Tips on Bird-Dogging

Bird-dogging is a great activist tactic: follow your targets at public events (often campaign stops) and relentlessly make your demands known to them, their potential supporters, and hopefully the press. Direct and repeated interactions with your targets can often result in concrete legislative progress. Here are some helpful tips:

1) Get a potential group of bird-doggers together. Try to have more than 10 people available on stand-by, so that if you find out about an event the day before, maybe 3 of the 10 can show up. Task 2 people to track a target’s public event schedule. Others should chip in if they hear something, but this task should not fall through the cracks. Ask if there’s a Q & A section once event is found.

2) The group should get together for a planning meeting; role-playing is especially helpful to new bird-doggers. Ideally you’d have a team of 3 or more bird-doggers at an event, which increases your chances of getting called, and you can back each other up if more than one of you get called.  Try to catch your targets when they’re going in, during the Q&A, and when they’re leaving. Taking photos with them and getting their autographs give you more time to talk to them. 

3) Writing an effective question is an art in itself: make it personal, concrete, and succinct. You may start with a brief healthcare horror story and then end with “are you going to sponsor this Medicare for All bill in the State Senate, and if not, how do you explain not supporting a system that would give everyone health care AND save our state x dollars?” Also, come up with follow-up questions if your group is called on more than once. A follow-up question may even be, “I was going to ask a question about our schools, but I’m very interested in that previous question about universal health care for our state, so can you please answer that question more concretely?” If you know their opponent’s position on the issue, you may want to play them against each other. 

4) Getting called on: get to the event early and get strategic seats, with at least one person in the front row and the rest spread out in different sections of the audience. If you’re in the front row, try to make eye contact and laugh loudly at the target’s jokes! When Q & A is about to begin, start raising your hand enthusiastically. The rule is “first, fast, and high”—most people don’t want to ask the first question. If there are mics set up in the aisles for questions, sit next to the mics so you’re first or second in line. 

5) Talk to the press afterwards. You should take the initiative even if they don’t approach you. If the target was not supportive or dodged your question, tell the reporters you won’t vote for them until they support Medicare for All, and explain what it is. If the target was supportive and made a pledge, you may say something to the press like, “I was undecided about supporting this candidate, but since she promised to sponsor a Medicare-for-All bill, I’m voting for her!” 

These tips were summarized from a conference call with Laurie Wen, ACT UP NY, HCN-NYC. For more info, contact Laurie at lauriewen@aol.com or call the HCN office at 800-453-1305.

