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TIPS FOR MAKING A COALITION WORK
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Coalitions expand the numbers and expertise of those working on an issue; they can unite unlikely allies and bridge essential gaps. When effective, coalitions mass and focus the collective skills, resources, and energies of their constituents. When ineffective, they can drain energy and resources, exacerbate institutional and personal rivalries and conflicts, paralyze flexibility, and deaden initiative.

There are several basic rules that can make coalitions more effective and help avoid the greatest dangers.  Use these rules to supplement the constant “care and feeding” of coalition members, which must remain a high priority.

1. State clearly what you have in common, and what you don’t.

The goals and objectives of the coalition must be clearly stated, so that organizations that join will fully comprehend the nature of their commitment. At the same time, coalition members must openly acknowledge their potentially differing self-interest. By recognizing these differences, coalition leaders can promote trust and respect among the members, while stressing common values and vision.

2. Let the membership and the issue suggest the coalition’s structure and style.

Coalitions can be formal or informal, tightly organized or loose and decentralized. The type of coalition chosen will depend on the kind of issue as well as the styles of the people and organizations involved. Coalitions evolve naturally, and should not be forced to fit into any one style.

3. Reach out for a membership that is diverse – but certain.

Coalitions should reach out for broad membership, but not include those who are uncertain or uncommitted to the coalition’s goals or strategies. The most effective coalitions are composed of a solid core of fully committed organizations, which can draw together shifting groups of allies for discrete projects or campaigns. Overreaching for members can result in paralysis and suspicion. There’s nothing worse than a strategy planning session where coalition members are eyeing each other suspiciously, instead of openly sharing ideas and plans.

4. Choose interim objectives very strategically.

Interim objectives should be significant enough for people to want to be involved, but manageable enough so that there is a reasonable expectation of results. They should have the potential to involve a broad coalition and be of sufficient interest to gain public and media attention. Interim objectives should be chosen so they build relationships and lead toward work on other, more encompassing objectives.

5. Stay open to partnerships outside the formal coalition structure.

A coalition must be able to work with a great diversity of advocacy groups, but all groups need not belong as formal members. Organizations whose goals are more radical, or whose tactics are more extreme, are often more comfortable and effective working outside the formal coalition structure and informally coordinating their activities.

6. Take care of the coalition itself.

At the heart of every successful coalition, there should be a small directorship of leaders who are deeply committed not only to the issue, but also to the coalition itself, and to the importance of subordinating the narrow interest of their individual organizations to the overall goals of the cause.

7. Maintain strong ties from the top to major organizations.

The coalition’s leaders must also have strong ties to the major organizations and their leaders must be strong. This commitment must be communicated within the organization, so that its staff members clearly understand that coalition work is a high priority.

8. Make fair, clear agreements and stick to them.

Coalition tasks and responsibilities should be clearly defined and assignments equitably apportioned. If a member is falling down on the job, that should be dealt with promptly. Meetings should allow opportunities for members to report on their progress.
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