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Introduction

SEIU retirees are valuable yet largely untapped resources within the union 
and within their greater community. They provide a wealth of  information 
and expertise, from organizing to political action. In addition, they have built 
substantive and meaningful relationships within the union and their broader 
communities that can help strengthen the union’s ability to build coalitions 
and networks. They bring energy, enthusiasm, time and experience to all SEIU 
activities.

The question is how does SEIU harness this precious resource in a way that 
not only benefits the union, but also values and gives back to its retirees? 
This Best Practices and Recommendations Manual was created by SEIU’s 
Retiree Advisory Council (RAC) and contains examples from existing retiree 
programs within various locals across the country as well as recommendations 
for locals to create and sustain strong local retired member programs. These 
recommendations are not a one-size fits all prescription. However, whether 
you are in the beginning stages of  developing a retiree program, or working 
to nurture and strengthen an ongoing program, we hope you find information 
throughout this document useful.

Feel free to contact SEIU International for more information, guidance or 
input on your local’s retiree organizing efforts. Contact Lisa Tilson of  SEIU 
International at 561-213-6561 for more information.
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Why Your Local Should Invest  
in a Retiree Program

Introduction

Starting and running a local retired members program involves many of  the same 
organizing skills we use to organize nonretired union members: membership 
recruitment; meeting planning; assisting with organizing campaigns; registering 
voters; arranging trips; staffing phonebanks; communicating with members; and 
having fun. Some major differences to recognize include: (1) retirees are no longer 
on a traditional nine-to-five work schedule, thus their availability will revolve around 
their extracurricular activities and family commitments as opposed to their work 
schedule; and (2) because retirees no longer have daily interactions at work, they no 
longer have the work community that connects them—therefore their bonding with 
fellow union members has to come through alternative interactions. 

Why should your local have a retiree program?

1. Roughly more than 719,000 SEIU members are projected to retire within 
the next 15 years. With the baby boomer generation beginning to retire, we 
are looking at a significant decrease in the workforce, and consequently we 
need to provide mechanisms for retirees to be members as well. Take a look at 
your membership data, in particular the age grouping—how many individuals 
are approaching retirement age (58–65 years old)? The likelihood these 
members will continue to be members of  the union unless we tailor an avenue 
for them to join is slim. It is important to note, however, that the retirement 
age is fluctuating.

2. The definition of retirement is changing. The definition of  retirement is 
changing. Many retirees need to supplement their pension income to pay out-
of-pocket medical expenses, and employers have eliminated or are eliminating 
defined benefit retirement programs. As a result, some retirees are beginning 
to take part-time employment during retirement. These retirees that remain in 
the workforce can help organize SEIU locals at their new employer’s worksite.

3. Help organize unorganized workers. Retired members are a valuable 
resource. Retired members can speak from their hearts—detailing how the 
union made a difference at work, and how it continues to make a difference in 
retirement. Retired members with flexible schedules are integral to reaching 
unorganized workers at home and on the phone. Retired members have the 
ability to confront bad employers and publicize poor working conditions 
without fear of  retribution.
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4. Help in the union’s campaigns. Whether it is healthcare reform, 
immigration reform, expanding Medicaid or protecting retirement 
security, retirees can be an important part of  fighting for working 
families in the ongoing campaign work of  the union. Much of  
the work of  a campaign is done in the field where retirees can be 
effectively organized to talk to their friends and neighbors about the 
importance of  our progressive ideals.

5. Assist with political and electoral work of the union. Electing pro-
worker politicians and holding all politicians accountable is a never-
ending process. Retired members are vital in getting out the union 
vote, lobbying elected officials, and building the union movement’s 
political strength. Retired union members have been essential in 
passing major legislation, stopping bad bills and electing pro-worker 
candidates across the nation. Retired members have the ability to see 
the “big picture,” lobbying not just for themselves but for the gains 
needed by all workers, including their children and grandchildren.

6. Protect retired workers rights and pensions. Local unions need the 
input of  retired members to know what benefits to seek for their retired 
and soon-to-retire members. Along with assisting the political work of  
the union, retirees can significantly help in the union’s fight for retiree 
rights and benefits.

7. Stay active. It is important to look not only at what we can gain from 
more effectively organizing retirees, but to also focus on what retirees 
gain from staying active in the union upon retirement. Going to work 
provided many things (besides a paycheck) to a lot of  our members. 
It brought them enjoyment, friendships, camaraderie, intellectual 
stimulation, social engagements and much more. Now that retirees 
are no longer in the work environment, your retiree program should 
provide a community where they can have a deep connection. Retiree 
programs that are successful at creating a real community for retirees 
will experience the most success in organizing them for political 
causes.
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STEP 1—Establish an Exploratory Committee

The first step to creating a retired members program, in cooperation with local leaders, 
is to identify and create a committee of  interested retirees who will work together to 
build it. This initial planning and organizing committee will play an important role in 
getting your retiree committee up and running. If  necessary, you can send a letter to 
retirees indicating the union is establishing a retiree group and those who are interested 
in making it happen should contact the union. To the extent that you can, find retirees 
of  different age groups and worksites to reflect the diversity of  your local’s retirees. It is 
best if  this initial committee has at least eight or nine people to get a diverse perspective. 

The exploratory committee should work to (a) explore the status of  retiree organizing 
efforts within the local and (b) explore a vision for your local retiree program. 

The exploratory committee should work to (a) explore the status of  retiree organizing 
efforts thus far within the local and (b) explore a vision for your local retiree program. 

1. Status of retiree organizing efforts: Work to answer the following questions so 
you have a more thorough understanding of  where you are starting:

Program
• What kind of  services/benefits does your local currently provide to retirees?
• Does the local already organize retirees in any manner? 
• Is there an avenue to be a member of  your local once you retire? What is it? 

(i.e., are there “retiree membership” sign-up cards?)
• How many retired “members” does your local currently have?
• How does the local currently communicate with its retirees? (e.g. in newsletters, 

e-mails, Web site, phone?)

Access to Retirees/Resources
• Does your local have access to retiree lists from employers or pension funds? 

If  yes, how does it get those lists? Is that access enforceable by a contract or is 
it based on past policy and practice?

• How many members are expected to retire from your local in the next 10 
years?

• Does your local’s constitution and bylaws refer to retirees at all? (e.g. Do 
retirees have voting rights? Do retirees have a seat on the local board? Is there a clause 
that provides for “retiree membership”?)

• What is the capacity of  your local to create a program? Identify its strengths 
and weaknesses.

2. Vision for your local retiree program: Your committee should collectively 
brainstorm its vision for your local’s retiree program. Then they should read this 
manual to see if  it triggers any additional ideas.
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STEP 2—Meet with Local Union Leaders

If  the idea to generate a retiree program is not originating from within the local 
union leadership, it is important to forge a positive working relationship with local 
union leaders before you move much further beyond Step 1. Even if  the idea is 
being put forth by the local union leadership, it’s a good idea to meet with them to 
make sure you’re on the same page.

You will want to achieve four goals by meeting with local union leadership: First, 
to gain input from the leadership regarding the vision of  the program; second, to 
gauge support from the local in creating this program; third, to identify obstacles 
to its success; and fourth to obtain resources to help building the program (i.e. 
funding, office space, staff  support, etc). 

1. Be prepared to discuss the following:

Benefits of having a program: What is the importance of  developing a 
retiree program from the local union’s perspective?

Organizing and Politics: What are the local’s future political and union 
organizing goals and how can retirees help achieve them?

Input: What kind of  input does the local need from retirees? (Particularly 
in terms of  negotiating pensions and healthcare benefits for retired 
members.)

Communication: What mechanisms should be set up to keep one another 
informed? (Such as monthly calls, placing each other on newsletter mailing 
lists, etc.)

Services: What services can the local provide to the retirees through a 
program as a way to urge members to “stick with the union”?

Structure: What continuing structure will the retired members program 
require? (Such as a steering committee, growing out of  the exploratory 
committee?)

Status: What will the status of  retirees be within the local’s constitution 
and bylaws? What are the current voting rights for retirees? Is there a 
dedicated board seat for a retiree member? Do they pay dues? 
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2. Consider necessary resources —The committee should also ask for specific 
resources to help make the retired members program more effective and 
thus more useful to both the local union and the retirees. Some resources 
you will need include:

Staff: A staff  member of  the local designated as the retired members’ 
contact. For preliminary exploratory and planning stages it may be 
adequate to assign a staff  person as a resource who can pass on messages, 
answer quick questions and help the retired members’ group leaders fit 
into the administrative structure of  the local. However, as planning moves 
forward and you begin to implement and grow your program, we advise 
you to find an experienced organizer who can work at least part time on  
the program.

Retiree lists: A list of  potential retired members (including name, mailing 
address, phone number, e-mail address, cell phone numbers). Once an 
individual has signed up as a retired member, they should be integrated into 
the local’s (and the International’s) overall membership list, coded R (for 
retired). (For more on retiree membership lists, see “Building your Membership.”)

Office space (including a desk, computer, printer, copy machine and 
telephone) at the local union: it is important that the program has a home 
at the local union and resources that it can depend on to facilitate its 
organizing and growth.

IT help and support: Is there IT help and support (including the ability to 
create and maintain a membership list and a page on the local union’s  
Web site?

Meeting space, (if  the local has space and it’s convenient for retirees): 
Some retiree chapters, such as the Portland Chapter of  Local 503 Oregon, 
prefer to meet in local cafes and restaurants because it provides a more 
casual and comfortable atmosphere.

Funding: How will the program be funded? In some locals, it is part of  the 
local union budget and the amount is stipulated by local union bylaws. In 
others, retirees pay dues to support their programs.

Current Practices

Wisconsin—When 1199WI began organizing their retirees, they found that their local union’s 
constitution and bylaws already provided them with a dues structure and rights of membership 
for retired members.

1199WI designated a staff member to work on organizing retirees. The staff person helped 
assemble their first retiree organizing committee—these folks came from a list of members who 
had stated at some time an interest in helping create a retiree chapter. When they began to 
create their own chapter, they organized in the same manner that had been used to organize 
any new union chapter by recruiting for an organizing committee and developing an organizing 
plan. They began with a group of eight committed members who were willing to pay dues and 
they approached the local union board and notified the board that they were committed to 
organizing a retiree chapter. They provided an overview of their organizing plan and requested 
additional resources including a room and time to meet at 1199WI’s annual convention—they 
committed to help organize retirees to attend. 

Targeting—1199WI targets potential retiree chapters according to interest—they build on 
instances in which groups are already getting together informally. They look for retired members 
in these areas that are able and willing to take on leading organizing efforts in their area since 
they are working to build multiple retiree chapters in different geographic and worksite areas.

Organizational Structure and Rights—By meeting amongst themselves and networking with 
other retiree chapters of other locals across the country, the organizing committee determined 
what provisions, structure and rights they wanted to create within the local’s bylaws and within 
their own chapter bylaws. 
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STEP 3—Develop an Organizing and Program Development Plan

After you’ve met with your local leadership, call together a meeting of  your 
exploratory committee and develop your action plan for the upcoming year. Is there 
work to do to improve your access to retiree lists? What should be the organizational 
structure of  your program and how will that be decided? How are you going to 
recruit your members? Who are your potential members? Once you have members, 
what is the program that is being offered? How is it providing a community where 
retirees want to come back? And most importantly, who is going to do the work to 
get all of  this done? 

Creating a vision at the outset for your local retiree program and determining the role 
it will play in the local is vitally important. Of  course, the vision may change along 
the way as the program grows. However, its chances of  success will be significantly 
diminished if  all you want out of  a retiree program is to increase membership or 
bring in more operating dollars. Your program vision should be comprehensive 
and designed to not only benefit the work of  the union as a whole, but to also 
significantly benefit the retired members.

The remaining two sections cover recommendations for the substance of  your 
program.
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Building Your Membership

STEP 1 —Determine Your Target Membership

The first step to recruiting members is determining who you want in your retiree 
chapter. Do you just want retirees from your local union? Do you want all retirees 
from your geographic area? Do you want all retirees from the same employer, 
regardless of  union affiliation? Some locals choose to target their standard 
membership lists—focusing on members who are approaching retirement age (58 
years and older). Others have a much broader focus and recruit all retired state 
employees, regardless of  former union affiliation (thereby, pursuing a group that may 
have no familiarity with SEIU in the beginning).

Your program needs to decide what its target membership is so it can design 
a tailored and focused membership recruitment plan. Keep in mind it might 
have several targets listed in order of  priority (e.g., 1.) pre-retired members, 2.) 
transplanted members from partner locals, 3.) retirees in fields similar to those 
that your local represents). This decision will be better made once you’ve assessed 
the status of  your current retiree lists, your ability to access them, the number of  
members who are likely to retire in the near future, the number of  members you have 
on file that have retired, etc.1

STEP 2 —Obtain Access to Your Target Membership

Once you’ve determined who you want to recruit, you have to figure out how you’re 
going to get their contact information (e.g., phone numbers, email addresses, mailing 
addresses). Obtaining access to your target membership can be a long-term process 
as you negotiate with employers and pension funds. Several examples of  current 
practices of  local retiree chapters follow with recommendations.

Obtaining Access to Retirees and Pre-Retirees
All retiree programs should focus on recruiting pre-retirees (members who are 55 
years and older) and retired members. The number of  potential recruits within this 
pool of  folks may vary from local to local. Even if  your local is small and currently 
has a small pool of  retirees, it is important to start planning now to ensure access to 
both of  these groups as they grow. So, how do you get lists of  these folks so you can 
contact them?

 

1 Lake Research Partners, SEIU Retiree Poll 2007, page 32.
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Current Practices

Some locals have bargained contract language into their contracts that requires the fund or employer 
to notify the union when members retire, others have arranged for this transfer of information by verbal 
agreement. 

Obtaining Retiree Lists from Pension Funds
Taft-Hartley Funds—1199SEIU UHE retirees participate in their Retired Members Division at their Benefit 
and Pension Funds. Because of a close relationship, when the union makes a request for the retiree 
list for the purposes of a retiree mailing, that request is honored by the pension department. No specific 
language governs this; it is just an understanding. In fact, when a retiring member comes into the 
Pension Fund to fill out his/her paperwork, the union provides the retiree with a dues checkoff card.  
The retiree is also encouraged to go downstairs and join the retiree chapter right after their meeting.   
The chapter gets a significant number of referrals this way.  
 
SEIU’s International pension fund indicated that there are no legal restrictions upon the fund that would 
prohibit them from providing retiree contact information to an SEIU retiree program if requested. 

Public Employee Pension Funds—Local 660 Los Angeles County retirees (now merged into Local 721) 
has a verbal agreement with the county retiree board (LACERA) in which the board provides the names 
of the local’s retired members (state confidentiality laws prohibit sending entire lists). Prior to retirement, 
the local contacts these members and invites them to a retirement seminar at which the county 
retirement board, investment planners, workers compensation representatives and others address 
the members about how to prepare for retirement. A strong pitch to join the retiree program is made 
throughout this retirement seminar. Although LACERA, by state law, is not able to release a list of its 
retired members to the union, it works with the local and does a recruitment mailing on behalf of the local 
to SEIU retirees twice a year from its lists. The local indicates that this agreement is not a written one, 
but is pursuant to LACERA past practice. 

MSEA (Maine State Employees Association) obtains its retiree lists from the state pension board. This 
is based on language in their collective bargaining contracts and past practice. For example, in their 
collective bargaining agreement with the Maine Community College System, Article 24 Employee Data 
provides:

“So long as not prohibited by law and to the extent possible, the System President shall furnish 
to MSEA quarterly, at Union expense, a listing of the then-available information, specified 
hereinafter, for each employee covered by this Agreement. The listing shall contain, to the 
extent practicable, the name, address, Social Security number, class code, classification, pay 
range and step, MCC/System Office and initial date of hire for each employee covered by this 
Agreement … ” 

This article gives MSEA access to employee/member lists and combined with Article 38, which provides 
that “[t]he Trustees shall provide MSEA with a monthly listing of employees who make application for 
retirement …” provides a way for MSEA to identify and obtain information for all retired employees. 
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Obtaining Retiree Lists from Private Employers
We are not aware of any locals that currently have contract language that secures access to retiree lists 
from private employers. 

Where private employer locals have tried to develop retiree programs, they have obtained retiree 
contact either by word of mouth or by asking active retirees to recruit other retirees they know. 
Healthcare Minnesota (Local 113) calls members who have dropped from their membership lists in an 
effort to determine whether they have retired. If they have, they invite those retirees to join the local’s 
retirement program. 

Obtaining Retiree Lists from Public Employers
CSEA (Connecticut)—As a state employees association, CSEA has a standing request with the 
state comptroller’s office to transmit the entire state employee retiree data base (regardless of union 
affiliation) to CSEA on a quarterly basis. This works well for CSEA since their retiree program organizes 
not only former SEIU employees, but all retired state employees. State collective bargaining contracts 
include language that provides: 

“The State recognizes that there is a legitimate need for the Union to have information on hires 
and separations in State service that impact the bargaining unit. Therefore, the State shall 
provide the Union with a monthly report identifying new hire and separations for the monthly 
period.” 

With regard to separations, the state indicates whether it is a retirement and what type of retirement, i.e. 
dismissals, resignations, and deaths. 

Local 503 (Oregon)—503 obtains lists from the Oregon University System (OUS) and the Department 
of Administrative Services on a regular basis. However, they indicate that their success in obtaining 
retiree lists from other employers has been minimal. The collective bargaining agreement with OUS 
states in Article 10, Section 16(C), entitled “Dues Adjustment Summaries for Union Members:”

“Summaries will be forwarded by the Payroll Center to the Union by the 20th of the month. 
The Dues Adjustment Summary will reconcile the previous month’s remittance with the current 
month’s remittance. The Dues Adjustment Summary will be an alphabetical listing and shall 
show the following: Name (last name first, full first name, middle initial); Formatted employee’s 
identification number; Prior month deduction; Current month deduction; Variance (difference 
between prior month deduction and current month); Reason for change in dues deduction 
amount (correction for previous month’s error and explanation, salary increase, salary 
decrease, hourly, part time, new member, cancellation, transfer to or from which university, 
layoff, retirement, termination, name change, leave of absence without pay, return from leave 
of absence without pay, end or beginning of season for seasonal employee) … ” (emphasis 
added) 

This excerpt combined with the local’s right to obtain monthly employee lists via Article 10, Section 
16(G) can be construed to give Local 503 access to information about which of their members are 
retiring and are retired. However, notice that it does not give access to all employees retiring from the 
Oregon University System, and only to SEIU members who are retiring. 
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1. Obtaining Lists from Pension Funds 
 If  retirees participate in an SEIU Pension Fund/Taft-Hartley Fund or 

a Public Pension Fund, they should work with the fund’s board to draft 
a written agreement that secures a list of  retirees and members who are 
within four to five years from retirement for purposes of  developing a 
retiree program. Although both SEIU pension funds and public pension 
funds have been willing to provide lists to the local union without specific 
contract language, we recommend all agreements be made in writing, 
so the union can have continued access to lists in the event of  changes 
in personnel or politics. (See sample language in “Obtaining Lists from 
Employers.”)

2. Obtaining Lists from Employers
In cases where retirees do not participate in a pension fund, public and 
private employers should be approached for lists. It is best for locals to 
include language in their collective bargaining agreements that effectively 
secures their right to retiree lists.  

Sample Language: There should be clear and unambiguous language 
specifically addressing the local’s timely access to retiree lists within each 
contract or agreement. This language could be incorporated within the 
section of  the contract or agreement that lays out all of  the union’s rights, 
and if  possible incorporated into the same section of  the contract that 
secures access to lists of  all represented employees so that all the rights 
associated with regular membership lists apply to the union’s rights to the 
retiree lists as well. Below is sample language for locals to consider during 
bargaining or for written agreements with pension funds:

“There is a legitimate need for the Union to have timely information on retired employees 
and about-to-retire employees. Therefore, the Employer (or Pension Fund) shall provide 
the Union with a monthly report identifying and listing employees who make application 
for or give notice to the employer of  retirement. The listing shall contain, to the extent 
practicable, the name, home address, home phone number, cellphone number, email 
address, date of  retirement, and initial date of  hire. At the request of  the Union, the 
employer shall make available to the Union, on a timely basis, a report of  all employees 
from the employer’s place of  business that have retired within the past ten (10) years or 
less. The report shall contain, to the extent practicable, the name, home address, home 
phone number, date of  retirement, and initial date of  hire.”
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 If  you are anticipating contract reopeners or bargaining new contracts and seek 
guidance on what provisions to include that protect your right to access retiree 
information, contact the SEIU Retiree Advisory Council for more information. 

3. Obtaining Access to Retirees Who Have Relocated  
 Wouldn’t it be great if  a member who retired and moved to a different state had 

the opportunity to be an active member of  SEIU in their new community? More 
than a quarter of  retired members relocate once they retire.  Eventually, SEIU 
International needs to be in the position where locals share lists and information 
on a regular basis and the union as a whole has the most updated lists of  all of  
its members. We want to be able to help every relocated retired member form a 
new relationship with an SEIU local in their new community, so our members 
stay active within the union. 

 Until we achieve this goal as a union, it is up to individual locals that want to 
organize transplanted members to work with the member’s former local so any 
conflicts of  interest can be reconciled. SEIU’s Retiree Advisory Council can 
be of  assistance when it comes to forging a relationship among locals. Contact 
SEIU’s Retiree Advisory Council for more information regarding this matter.

4. Obtaining Access to Non-SEIU Retirees
 Some locals have chosen to reach beyond their traditional borders of  organizing 

retirees from SEIU’s membership lists, and have chosen to also organize retirees 
from other unions. Connecticut State Employees Association organizes all 
retired state employees—they have access to all retired public employees from 
the state comptroller. Their state statutes provide this access and they primarily 
use a door-to-door organizing program to build their membership. B
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STEP 3 — Recruiting Members

The myth that “retirees have all this time on their hands” is just that—a myth. 
Retirees do have control over the 2,000 hours their employer used to control, 
but retirees have friends, family, community, neighborhood, faith groups, sports, 
travel and many other interests. Find links to their networks—retirees can recruit 
participants from their neighborhood, church, clubs, etc. It is important to recognize 
that many new retirees relish their flexible schedules and opportunity to partake in 
activities they were once too busy to enjoy. While this sentiment may be challenging 
in some aspects of  your organizing, it is not a significant barrier. 

The International conducted a poll of   SEIU  retirees from around the country who 
made numerous recommendations for recruitment—the most compelling of  which 
were:

Make Every Activity Fun—Politics is not the best entry point to recruitment. 
Instead, what attracts retirees to a retiree program is the opportunity to build a 
community, remain active and have a social outlet. Retiree programs need to be 
designed to recognize the value of  community to a retired member—this is what will 
keep them coming back.2 

It’s all about the benefits—Members place a great deal of  importance on protecting 
their benefits and, therefore, may respond to political activities that are tied directly 
to protecting and promoting retirement benefits.3

Transportation is an obstacle to participation—15 percent of  those surveyed 
found the lack of  adequate transportation was the most significant barrier to their 
participation in a retiree program.  Many retirees may not be able to drive as they get 
older and some may simply not be comfortable driving through traffic-heavy areas 
across town for a meeting. To address this reality, some locals have regional retiree 
chapters that are divided based on geographic location so that retired members 
never have to commute too far to be part of  a retiree chapter. Carpooling should be 
organized to make it easier for members to participate. Someone should be appointed 
or volunteer to be the carpool coordinator to handle this; as it can be a substantial 
task. Physical mobility can be an issue for some retirees and facilitating their 
involvement needs to be accommodated on a case-by-case basis. Some less mobile 
retirees might be content with merely paying dues and not being active, knowing the 
Union is working to advocate for their best interests in their retirement.

Get the word out—Make sure members hear about the retiree program early and 
often. Make it clear that retiring from their jobs doesn’t mean they have to retire from 
their union. Make sure retirees know what the program is, why they should join, and 
how they can join. Use newsletters, phone calls, emails, door-knocking campaigns 
and more.

2  Lake Research Partners, SEIU Retiree Poll, 2007, page 3.
3  Lake Research Poll, SEIU Retirees 2007, page 37.
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SEIU Retiree Webpage Best Practices

• PICTURES

• Calendar, meeting schedule, location and time, maps, parking

• Contact information for leader and/or regional leaders with territory

• Dues/COPE form to sign up

• Retiree alerts

• For updates, add email (build list)

• Links to partner organizations

• Links to benefits

• Suggestions/feedback

• Tabs with information (you don’t want too many words on your main page)

• Work closely with your Communications Department and update at least 
once a month

• Regularly supply Communications Department with photos to be include on 
local’s Facebook page and other communications

• Have a cellphone/camera workshop and teach members how to take 
pictures and send them to computer or via email

• Include website link in your regular communications (like.g., on the 
signature of  your email)

• If  technology scares you, develop a team that can help and ask for more 
training 

• Brag—if  you have won something or done something to protect benefits, 
brag about it—SEANC does this on its retiree page 
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SEANC has secured the following benefits for retirees:

• 20.5 percent COLA increases*
• Continued free healthcare premiums
• Retirement formula increase from 1.80 percent to 1.82 percent*
• Repayment of  the $130 million in escrowed retirement funds
• Active support of  the Bailey/Emory/Patton case to overturn taxation of  

retirement benefits (the only association to do so) *2000–2008
• Why join? Wisconsin has a great way to word this:

Just because you’ve retired from your job, doesn’t mean you can’t fight for social 
and economic justice. Retired SEIU Healthcare Wisconsin members have their 
very own chapter in our union.

Not only does the retiree chapter engage in social activities, we also work 
together to advocate for interests important to retirees. We tackle issues such 
as healthcare, retirement security and Social Security. We have even been a 
resource to active members in our union. As a member of  the retiree chapter, 
you’ll also be entitled to the same member benefits as active members.

Retirees gather in Madison for a candlelight vigil to protest  
Gov. Scott Walker’s attacks on seniors.



Building a Retiree Program

21

When do you recruit? 
 The most effective time to recruit members for your retiree chapter is 

right before they retire. The single best moment to recruit retirees for 
your program is right before they retire—while they are still working and 
before their post-retirement calendars fill up. Pre-retirees are more likely 
than retirees to say they would get involved with a program for retired 
members offered by the union.  Members have a closer connection to 
their union before they retire and with retirement just around the corner, 
the urgency of  protecting their benefits is upon them. Age also plays a 
role in interest level, with younger retirees more likely to get involved 
in a program.  Sixty-one percent of  retired SEIU members have heard 
from the union about programs for retired members, only half  as many 
pre-retired members have heard about such programs.  Therefore, it is 
important we significantly ramp up efforts to contact pre-retirees.

 If  you can’t recruit a member pre-retirement, you’ve still got to 
communicate with members after they retire. Recruiting members who 
have already retired may be a bit more challenging. Many new retirees 
report they want some time to relax and do nothing immediately after 
retiring, anywhere from one month to two years.  While we encourage 
giving retirees an opportunity to get involved as a retired member 
immediately after retirement, don’t assume that a “no” within the first 
stage of  retirement is a “no” forever. Follow up with them several times 
a year to provide multiple opportunities to get them active in their 
union once again. Recognize that active members within the union 
pre-retirement will likely be your active members in the union during 
retirement. The more positive a member’s experience during their active 
membership years, the more likely it is they will join as a retired member. 

How do you recruit? 
 Keeping retired members informed about the existence of  such a 

program, the substance of  the program, why they should join, how they 
can join, and when they can join are vital to your recruitment efforts. 
Also, working to retain your membership and volunteers are equally 
important.
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1. Get the word out—You have to get the necessary information to potential 
members so they know how to join. There are various ways to disburse this 
information: door-knocking campaigns, presentations at retirement seminars, 
through stewards and worksite leaders, through a newsletter, send an email or 
mail, or conducting a phonebank.

• Go door to door: Face-to-face contact is the single most effective way to 
recruit members into your retiree chapters. 

• Provide Retirement Seminars: Your local can work with your benefits 
provider to set up a retirement seminar for its retirees as a way to provide 
them with more information on retirement in general and the retiree 
program. Los Angeles County employees local (SEIU Local 721) has 
utilized retirement seminars as its primary recruiting tool for some time 
now. The Maine State Employees Association has also done this for at least 
a decade as well as providing a retirement planning manual.

Connecticut—CSEA trains its retired member volunteers to knock on doors of fellow retirees and 
recruit them into their program. In one month (November 2007), CSEA recruited 350 new members.

California—Local 721 works with LACERA (Los Angeles County Employees Retirement Association) 
staff to provide a pre-retirement seminar to its employees. LACERA staff conduct presentations on 
retirement and the considerations employees need to take when determining when to retire (i.e., 
age, holidays, amount of pension retirees will receive, tax considerations, etc.). The seminar also 
has someone from voluntary retirement plans talk about how retirees can best manage their funds. 
Several insurance programs have representatives come and talk about how to maintain the policy 
they have with their local after they retire. And, a workers’ compensation attorney comes as well to 
present information on workers’ compensation and injuries on the job. Plugs for the SEIU retiree 
program are done throughout the program by program leaders. Announcements about political 
activities and contributions (COPE) are made throughout the seminar. 

How do they get people to the seminars? Local 721 has a verbal agreement with LACERA in which 
LACERA does recruitment mailings to its employees on behalf of the retiree program. These mailings 
have proven to be quite successful. In 2007, the local received more than 300 responses from it 
which resulted in membership. Local 660 has also advertised the seminar via the local’s newsletter 
and through the stewards’ network (although the latter method was not as successful at getting 
retirees).

• Through Your Stewards and Worksite Leaders: Stewards and worksite 
leaders can play a big role in notifying the local that a member is retiring. 
The worksite leader can put information on worksite bulletin boards 
announcing upcoming meetings of  importance to members about to retire 
and can act as a resource, answering questions and referring them to the 
council. To be effective and treated as a priority, we advise the retiree 
organizing training be part of  the regular stewards training and parallels the 
signing of  new members with the signing of  retirees.

Worksite bulletin board flier—Create a flier for the worksite bulletin board as 
a tool to help stewards provide a basic link between members and sources 
of  information about retirement and retiree membership.

Steward/worksite leader information sheet—Although organizing retirees 
may not have proven useful in some instances, your circumstances within 
your local may prove differently. It also depends on your execution. If  
you do utilize your stewards’ network, provide a one-page memo to these 
stewards with information on retiree membership and sign-up forms. 
This will help alert worksite leaders to their vital role with newly retiring 
members.  

• Through your regular membership newsletter: Work with your local to 
provide regular communications about the retiree program in the standard 
membership newsletter. Some locals have a regular column dedicated to 
their retiree chapter and its activities. Local 1 (Illinois) for example has a 
newsletter designed specifically for retirees.
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• By calling potential members on the phone: If  you can’t go door to door, call 
folks on the phone to follow up on a mailing or email you’ve sent them. Have 
your retirees volunteer to help recruit fellow retirees into the program—they 
are by far the best messengers. The call should include an invitation to attend 

Hello, could I speak to ___________. My name is __________________ and I’m also a 
state retiree. I’m a member of  the Retiree Council of  CSEA—Connecticut State Employees 
Association. We’re an organization of  12,000 members, the largest and most active state 
retiree organization in Connecticut. Our great health benefits and pension are the result of  our 
hard work as active and retired state employees. I’m calling to invite you to join Council 400. 
We recently mailed a purple colored brochure to you. Did you receive it?

(Unless they say, yes and I just sent in the card, continue :)

It listed some of  our activities and benefits. For example, we have just gone through an Open 
Enrollment period and the union organized to have health plan representatives and state 
officials at their meetings. We also have full-time staff  to help us throughout the year with 
problems and to help us protect our health benefits, pension plan and Social Security benefits. 

There is a chapter in your area that meets regularly at _____________. We have interesting 
speakers on topics ranging from changes affecting your health plan, identity theft, and 
long term care. There are great trips and social activities. You can also get group rates and 
discounts on a number of  services. As a member you’d receive our monthly newspaper and 
other useful information and all for just $4 a month which can be deducted from your pension 
check. Would you like to join us? 

(If  yes)—that’s great. Do you need another membership card sent out to you? Is your address 
still ___________? (Next you can invite him/her to the luncheon and tell him/her to bring 
the card to get the member rate.) 

(If  no)—thank you for your time. (Please make a note of  the responses.)

• By e-mail or mail: Send out regular emails or mailings to potential recruits 
to inform them about the retiree program and why they should join. A 
communication to members right before or immediately after retirement can 
be very effective—particularly in making sure the active retiree doesn’t become 
involved in other groups or activities that may preclude their joining the union 
program at a later date. Communications that include statements from fellow 
retirees describing the benefits of  the program are also effective. It has also 
been reported anecdotally that hand-written communications are much more 
effective than typed communications because they add a personal touch. 
Local 1 (Illinois) sends a letter from its local union president to all newly 
retired members to invite them to retiree chapter meetings. See Example 1.

Example 2: CSEA Sample Phonebanking Script
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the next retirees’ meeting or an invitation to work on a specific project that 
interests the new retiree. Make sure to give volunteers a sample script and 
review the answers to some frequently asked questions they may be asked. 
Don’t assume that phone-banking a list once is enough. Repeated invitations 
may be necessary before a retiree actually attends a meeting.

2. Communicate effectively
Within your own local and industry sector certain messages will resonate 
with your target membership more than others—you may have legislative 
or political issues that are of  particular concern to members of  your local—
speak to those concerns. Tailoring messages so they are urgent, relevant and 
personal to your retirees will increase your chance of  connecting with them 
and recruiting them to join and volunteer. Remember: most retirees have many 
options of  how they choose to spend their time. You need to make sure you 
give them the best reason to choose to spend theirs with the retirees program.

In SEIU’s 2007 retiree poll, the following messages resonated most effectively 
nationwide with our retired members and nonmembers:

• To Retired Members: Retired members find messages about the important 
role of  retirees in the ongoing success of  the union and the need to stay 
involved to build a better future for the next generation particularly 
convincing.  

Union Needs Us: Retirement doesn’t mean leaving the union. The union has worked for us 
throughout the years and we need to continue to work for it. Now, we have the time current 
workers do not, and the experience on which union movements rely. The union needs us to 
help protect our own rights and those of  the next generation. 

Future of  Children and Grandchildren: As we reach retirement, we know that we’ve 
secured our future, but what about the future of  our children and grandchildren? We 
need to stay involved in the union to support policies that will protect our children and 
grandchildren in the generations to come. We can work to make sure those who work hard 
and play by the rules can achieve the American Dream including good-paying jobs, owning 
a home, and affordable healthcare. 

Important Voice: The union is an important voice that has protected us as workers and can 
protect us into retirement. The union protects pillars of  our retirement such as healthcare, 
pensions and Social Security. It continues to be a voice for us into our retirement, lobbying 
for benefits such as lower costs for prescription drugs, veterans’ healthcare, and affordable 
and better access to quality healthcare for all. The union will always be an important voice 
and they need our participation as retirees to remain strong.

• To Preretired Members: Pre-retired members are more convinced by 
messages about protecting American jobs and social justice.
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Globalization/American Jobs: Companies are shipping jobs overseas and outside 
our borders at a record pace, placing profits ahead of  American jobs. In the age of  
globalization, it is more and more important to protect workers’ rights and keep jobs here 
in America. As retirees, we can work to protect today’s workers from these new threats 
and be a part of  the growing importance of  unions.

Social Justice: Throughout our lives we’ve seen social justice movements develop and 
participated in their growth. Through the union we’ve been successful in organizing 
political action that supports these social justice movements. We’ve made an impact on 
civil rights, equal rights, the right to organize, and rights in the workplace. We need to 
keep pushing for justice and continue to be a force for positive change..

Future of  Children and Grandchildren: As we reach retirement, we know that we’ve 
secured our future, but what about the future of  our children and grandchildren? We 
need to stay involved in the union to support policies that will protect our children and 
grandchildren in the generations to come. We can work to make sure those who work 
hard and play by the rules can achieve the American Dream including good-paying jobs, 
owning a home, and affordable healthcare.

3. Provide member benefit programs: Consider providing member benefit 
programs that aid recruitment. Participation in programs that are available 
to retired members aid both recruitment and retention. (See “What a program 
should offer its members” for more ideas.)

4. Acknowledge volunteers’ contributions: Some locals recognize new 
retirees at each retiree membership meeting. Others hold seasonal or special 
social events for retired members. You can publish their names in your 
monthly newsletter or retiree newsletter, provide certificates of  membership 
appreciation, or present them with a membership pin, etc. 

It is very important to recognize your new members, but also equally 
important to recognize your ongoing members that give a significant amount 
to the retiree chapter. Recognizing the work retirees put into the chapter and 
thanking them publicly is a nice way for the union to reaffirm its dedication 
to its members, and it keeps them coming back.

5. Make sure you match up volunteer activities with each volunteer’s skill 
set: When you ask someone to volunteer—your retention rate will increase 
if  they are asked to perform a task that matches with their skill set. Why? 
Because they are more likely to succeed at a task they are qualified to 
do. People like to feel they’ve succeeded in assignments they are asked to 
complete; it leaves them with a positive feeling and encourages them to come 
back and volunteer again.
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STEP 4 — Sign them up to be official “members”

The key to maintaining an official “membership” link between the retirees and 
their union is: (1) the union must recognize the existence of  retired members 
in its governing documents; and (2) there must be a meaningful and long-term 
relationship between the retired member and their union. This relationship can be 
established in a number of  ways. For example, retirees can have the power to elect 
union officers; they can serve on union governing bodies (e.g., Executive Board); or 
they can vote on issues which are binding upon the union. The most common link 
is the payment of  some form of  member dues to the union. [For more information 
refer to “Create a category of  membership for retirees” in the Political Engagement 
section.])

Retiree dues collection mechanisms vary from program to program, as does the 
source of  the dues, the amount of  the dues, and the rules governing how it must be 
done. Below we list current practices and provide recommendations based on those 
experiences and lessons learned.

1. How much should you charge for retiree membership dues?
Retiree membership dues should be set at $–$5per month. This amount is low 
enough so it does not discourage retirees on a fixed income from signing up 
and high enough so locals will see a benefit after paying per capita dues to the 
International. Additionally, it is an amount that does not discourage members 
from giving to the political action fund.  It is necessary to work with your local 
union leadership to determine how these funds will be disbursed within the 
union.

Consider also creating an option for retired members to give the standard 
membership amount, therefore, making them eligible for delegate consideration 
at the SEIU Convention. This decision will have to be made on a case-by-case 
basis taking into consideration the politics within your local at the time.
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2. Collection of dues
1. Checkoff collection 
 Collecting dues by using a dues checkoff  system is recommended 

because it provides a guaranteed steady stream of  funding and 
requires less on-going solicitation to maintain. The language found in 
Connecticut’s general statute combined with their standard membership 
dues deduction language, gives the union the right to deduct dues from 
retiree pensions; 

 “The Comptroller [or Employer] shall provide the same payroll deduction privileges to 
retired state employees and other persons receiving salary, pension or similar payments 
from the state as is provided for state employees.” Connecticut General Statute 3-123b

2. Local union bylaws
 Local union bylaws that provide for per capita dues on current standard 

membership are a great way to raise funds for your retiree chapter as it 
begins to get off  the ground.

3. Bank account deduction
 If  your retirees do not receive pensions, they can have their dues paid by 

automatic bank account deductions. (Refer to Example 4 below—note 
it is imperative that you contact your local’s banking institution for the 
exact language necessary to use in your membership dues deduction 
forms)

4. Building membership from your standard membership lists
  It’s easiest to recruit members into the program before they retire. Using 

a “rollover card” can help you. Over the next decade, a large percentage 
of  SEIU members will be retiring and getting their information and 
interest prior to retirement is critical to building your chapters. 

 MSEA uses the rollover card below to build its retiree membership 
before the members retire. At regular chapter meetings, the union 
hands out these cards to each member. The card allows members to 
elect to have their membership automatically rolled over into “retiree” 
membership upon retirement. This circumvents the necessity of  tracking 
down members one by one when they retire and instead allows the local 
to make broad sweeps in signing up members for retiree membership 
prior to retirement. This system has proved to be successful over the past 
15 years of  Maine’s retiree organizing efforts.4 

4  Phil Wolley, Maine State Employees Association, Retiree Advisory Council Member
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Retired Members Division Dues Checkoff Authorization

I hereby authorize and direct the local’s bank (insert name of  your local’s banking 
institution here) to transfer the amount checked below from my credit union or other bank 
account identified below to Local Union ABC for the purpose of  membership dues to 
the union so I may be considered a member in good standing of  the Retirees Division of  
Local Union ABC. Five dollars ($5.00) per month is the minimum amount necessary to be 
a member of  the Retiree Division, but I may voluntarily choose to contribute any higher 
amount.

r $5 per month
r $10 per month
r Other: _______ per month

Name of  bank or credit union ___________________________________________

Bank or credit union’s mailing address: ___________________________________
___________________________________________________________________

This authorization is voluntarily made and may be revoked at any time. I understand that 
I am not required to sign this authorization form and pay these dues for me to receive my 
pension benefits from the (Pension Name Here). This authorization shall remain in full 
force and effect until revoked by me in writing.

This authorization is subject to the terms set forth below: Ihereby authorize Local Union 
ABC to file this authorization form with my credit union, bank or employer, as indicated 
above, and for said credit union, bank, or employer to forward the amount specified to 
Local Union ABC for membership dues. This authorization is voluntarily made based on 
my specific understanding that:

1. The signing of  this form and the paying of  membership dues are not conditions of  
my employment by my Employer or receipt of  my pension, and I understand that I 
may refuse to contribute without any reprisal;

2. This authorization is to remain in full force and effect until the employer, credit 
union or bank listed above has received written notification of  its termination. Such 
notification shall be presented to Local Union ABC and forwarded by them to the 
credit union or bank.

Signature: _____________________________________ Date: ____________________

Example 4: Generic Bank Account Dues Checkoff Form
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Program Components and Structure

Introduction

Once you have members, what do you do with them? What program are you 
offering? What do the members get from the program; what does the union get 
out of  the program?  

Every activity must build a community —The single most important 
recommendation you should follow while you are designing your program is to 
embed a community and relationship building component into every activity that 
involves retirees. Because retirees no longer have the opportunity to bond with 
fellow union members by working alongside them, your council provides that 
opportunity through its activities and programs. For example, a lobby day at the 
state capitol should also include a celebration or dinner afterward to reward the 
work they’ve done as well as give them a chance to debrief  and share experiences, 
stories, etc. A spring picnic should be time for relaxation and enjoyment as well 
as a time where we talk about the union and the importance of  being involved 
and taking action. 

If  possible, create a home for your retiree program at your local office. Designate 
a classroom space for classes, a meeting space for meetings, and a gathering space 
for retirees who drop in to get together. The more the retirees feel the union is 
their home, the more connected they will be to it.

Never leave a gathering without talking about the importance of the union and 
participating in its political activities—Always provide an opportunity to talk 
about COPE (see COPE section for more information).
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Elements of a Good Meeting

• Refreshments
 Always have refreshments
 Food without a budget: pot lucks, having it at a restaurant and everyon 
 pays own bill
 Good places for catering: Panera, local grocery store, ask the local
• Location
 How do you find a location? (Always start with the local union office)
 Should you always meet at the same location? (Yes)
 Meeting space on a tight or nonexistent budget (community centers,  
 libraries, other union halls) 
 What is a bad location? (no parking, stairs or other accessibility issues, hard  
 to find, too far, not accessible by public transportation)
• Room setup
 How should you set up the room? Chairs around tables is probably the   
 most ideal
 Clean bathroom?
 Who sets up?
• Logistics
 What should be on your checklist?
• Recruitment
 Who can come? All SEIU retirees, spouses, community activists, associate  
 members
 How do you recruit? (calendar on website, newsletter, fliers at worksites,   
 telephone tree, postcard reminders, new retiree lists)
• Speakers 
 Why are speakers important?
 Where do you find speakers? See addendum 
 How long should they speak? 10 to 20 minutes with 10 to 15 minutes for   
 questions
• Time of day
 What is the best time of  day? Midmorning
• Information– educational
 Why is this important?
 Survey your members to see what topics are important to them
 Participation: make interactive, not a lecture
 Don’t let one person dominate
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• Visual 
 Do you have access to an LCD projector, speakers, screen?
 Can you hook up video from remote locations?
 Slide shows of  photos
 Take pictures of  every meeting for website, Facebook, newsletter, other  
 communications
• Format
 What is a good formula for an agenda? Welcome, introductions, pledge and/ 
 or  prayer, birthdays, anniversaries, union/chapter updates, speaker, questions,  
 action item, next meeting and announcements, adjourn
 Should it be as formal as a membership meeting with minutes, strict time frame,  
 etc.?
 Membership and COPE ask; report on progress to goal
 Respect people’s time by adjourning on agreed upon time. Folks can linger  
 longer if  they like
• How long?
 What is the best length of  time in general? (1–2 hours)

Organizational Structure

Depending on the needs and circumstances of  your local, you may have to create 
various retiree chapters throughout your region. We recommend that each chapter 
you maintain have the same organizational structure. 

Traditional Structure
CSEA (Connecticut) has retiree chapters throughout the state all of  which fall 
under the umbrella of  their retiree council. 
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Example 6: CSEA Retiree Chapter Officer Duties

Note that the president, secretary and treasurer all have supporting positions to aid them in the 
case of  absence or overflow of  workload. 

Director of Recruitment: In addition to the offices of  president (or chair), 
vice president (or vice chair), secretary (and assistant secretary), treasurer (and 
assistant treasurer), the Retiree Advisory Council strongly recommends that each 
chapter also have a director of  recruitment (and assistant director of  recruitment) 
whose role is to develop and carry out a membership recruitment and retention 
plan. Recruitment strategy and implementation is what makes or breaks your 

Chapter President
• Presides at Chapter Meetings
• Preserves order and decides questions of order, according to Robert’s Rules of 

Order for parliamentary procedure.
• Chairperson of Chapter Executive Committee.
• Enforces the CSEA Constitution, Council 400 (retiree council) Bylaws, and 

Chapter Bylaws
• Makes recommendations to President of the Council as to chapter representation 

on the Legislative Action Committee, Council Nominating Committee, Bylaws 
Committee and other ad hoc committee meetings.

• Ensures chapter representation at Council 400 Delegate, Legislative Action 
Committee, Council Nominating Committee, Membership Committee and 
Bylaws Committee meetings and has designee(s) report at chapter meetings.

Vice President
• Assists President
• Assumes duties of President in his/her absence
Secretary
• Keeps record of the proceedings of Chapter meetings and special meetings
• Conducts routine correspondence
• Makes reports to and correspondence with Chapter and Council
• Ensures members receive notice of special meetings
Assistant/Corresponding Secretary
• Assists Secretary
• Assumes duties of Secretary in his/her absence
Treasurer
• Keeps record of all monies received and expended
•	 Deposits	all	monies	in	approved	financial	institution
• Pays all bills ordered by chapter
• Announces receipts and balances at each meeting
• Submits account book for audit once a year as required
Assistant Treasurer
• Assists Treasurer
• Assumes duties of Treasurer in his/her absence
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existence, so having a recruitment director and assistant recruitment director 
with substantial organizing experience is critical. You can decide whether this is 
an elected or appointed position.
Committees: In addition to elected leadership roles, you may want to create 
committees that take on specific duties to enhance your retiree chapters.  
For example:

•	 Membership Committee—supports your recruitment director and 
implements recruitment and retention strategy and programs

•	 Legislative Action Committee—coordinates legislative programs with 
the local union and fellow chapters, it monitors state and federal pending 
legislation, coordinates letter writing, lobbying and phone-banking 
campaigns around issues important to retirees, supports endorsed candidates 
for office (regardless of  party affiliation), and coordinates actions with other 
unions, retiree and senior organizations.

•	 Social Activities and Benefits Committee—coordinates trips and researches, 
reviews and implements benefits for active and retired members.

Representation: Retiree representation (whether as a voting or nonvoting member) 
on the local’s executive board or in other arenas (e.g., contract negotiations) is a 
sensitive topic and should be dealt with on a case-by-case basis within each local 
union. You should take into consideration the circumstances both structural and 
political within your local and work with your leadership to find a way that works 
for all parties to incorporate retiree representation into the union. The Retiree 
Advisory Council makes no specific recommendation in this matter as it recognizes 
that in each region the circumstances are different. However, it stresses that direct 
communication between the local’s executive board and the retiree chapter or 
council is necessary.
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Meeting Logistics

Regular meetings are a necessary element of  every program. These meetings can 
serve many purposes: recruiting volunteers or officers to take on necessary tasks to 
accomplish a goal, providing information to your members (maybe you have guest 
speakers on relevant topics), and socializing and building a sense of  community. 
So where should you hold your meetings and how do you get the word out to your 
retired colleagues about the meeting?

Location
Choosing the right site is important. It needs to be accessible by car, bus, van and 
taxi, with parking that is at a reasonable cost or free. It should be handicapped 
accessible and safe. Best of  all is if  it is in a central area or near a familiar landmark. 
We aim for union-owned and union-run facilities. It must be large enough to 
accommodate the meeting with comfortable chairs and it should be free, or very 
cheap. If  your union hall isn’t available, public libraries and community centers 
occasionally have rooms for meetings. Be sure to check the site before the meeting to 
ensure its suitability.

Day and Time
Choosing the right day and time for your meetings will also involve some research. 
Many senior groups find that mid-day meet¬ings serve their members best, since 
many retired people are reluctant to travel at night. But your membership may be 
different—a local of  retired office custodians may be more comfortable with early 
evening meetings, since they went to work at that time for years.

Picking the day of  the week for your regular meetings can also be a challenge. 
Mondays and Fridays are often linked to long holiday weekends, so you may want 
to avoid those days. There may be other ongoing activities in your communities 
that you will want to avoid: you particularly want to make sure your meeting is not 
scheduled in conflict with other senior and labor meetings. So do your research and 
ask some of  your members and potential members before you pick which day and 
week to hold your meetings.

Food
Don’t forget, you want your meetings to also be a social gathering of  sorts that is 
enjoyable to your members. Don’t discount the importance of  feeding folks at your 
meeting. This is a kind gesture, and like it or not, will increase your attendance. Plus, 
people bond over meals—food is an important element to your organizing that is 
often undervalued.

Your First Meeting
You want your first meeting to be ripe with energy and enthusiasm; therefore, don’t 
hold a meeting unless you’re ready. Make sure the meeting is well thought out as 
this is the first time you will have to make a lasting impression on either your newly 
signed up members or potential members who are coming to check out what your 
program is all about. 
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Things to consider and incorporate:

• Things to consider and incorporate:
• Create a warm, welcoming and fun environment (e.g., have local leadership 

there to greet the attendees, have some networking/mingling time before you 
start the meeting, play some music, have some food and drinks, make sure your 
meeting is in a nice environment, start with some icebreakers so everyone gets 
to know each other.)

• Discuss the importance and urgency of  being part of  the program—always 
make the case for why it’s so important for them to be involved

• Discuss your long-term vision/goals and ask for input
• Discuss your first year’s agenda and ask for input
• Collect questionnaires so you know what your members interests are
• Let people know when and where future meetings will be held
• Sign up people to be members.
• Integrate the importance of  being politically active (see COPE section for more 

information)
• Hold an election—you may want to put off  holding an election until your 

second meeting
• Feed them—No joke, food always helps to bring and retain members—not only 

is it a nice gesture, but it encourages folks to sit down and talk to one another, 
thereby building relationships.

Because you’ll want to hold your first meeting with a healthy and encouraging 
number of  participants, you may want to decide to postpone it until you are able 
to recruit a desired number of  members. When you recruit members, inform them 
that the kick-off  meeting is scheduled at a particular date in the future—which can 
also be your deadline to organize a determined number of  members. At your first 
meeting, you can already celebrate your accomplishment of  achieving your first goal. 

Example 7: First Meeting Sample Agenda

Agenda

1) Mix and Mingle (30 minutes)
2) Welcome—Local union president
3) Introductions/Icebreaker
4) Review of program and vision for future—Retiree Chapter coordinator
a) Time for input/discussion from group
5) Membership and COPE pitch
6) Next Steps
7) Volunteer Sign-up
8) Closing
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What can a retiree program provide to its members?

Retiree programs across the country vary in the kinds of  services they offer. Below 
is a list of  possible services that can be offered through your program. If  your 
program is in its beginning stages, you may have to assess the costs of  each option 
and determine what is feasible as you are starting with a limited budget and what 
you want to strive toward when your program has grown in size and funding. 
Many argue that retired members should get everything that active members get. 
Whether or not this is provided will have to be determined on a case-by-case basis 
considering the specifics at your local.

Communication: Newsletters, Email Updates, Web site
One of  the most valuable things you can offer is communication that keeps your 
members in touch with what’s happening within the union and in the political 
world beyond. From changes in health plans to positions of  candidates, your 
newsletters, emails and website can be a source of  information on which your 
retirees can rely. For some retirees who are less mobile, this is the only contact 
they have with the union and the only thing that keeps them connected to it. 
Sample newsletters can be obtained from the Retiree Advisory Council.

Health Screenings
Health screenings are very popular among retiree members. The SEIU retiree 
poll indicated that 70 percent of  those surveyed would be interested in joining a 
retiree program if  it offered free health screenings.5 Health screenings are usually 
provided at scheduled times throughout the year for retired members via the 
healthcare provider that provides insurance to the local’s members. However, not 
every local has an affiliated healthcare provider. Locals should conduct research 
in their area to see if  they can work with healthcare providers/screeners in their 
community to provide this service to their members at little to no cost. Even if  
your local cannot work out an arrangement with a healthcare provider, you may 
be able to simply coordinate existing opportunities so they are more accessible 
to your members. The retiree chapter could provide the information to their 
members and provide transportation to get there.
 

  

5  Lake Research Partners, SEIU Retiree Poll 2007, page 27.
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Transportation Services and Resources
Because transportation obstacles are such a barrier to participation for some retirees, 
being able to provide carpool or shuttle services to regular events will increase 
participation and satisfaction with your retiree program. Because many retirees 
are difficult to contact, maintaining a local newsletter is often the only form of  
communication they will receive on a regular basis.

Travel Programs and Discounts
Many long-standing retiree programs provide travel opportunities at discount group 
prices. These trips are mainly social events that provide a sense of  community and 
family among the participants (However, don’t forget that we should always talk 
about the importance of  the union and being politically active at every gathering 
we conduct). Depending on your numbers, you may be able to negotiate discount 
trips, concert tickets, game tickets, etc. If  your local does not have the numbers to 
negotiate discount trips at this point in its development, it may be something it wants 
to include in its long-term planning.  

Classes
Whether your retiree program has significant or minimal funding, there are a variety 
classes it can provide. Survey your members to find out what kinds of  classes would 
interest them and who might have the skills to be an instructor. If  no member is 
qualified to teach a class, find someone in the community at large (community colleges 
and public schools are potential sources). Possible classes include: retirement planning 
(financial adviser), art, yoga, fitness, cooking, computer, nutrition, dance, etc.

Speakers
Arrange events where your members have the opportunity to hear from and talk to 
their local elected officials. Invite your county commissioner to talk about issues 
relevant to your retirees. Invite your representative in Congress, state senator, 
member of  the city council, etc. Giving your members special access to these 
individuals and training your members on how to best hold their elected officials 
accountable is a valuable opportunity.

Florida—Florida Healthcare 1199 schedules state and local elected officials to come meet with their 
retired members at their chapter meetings regularly. Retirees are not only given the chance to hold 
their officials accountable via this process, but it also provides a way for their retired members to 
have a taste of politics in the off-year election cycle. Connecticut State Employees Association does 
something very similar.
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Transportation Services and Resources
Because transportation obstacles are such a barrier to participation for some retirees, 
being able to provide carpool or shuttle services to regular events will increase 
participation and satisfaction with your retiree program. Because many retirees 
are difficult to contact, maintaining a local newsletter is often the only form of  
communication they will receive on a regular basis.

Travel Programs and Discounts
Many long-standing retiree programs provide travel opportunities at discount group 
prices. These trips are mainly social events that provide a sense of  community and 
family among the participants (However, don’t forget that we should always talk 
about the importance of  the union and being politically active at every gathering 
we conduct). Depending on your numbers, you may be able to negotiate discount 
trips, concert tickets, game tickets, etc. If  your local does not have the numbers to 
negotiate discount trips at this point in its development, it may be something it wants 
to include in its long-term planning.  

Classes
Whether your retiree program has significant or minimal funding, there are a variety 
classes it can provide. Survey your members to find out what kinds of  classes would 
interest them and who might have the skills to be an instructor. If  no member is 
qualified to teach a class, find someone in the community at large (community colleges 
and public schools are potential sources). Possible classes include: retirement planning 
(financial adviser), art, yoga, fitness, cooking, computer, nutrition, dance, etc.

Speakers
Arrange events where your members have the opportunity to hear from and talk to 
their local elected officials. Invite your county commissioner to talk about issues 
relevant to your retirees. Invite your representative in Congress, state senator, 
member of  the city council, etc. Giving your members special access to these 
individuals and training your members on how to best hold their elected officials 
accountable is a valuable opportunity.

Florida—Florida Healthcare 1199 schedules state and local elected officials to come meet with their 
retired members at their chapter meetings regularly. Retirees are not only given the chance to hold 
their officials accountable via this process, but it also provides a way for their retired members to 
have a taste of politics in the off-year election cycle. Connecticut State Employees Association does 
something very similar.

Speaker Ideas for Meetings

1. Local AARP may have volunteers that speak about senior issues
2. Local Alliance for Retired Americans
3. Local office of  Department on Aging runs the Senior Medicare Patrol that 

speaks to groups about preventing Medicare fraud
4. Local police departments have community outreach spokespeople 
5. Libraries have community outreach to speak about the services and classes 

they offer
6. Any organization that administers your benefits—good to have them come on 

a fairly regular basis
7. Former employers often have staff  that can talk about retirement and benefits
8. Former employers’ website may have links to organizations that your retired 

members would find interesting
9. Local Social Security offices often have trained volunteers to speak about 

navigating SS and Medicare—in Florida, they are called SHINE
10. Healthcare professionals can talk about diet and exercise
11. Some pharmacies have professionals that can speak on drug interactions
12. County and local governments often have community outreach staff  that can 

talk about services and sometimes have knowledge on things such as hurricane 
preparedness or other natural disaster information

13. Hospice care has volunteers that can talk about their services
14. Elected officials
15. Local union leaders, shop stewards, members, spokespeople for SEIU-

sponsored campaigns such as Medicaid expansion, immigration reform, local 
budget battles

16. Local celebrities 
17. Google key words such as “senior” “speaker” “meeting” and your location or 

county. Someone may have already started a list.

Steer Away From
• Reverse mortgage
• Insurance salesmen
• Financial planners
• Never pay for a speaker

Prepare Your Speakers
1. How many people will be in attendance and a little bit of  information about 

the group
2. Handouts are helpful—especially if  they are talking about an event or a 

resource
3. No selling of  anything
4. No circulating a sign-up list or other forms of  collecting data without 

permission by you (acceptable examples are union-sponsored petitions or 
other action items)

P
ro

gr
am

 C
o

m
p

o
n

en
ts

  
an

d
 S

tr
u

ct
u

re



Building a Retiree Program

44

5. If  you have candidates running for office, an invitation is not an endorsement
6. Please, no reading from notes exclusively and allow time for questions
7. Be clear about allotted time
8. Confirm day, date and time before with directions
9. Discuss any audio visual requirements
10. If  you are in a large meeting space, microphones are a must
11. Convey appropriate dress
12. Advertise your speakers in meeting promotion (newsletter, postcard, 

phonebanking, website)
13. Book your speakers well in advance
14. Keep a record of  speakers for future meeting planners. It’s good to have the same 

speakers back on a rotation that makes sense (especially, SEIU-endorsed elected 
officials)

Scholarships
Scholarships can be offered to retired member’s children or grandchildren. Donations 
to a scholarship fund can be solicited by the local union leadership and retiree 
council/chapter leadership via letters to each union member. The union and retiree 
program itself  should dedicate funds to the scholarship as well. Scholarships are also 
a way to recognize significant members within the union who have inspired others to 
achieve their goals and dreams. 

Check-in Programs
1199WI retirees’ check-in program has provided a way for union members to look 
after each other and take care of  each other.
 
Service Discounts
Oregon Local 503’s retiree program offers an “Ultimate Legal Plan” that provides 
access to affordable, convenient legal services for its members and retired members 
at little to no cost. It also provides coverage for financial education and counseling 
services. 1199 SEIU/UHE partners with Tax One and offers free tax assistance to its 
members.   

Annual get-togethers
Banquets, picnics, barbeques, etc., are all ways to honor members and celebrate the 
success of  the program. It’s important to have a gathering every once in a while that 
is just for fun. But don’t forget, we can always spend five to 10 minutes discussing the 
importance of  the union and being active in political activities.
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What the program should ask of its members

It is important that we form a true relationship and understanding with each 
volunteer member. As a retiree chapter organizer, you should understand why they 
are volunteering, what motivates them, what issues they care about, and what skills 
they bring to the table. This helps to better understand into what task to plug each 
volunteer. We want our volunteers to feel good about what they did at the end of  the 
day so they’ll come back the next day. If  you match interests and skills with tasks, 
your volunteer retention rate will improve. Be sure to provide instructions, advice 
and training for any volunteer task so they feel comfortable with their assignment. 

Our retired members are the best messengers to fellow retirees when it comes to 
electoral and issue campaigns (e.g., healthcare reform and what it means for seniors; 
“right-to-work” and what it means to be in a union). Because retirees are the most 
consistent and reliable voting bloc, they hold a lot of  power with elected officials 
and, therefore, make great messengers not only to other seniors but also to our 
elected representatives. 

While it is desirable to have our retired members organized into a chapter program 
which provides information on benefits and builds community, it is also possible to 
recruit retirees to participate in the political work of  the union and its campaigns 
separately. 
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Below is a list of volunteer roles our retired members have been known to take on 
successfully.

1) Talk to the press 
 Seniors are the best messengers to other seniors on politics. Get your retired 

members out there talking about their support for issue campaigns, etc. 

2) Lobby 
 Our retired members are great at lobbying their elected officials. Get them the 

right training and they can do this mid-day on a Monday, unlike many of  our 
working members.

3) Write letters to the editor
 Throughout the healthcare campaign, our retirees volunteered to write letters to 

the editor in support of  HCR while we were in the midst of  a battle during the 
town hall debacles.

4) Make phone calls 
 Retired members are highly likely to go home and call their elected officials if  

you ask them.

5) Phonebank 
 For our older retirees, think about making phonebanks more community 

oriented. In Florida, SEIU held phonebanking potlucks at retired member’s 
homes—“go phones” were provided by the local union while members brought 
food to share. It became a community building activity that retirees wanted to 
come back to again and again.

6) Office volunteers
 Some of  our retired members want to hang back at the office and are happy to 

help the local union to do day-to-day office and logistical tasks. In Florida, they 
have a steady number of  retirees that show up at the office daily to help stuff  
envelopes, put together mailings, help with logistics for events and more.

7) Volunteer food contributions
 Having a march or a rally and need to feed 100 volunteers? Ask your retired 

members if  they’d like to volunteer to prepare potluck food for folks that will be 
marching all day with an action. 

8) Participate in Actions
 Our own retired members want to be part of  what is one of  the most nostalgic 

parts of  being in a movement—protesting. But don’t forget chairs and water, and 
even food—some of  our retired members are diabetic so being out there for a 
long periood of  time is strenuous.
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9) Participate in roundtables
 Our local union’s retired members want to meet with their elected officials and 

talk to them about what is going on in government. Invite them to join this 
activity or to organize it themselves.

10) Ballot box watchers
 In vote by mail states, we often need ballot box watchers to make sure the ballot 

boxes don’t overflow on the last day of  the election and risk not being counted. 
In Oregon, our retirees are the first to volunteer for this task.

11) Petition signing
 Ask retired members to take petitions to their community gatherings and get 

folks to sign them. Sometimes you’ll have retired members come back with 
hundreds of  petition signatures.

12) Member stories
 Our retired members have some of  the best stories to share when it comes to the 

importance of  passing the Employee Free Choice Act or healthcare.

13) Letters to elected officials 
 In Florida, retiree leaders got together and wrote a letter to Sen. Nelson signed 

by more than 400 retired members. 

14) Relationship building with elected officials 
 Have your retired members hold or participate in regular retiree meetings with 

their elected officials. 

15) Candidate endorsement screenings
 Our retired members definitely want to be part of  our endorsement screenings 

and are great members to serve on these committees. Oregon Local 503 has 
retired members that serve on their CAPE committee.

16)  Attend events where SEIU has a table
 Many times our local unions or state councils will have a table to fill at 

sponsored events and struggle to fill the seats with members. Our retired 
members love to attend these events, don’t forget to invite them. If  there is a 
message you want them to spread, make sure they are given the tools to do it.

17) Collecting COPE dollars
 Our retirees will give to COPE—don’t forget, they should be part of  your COPE 

strategy as well.

18) Run for pension boards other elected offices
 There is no better member to serve on a pension board than a member who is 

currently receiving a pension check. They understand what is at stake. SEIU’s 
Member Candidate Program provides pension board trainings that give our 
members the tools they need to run for office and also provide training on what 
it means to serve on the pension boards themselves.
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Things to consider (what we don’t normally think of  when it comes to retired 
members)

1) Allow people to rotate in and out. Have flexible volunteer opportunities.

2) Lead time. If  possible, give your retired members some lead time when asking 
them to volunteer. Although they no longer work, they still have very busy 
schedules and are not as likely to volunteer for last minute activities.

3) Transportation and mobility
 Older retired members may not be as mobile. If  you have them knocking on 

doors, give them turf  with no hills and no stairs. Also, if  you’re asking them to 
drive somewhere, double check that parking is not an issue. 

4) Food and water/seats. Some of  our retired members may be diabetic and 
might need food and water during an event more regularly than our working 
membership. Also, standing for long periods of  time is strenuous for some of  our 
older members. Have seats available if  possible.

5) Always have a backup plan. If  vans are arriving two hours behind schedule 
and members are waiting much longer than expected, don’t have them waiting 
outside in the hot sun … or freezing rain. Make sure there is seating, water, air 
conditioning or heat if  necessary. 

6) Reimburse retired members if possible. Most of  our retirees are on a fixed 
income.

7) Reward/acknowledge members who are substantially involved.

 

Florida—1199 SEIU / UHE retiree program provides alternative phonebanking experiences for its 
retirees. They organize phonebanking parties in various members’ homes throughout the community—
volunteers bring baked goods and create a social experience, combined with phonebanking on “go-
phones” (cell phones) that allows retirees to phonebank at a more comfortable pace. The program 
has the retirees call fellow retirees— a good organizing tactic as both parties share experiences 
and perspectives. When they are done phonebanking for the evening, they are able to enjoy good 
company, good atmosphere and form relationships with other retired members in their neighborhood.

Political Engagement—Giving to the Committee On Political 
Education (COPE)

 Create a category of membership for retirees6 
 To involve SEIU retirees in COPE fundraising and member-to-member political 

communication, retirees need to be considered actual “members” of  the union 
(so they fall within the Federal Election Commission’s (FEC) definition of  the 
union’s “solicitable class”). The minimum requirements for an individual to be 
considered a member of  a union or other association include:

The individual must currently satisfy the requirements for membership set forth in 
the organization’s governance documents and affirmatively accept membership; 
and, either:
(1) pay membership dues, at least annually, of  a specific amount predetermined by 

the organization; 
 OR
(2) have a significant organizational attachment to the membership organization, 

which includes an annual (re)affirmation of  membership and direct 
participatory rights in the governance of  the organization7.

To have a category of  membership for retirees that will be recognized by the FEC, 
locals must create a category of  membership for “retiree members” in the local 
union’s constitution and bylaws. The constitution and bylaws should state:

a) Who is eligible for membership? (e.g., members of  SEIU who no longer are 
employed at jobs which would make them eligible for regular membership);

b) What rights they have as retiree members? (e.g., the right to participate 
in union meetings and to vote on any issue coming before the general 
membership, with the exception of  voting for local officers and on the 
amount of  dues to be paid by regular members. However, the retiree 
members could elect a nonvoting member of  the local’s executive board 
or retired member delegates to the International Convention (see, Art. IV, 
Section 5 of  the International Constitution);8  9

c) What are their obligations as retiree members? (e.g., the local could decide 
to charge retiree members dues) Under the SEIU Constitution and Bylaws, 
the local is permitted to charge retiree members less than the established 
minimum dues and if  the retiree members pay less than full dues, the per 
capita tax is only $1 per retiree member per month. Art. XV, Section 6(a), 
XIII, Section 1(a)).

6  John Sullivan, Associate General Counsel, SEIU, February 7, 2007
7  Examples include “the right to vote directly or indirectly for at least one individual on the membership organization’s highest governing 
board; the right to voter directly for organization officers; the right to vote on policy questions where the highest governing body of the membership 
organization is obligated to abide by the results; the right to approve the organization’s annual budget.”
8 Section 7.1 of MSEA’s Bylaws indicate that MSEA’s Board of Directors shall have one voting retiree member director. Section 7.1 states, “[t]he 
Board of Directors shall consist of the President, the Vice President, twelve (12) active member Directors and one (1) retiree member Director. The 
Secretary and Treasurer shall serve as nonvoting members of the Board.” Section 8.1 and 8.16 of MSEA’s Bylaws provides retirees with a voice on 
the Council (MSEA’s Legislative Body) by providing that chapters may elect 1 delegate for every 50 members and the President of each chapter 
may also serve as a delegate. MSEA’s retiree programs qualify as “chapters.” Section 8.2 provides that “[o]nly duly seated delegates may vote in the 
meetings of the Council…” 
9  Whether or not a retiree member elected to a local’s executive board has voting rights is a sensitive issue that needs to be dealt with on a case-
by-case basis taking into consideration the circumstances and politics within your local. 

Many locals collect COPE contributions from retiree members through one-time donations rather than 
regular COPE checkoff from a pension or bank account.

New York—1199 SEIU/UHE requests COPE donations at each monthly meeting. However, because 
their retiree program is housed within their pension and benefit fund, they need to make a clear 
distinction between pension and benefit fund activity and union political activity. For example, the union 
purchases a page in the regular retiree newsletter (which is paid for by the pension and benefit fund) 
to discuss political activities of the union and engage retirees. The local also holds raffles for prizes at 
events that require a COPE contribution to enter.

Connecticut—CSEA’s retiree program does not provide for COPE checkoff, because historically direct 
solicitation has been more effective. MSEA also reports that in the past their retirees prefer giving cash 
or checks as a one-time donation; they do not like to give out their pension or bank account information 
for regular bank draft deduction for COPE. However, the MSEA still provides a COPE checkoff option 
for deduction from retiree bank accounts and pensions, although it is seldom used. An example of 
MSEA’s COPE bank account deduction is provided in Example 3. 

California—Local 721’s LACERA retirement board has agreed to make whatever deductions local 
union members ask from their pension checks, including COPE deductions. However, they also report 
that few retiree members take advantage of this option, preferring to make COPE contributions on 
individual one-time events.
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Political Engagement—Giving to the Committee On Political 
Education (COPE)

 Create a category of membership for retirees6 
 To involve SEIU retirees in COPE fundraising and member-to-member political 

communication, retirees need to be considered actual “members” of  the union 
(so they fall within the Federal Election Commission’s (FEC) definition of  the 
union’s “solicitable class”). The minimum requirements for an individual to be 
considered a member of  a union or other association include:

The individual must currently satisfy the requirements for membership set forth in 
the organization’s governance documents and affirmatively accept membership; 
and, either:
(1) pay membership dues, at least annually, of  a specific amount predetermined by 

the organization; 
 OR
(2) have a significant organizational attachment to the membership organization, 

which includes an annual (re)affirmation of  membership and direct 
participatory rights in the governance of  the organization7.

To have a category of  membership for retirees that will be recognized by the FEC, 
locals must create a category of  membership for “retiree members” in the local 
union’s constitution and bylaws. The constitution and bylaws should state:

a) Who is eligible for membership? (e.g., members of  SEIU who no longer are 
employed at jobs which would make them eligible for regular membership);

b) What rights they have as retiree members? (e.g., the right to participate 
in union meetings and to vote on any issue coming before the general 
membership, with the exception of  voting for local officers and on the 
amount of  dues to be paid by regular members. However, the retiree 
members could elect a nonvoting member of  the local’s executive board 
or retired member delegates to the International Convention (see, Art. IV, 
Section 5 of  the International Constitution);8  9

c) What are their obligations as retiree members? (e.g., the local could decide 
to charge retiree members dues) Under the SEIU Constitution and Bylaws, 
the local is permitted to charge retiree members less than the established 
minimum dues and if  the retiree members pay less than full dues, the per 
capita tax is only $1 per retiree member per month. Art. XV, Section 6(a), 
XIII, Section 1(a)).

6  John Sullivan, Associate General Counsel, SEIU, February 7, 2007
7  Examples include “the right to vote directly or indirectly for at least one individual on the membership organization’s highest governing 
board; the right to voter directly for organization officers; the right to vote on policy questions where the highest governing body of the membership 
organization is obligated to abide by the results; the right to approve the organization’s annual budget.”
8 Section 7.1 of MSEA’s Bylaws indicate that MSEA’s Board of Directors shall have one voting retiree member director. Section 7.1 states, “[t]he 
Board of Directors shall consist of the President, the Vice President, twelve (12) active member Directors and one (1) retiree member Director. The 
Secretary and Treasurer shall serve as nonvoting members of the Board.” Section 8.1 and 8.16 of MSEA’s Bylaws provides retirees with a voice on 
the Council (MSEA’s Legislative Body) by providing that chapters may elect 1 delegate for every 50 members and the President of each chapter 
may also serve as a delegate. MSEA’s retiree programs qualify as “chapters.” Section 8.2 provides that “[o]nly duly seated delegates may vote in the 
meetings of the Council…” 
9  Whether or not a retiree member elected to a local’s executive board has voting rights is a sensitive issue that needs to be dealt with on a case-
by-case basis taking into consideration the circumstances and politics within your local. 

Many locals collect COPE contributions from retiree members through one-time donations rather than 
regular COPE checkoff from a pension or bank account.

New York—1199 SEIU/UHE requests COPE donations at each monthly meeting. However, because 
their retiree program is housed within their pension and benefit fund, they need to make a clear 
distinction between pension and benefit fund activity and union political activity. For example, the union 
purchases a page in the regular retiree newsletter (which is paid for by the pension and benefit fund) 
to discuss political activities of the union and engage retirees. The local also holds raffles for prizes at 
events that require a COPE contribution to enter.

Connecticut—CSEA’s retiree program does not provide for COPE checkoff, because historically direct 
solicitation has been more effective. MSEA also reports that in the past their retirees prefer giving cash 
or checks as a one-time donation; they do not like to give out their pension or bank account information 
for regular bank draft deduction for COPE. However, the MSEA still provides a COPE checkoff option 
for deduction from retiree bank accounts and pensions, although it is seldom used. An example of 
MSEA’s COPE bank account deduction is provided in Example 3. 

California—Local 721’s LACERA retirement board has agreed to make whatever deductions local 
union members ask from their pension checks, including COPE deductions. However, they also report 
that few retiree members take advantage of this option, preferring to make COPE contributions on 
individual one-time events.
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The union must solicit individuals to become retiree members and they must 
affirmatively accept membership (e.g., you can’t automatically treat a member who 
retirees as a retiree member without their affirmative consent). 

The union must also acknowledge the retiree’s membership status; this can be done 
by issuing them a membership card or putting them on a membership mailing list.

Example 8: MSEA Bylaws provide for “associate” and “retiree” membership

 Pursue obtaining contributions via automatic deduction
 While some retirees may have been reluctant to have COPE contributions 

automatically deducted from their pension checks or bank accounts, recent 
retirees are often more comfortable with the idea of  automatic deduction. If  
your local has met resistance to this mechanism in the past, we encourage you 
to reintroduce the idea of  automatic COPE deduction regularly as it may find a 
more amenable audience. 

Section 2

2.2 ASSOCIATE MEMBERS: Are those dues-paying members who are actively employed or 
formerly employed as described in the previous section and who are excluded from coverage 
under the state employees, court employees, municipal employees or university employees 
labor relations acts.

a. They shall not have voting privileges
b. They shall not belong to a chapter/local
c.	They	shall	not	hold	office	in	the	association

2.3 RETIREE MEMBERS: Are those dues-paying members and dues-paying surviving 
spouse	or	significant	other	of	retirees	who	are	retired	from	employment	as	described	in	
Section	2,	subsection	2.1	and	2.11.	Those	retiree	members	and	surviving	spouse	or	significant	
other of a retiree member who have attained the age of 85 years will have their dues 
suspended for life.
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Work with the SEIU COPE team to strengthen your political  
fund-raising strategy

Like active member-to-member COPE fundraising, SEIU International’s COPE 
department finds there is simply no better way to raise COPE funds from retirees 
than reoccurring deductions. The COPE program recommends applying a few 
practical steps to significantly increase members’ likelihood to give to COPE:10 

1. Integrate Early
 The single most effective time to engage retiree members in political discussion 

is when they are initially enrolling in the retiree program. Do not separate the 
importance of  politics from union organizing. Get members used to the idea 
that political power goes hand in hand with organizing power. Now, this is 
not meant to suggest that you should pursue their COPE contribution upon 
enrollment. That decision should be made on a case-by-case basis. If  you are a 
startup retiree program that is struggling to build membership, you may want 
to focus on the program and relationship building in the beginning and then 
later pursue contributions. Regardless, the discussion should always take place, 
yet the “ask” can be delayed until a later date when your program determines 
it is ready.

2. Integrate Often
 Although a significant percentage of  members will sign up in the beginning, 

some will not. It’s critical that COPE is integrated into all regular 
conversations and standing meetings with retiree members. Never leave a 
retiree gathering without talking about COPE.

3. Provide Campaign-Specific COPE Sign-Up Cards
 In addition to the standard membership/COPE sign-up card, create campaign 

specific COPE cards around timely and relevant issues.  Example 10.  

4. Make it Relevant
 Seniors are one of  the most politically active groups in the country 

and that’s no accident. Seniors understand that issues that impact 
them directly are decided every day by politics. More than any other 
group, retirees are impacted by issues decided at the federal level, such 
as Medicare and Social Security. SEU’s ability to lobby effectively on 
these issues is directly tied to the amount of  COPE funds it can raise. 
Locals should connect their conversations not just to what’s at stake 
in any one campaign, but to what has already been won or protected 
through COPE funds. Make sure these issues and campaigns are 
reflected on the cards themselves (both membership/COPE integrated 
cards and COPE stand-alone cards). 

10  Lauree Hayden, COPE Director, SEIU, December 19, 2007
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Alternative Mechanisms to Contribute:
 
 Bank Draft/Credit Card—Although automatic and reoccurring 

deductions through pension checks are the most effective form of  
COPE fundraising, some locals have experimented and found success 
with other tactics. The second most preferred way to raise COPE 
funds with retirees is through reoccurring donations authorized 
through bank draft or credit cards. Locals should be sensitive to 
retirees’ concerns about handing out their personal credit card or bank 
information. It’s important organizers and/or fellow members have 
the information and confidence to put retirees at ease about these 
issues. 

 Cash/Check via one-time solicitations—When reoccurring donations 
through pensions, bank accounts or credit cards are not possible, it 
makes sense to explore direct contributions in the form of  cash or 
check. If  this is the method used by your retiree program, a COPE 
“ask” must be woven into every function of  the program. However, 
anchoring COPE fundraising programs to one-time solicitations will 
limit your program’s effectiveness. One-time solicitations should 
be used as a last resort and only when all other avenues have been 
attempted.  
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Conclusion

Identify a liaison between your retiree chapters and the local 
union 
Keeping your retiree chapters closely connected with the local union and 
through the local union with the state council and their activities is important. 
This will ensure your retiree chapters are working toward achieving the overall 
goals of  the local union and state council, are fully informed and involved with 
organizing and political campaigns of  the union, and that retired members feel 
they are an integral part of  the union. Having a local union staff  person to act 
as a liaison between the chapter and the local is highly recommended to achieve 
this integration. Also have your local union political director attend as a regular 
speaker at your meetings to talk about political activities within the union.

Stay connected with the Retiree Advisory Council 
In our efforts to build a progressive majority and strengthen our voices by 
increasing our numbers, we encourage every local union with a retiree chapter 
or interested in building retiree chapters to join SEIU’s Retiree Advisory 
Council. As a council, we learn from each other’s experiences (i.e., mistakes and 
successes), we discuss and strategize for best ways to move our retiree organizing 
efforts forward, and we lend support to one another as necessary. 

Whether your local is in the beginning stages of  developing a retiree chapter or 
whether it has been running a chapter for years, we encourage your local/retiree 
chapter to join SEIU Retiree Advisory Council’s national effort to combine our 
energies. Together, we can create a cohesive and strategic effort to increase the 
voices and power of  our retired members in this country.

For more information on SEIU’s Retiree Advisory Council,  
contact  Lisa Tilson at 561-213-6561 or lisa.tilson@seiu.org.
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