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Improving Your Coalitions: - Open Communication

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

Leaders in a coalition need to address conflicts and tensions as they emerge, to help members to voice concerns or frustration, and to identify creative solutions drawn from multiple perspectives. Creating space for open discussion is critical, but can be difficult when members feel it's risky to speak up, or when anger, distrust, or other emotions are involved. Do the practices below suggest any new ideas or any new possible ways to open out discussion?
· Set the example that all voices should be heard. Be aware of some members speaking more than others, and what power dynamics among members may be involved. For example, members who are from groups with less traditional power - such as women, minorities, or representatives of smaller organizations - may find it difficult to speak up. Help the group develop and observe ground rules that prevent anyone from dominating discussions, and encourage quieter members to participate.

· Create "safe space" - a comfortable environment where members feel heard when they voice concerns. Avenues for voicing concerns can range from one-on-one conversations or anonymous feedback, to caucuses or full group discussion. For tensions that involve the full group, be sure to hear from everyone.

· Discuss the "undiscussables" - a tension or conflict that no one talks about openly, especially if one is afraid to offend someone, or wants to avoid conflict. It's difficult to address a tension if you can't find its source. Set the example by talking about such unspoken taboos.

· Take time for conflict resolution and problem solving. It only takes one person to serve as a "bridge builder" and to help resolve conflict. Consult with members individually or carve out time during a coalition meeting. Focus on the key elements of mediating conflicts: 
· Identify common ground. Use this to focus the discussion as you address differences. Also, focus on the issue, rather than the personalities involved in the conflict.

· Ask questions to seek more information to manage the conflict. Make sure everyone has the chance to speak. Also, share all relevant information. Be specific. Use concrete examples.

· Acknowledge the role of emotions. Do they help highlight critical issues? Or do they cloud judgment and the ability to problem solve? If necessary, allow emotions to cool down before problem solving. Give each person the chance to express their concerns without being challenged or corrected. Also, keep in mind that some strong emotions that are expressed may be unrelated to the conflict. Try not to take others' outbursts personally.

· Don't question someone else's motives, or place blame. Maintain and demonstrate mutual respect for each other. Don't personalize criticism. Don't act defensively if you disagree with someone. Ask questions to better understand other's perspectives, feelings, and ideas.

· Listen well to get to the heart of the matter and to draw out ideas for possible solutions. For example: 
· Focus on the speaker, and demonstrate that you are listening and understand. Body language, eye contact, tone of voice, and the questions you ask all demonstrate that you are listening - rather than distracted, disinterested, or already decided on the matter.

· Avoid blocks to listening, such as: talking without allowing someone else to speak; deciding on your opinion before someone finishes speaking or you've heard from more than one person; rehearsing a response in your head while the other person continues to speak; avoiding conflict by agreeing with anything the speaker says; trying to "win" the argument, rather than focusing on common ground and possible solutions; being afraid to be wrong, or assuming you're right. 
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