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Empower the Coalition
Making Partnerships and Collaborations That Work

Source: Advocacy Center at ISC. http://www.advocacy.org/

Movements don't just happen; the energy that underlies them must be marshalled, channelled, and focused. The principal means by which this is achieved is through advocacy networks and coalitions.

Coalitions exist for joint action. To reach a specific goal, members invest significant resources, share decision making power, and coordinate their strategies, messages, and action plans. In addition to a common interest, coalition members must share a high level of trust. Skilled leadership is needed to guide members through their differences so the coalition can function.

Coalitions bring powerful benefits:

· Strength in numbers. Working together can create pressure on decision makers and legitimacy for the issue, and can increase the ability of individuals to take calculated risks with the group.

· Strength in diversity. A coalition is often stronger when it draws together coalition members who are not usually seen as partners. A wide variety of perspectives and constituents creates a broader, holistic picture of the issue; enhances problem solving; strengthens outreach and impact; and increases credibility.

· Shared workload and resources. A diversity of talents, work styles, and resources is needed to carry out a multi-faceted action plan, to reduce the burden on any one organization, and to address tough problems.

· Cohesion and solidarity. Shared values, goals, and experiences help advocates overcome isolation, build confidence, and renew faith that change is possible.

· Creating a micro-model of a just, decent society. Coalitions provide the opportunity to practice on a smaller level the skills and attitudes needed for a strong democracy. 

There are steps advocates can take when first forming a coalition that can contribute to its later strength and flexibility, in helping to make a coalition work.

Making the Most of Coalitions

Our job is to work with the people that invite us in to identify additional stakeholders in the community and strategies for stoking their interest. 
Once those stakeholders and strategies for outreach and education have been identified, the next step is to identify mechanisms to build trust and strategies. The most effective way to build trust is developing conscious coalition-building model structures and decision-making processes that are clear, transparent, and democratic. Developing clear processes as well as platforms or principles of unity that are both ways of holding all of us accountable as well as clearly stating what our purpose is - that is the most effective way of building trust. 
Enduring involvement rises out of both of these clear processes, platforms, and campaigns with measurable outcomes that reflect both short-term and long-term goals. Otherwise if a campaign of structure, a coalition, is open-ended without any clear goals, enduring involvement can become alienating and ineffective.
There are four important components of a workable coalition:
· Clear coalition structures 

· Open communication 

· A unified platform 

· Campaigns with measurable long-term and short-term outcomes 

Both new and established coalitions can benefit from exploring and applying these principles. Through practice, time, and flexibility, a coalition's leadership and members will develop the comfort and confidence needed to minimize conflicts and work together effectively and help make a coalition work.
Improving Your Coalitions - Building a Unified Platform

A coalition's success relies on whether members trust and can rely on each other. Basic coalition structures and accountability processes lay the groundwork. Trust and confidence also come with time, working together on concrete projects, and informal interaction.

Just thinking about the following questions can help leaders to identify potential sources of misunderstanding or frustration among members, and to find ways to address them in the full group.

In addition, sometimes revisiting questions like these - considering the group's commonalities and complementarities - can bring a new view to who its members are in relation to one another.

If you are just starting your coalition, you might use these as discussion questions to open the group's first meeting.

· Who are we? Who do we each represent?

· Why are we each here? Why do we care about the issue? Why do we need or want to join the coalition? What are our agendas?

· What do we each bring? What is our perspective - individual and organizational? What are our resources? What can we do? What are our strengths?

· What are our limits? Do any of us have resources that we cannot contribute to the coalition? Can we each make decisions on behalf of our organizations? Are there issues about which any of us are sensitive? For example, could a particular stand on an issue weaken our credibility with our constituents or threaten our sources of funding? How can we accommodate these sensitivities? 
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