented that it was a great tool for students who want to be involved with SLAC but can’t make it to the meetings, because it keeps them up to speed with what’s going on.   They added that the site makes SLAC look more professional, which can be very important when trying to negotiate with the administration.

Conclusions

Generalizing from student reactions to the site, we can come up with a number of hypotheses about the likely advantages and disadvantages of the website as a source of information.  The main disadvantage is that most students wouldn’t have gone to the site on their own if they hadn’t been asked to do it.  Nevertheless, there were students who had been involved in SLAC meetings and generally belonged to the activist community who would have eventually gone to the site on their own during the next big campaign.  Based on this first observation, it is more likely that the SLAC website will function as a place for people who are already interested in SLAC’s work to find information on the labor issues and campaigns occurring at Stanford than it is to function as a vehicle for getting more people interested in labor issues.  This means that while the site is a great resource for educating people, it isn’t a great resource for getting people to want to be educated, which means that SLAC still has to find other ways (such as adds and personal conversations) to get people actually interested in educating themselves on labor issues.  

The main advantage is that many students developed more positive opinions about SLAC because the site allowed them to gather more academic, objective, and balanced information that they could not gather by watching protests consisting largely of slogans, chants, and banners designed to call attention to demands in a way which is emotionally salient.  The site may allow both supporters and opponents of the causes SLAC advocates to realize the reasoned arguments which underlie the actions of each group, promoting more constructive interaction and compromise between them.

SLAC will also serve as an excellent resource for students who are already involved with or supportive of SLAC’s mission, by providing them up-to-date information that is more quickly and easily accessed than print media.  

In constructing the SLAC website, we were able to learn many things about the importance of an organization website for a social advocacy group such as SLAC.  Though lack of awareness can make it difficult to use the web for outreach, the presence of a website potentially increases the effectiveness of involved group members as well as bolstering the public image of the group for those who are not involved in the organization but want objective information on the issues SLAC pursues in its campaigns.  Ultimately, the benefits of such a website appear to far outweigh the costs of the site’s initial construction and maintenance by improving the effectiveness of communication among the organization and between SLAC members and outside parties.

