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C H A P T E R 

INTRODUCTION 

As we enter the 21st century, if we happen to work on 
improving health status or health care delivery systems, we 
are very likely to be involved in at least one coaUtion. The 
group may be caUed a partnership, a coUaborative, a con
sortium, a planning council or an advisory group, but what
ever it is caUed, it takes a lot of our time. It can be reward
ing, or frusfrating, or both. No one in college or graduate 
school taught us much, if anything, about how to be an 
effective member of such a group, let alone how to provide 
effective staff support or resources to such a group. Yet 
coaUtions and other multiparty entities are a pervasive part 
of our lives. They are often a lifeline that helps us reach out 
to the people we want to serve. They often provide a vehicle 
for legitimating our work with "power brokers" in the busi
ness community or in the legislature. They may include, in 
addition to people who look and sound a lot Uke us, people 
whose culture, discipline, expertise, perspectives and opin
ions are very different. Indeed, diversity is the key to the 
underlying strategy of a coaUtion. 

When we use the phrase "In union there is sfrength," 
we are usually talking about a group Uke a professional 
association or labor union, where all the members are pre
sumed to be very much aUke, and to have shared interests 
and perspectives. The term "coalition" comes from a differ
ent sfream in poUtical history, that is, the process of pulUng 
together a group of distinct interest groups or poUtical 
parties who have a shared interest in a particular issue or 
objective. The sfrength of the "union" in a coalition is the 
sfrength of its diversity, and of the extent to which it can 
find common ground in the context of diversity. Make no 
mistake — this is not easy work. That, indeed, is why this 
manual was developed. The purpose of this manual is to 
support those who: 

• Partidpate in coalitions 

• Provide staff support to coalitions 

• Provide funding or in-kind resources to coalitions or 

• Require their grantees to organize and utiUze coaUtions 
in their work 

The manual is designed to provide practical advice on 
common concerns and problems facing coaUtions. It is also 
designed to get people thinking about why they have 
chosen to use coalitions in their work, about their assump
tions in building coaUtions, and about the sfructures and 
processes they are using with coalitions. If you have 
reactions to what is said, please share them with us! 

Where Does the Manual Come From? 
This manual is one of several products of a multiyear 
assessment of statewide tobacco control coalitions funded 
by The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWFJ) through 
its SmokeLess States Initiative (SSI). This assessment was 
carried out by a group of researchers based in several dif
ferent organizations (you could almost say it grew out of 
the work of a coaUtion!); the principal author was also the 
Principal Investigator for the researcher. The work began 
shortly after the SSI was announced, and even before 
applications were submitted. RWJF funded us initially to 
examine how states mobilized coalitions in response to the 
announcement, and whether their interactions resulted in 
an application, and in efforts to work together whether or 
not the appUcation was funded. We studied 12 states that 
were likely appUcants; aU but one did apply, and a subset 
was funded. Once funding decisions were made, RWJF 
asked us to conduct a more formal evaluation. Included in 
this longer study were aU nine states that received four-year 
"implementation" grants as weU as three of about a dozen 
states that received smaUer, two-year "capacity building" 
grants. 

Both studies used qualitative research methods 
extensively. We set a team of "action researchers" to carry 
out site visits that included semisfructured key informant 
interviews and observations of coaUtion meetings and 
coalition sponsored events. We also collected and analyzed 
background materials and current documents describing 
the work of the groups studied. After a couple of years of 
field work, however, we found ourselves ready to move for-
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ward to the development of a more "closed-ended" survey 
insfrument called the Coalition Self Assessment Survey 
(CSAS).' This survey captured the characteristics, experi
ences and responses of coalition members from each site. 
Finally, we also collected secondary data to learn more 
about the environment of the states we studied and to frack 
changes in tobacco poUcy in those states. These data, taken 
together and analyzed to identify themes across sites, form 
the primary "ground" for this manual.̂  However, we are also 
building on the understanding and evidence of other 
researchers and practitioners. 

' Those interested in using this survey, wliicli is designed not only for the purposes 
of evaluation but for providing feedback for improvement to coalitions themselves, 
can request the document The Coalition Self Assessment Survey: A Manual for Users" 
from Shoshanna Sofaer, Dr.P.H., Robert R Luciano, Professor of Health Care Policy, 
School of Public Affairs, Baruch College, 17 Lexington Avenue, Box C-iOl, New 
York, NY 10010. 
^ In addition to this manual, we have developed a set of case studies of tobacco 
control coalitions, Lifting the Smokescreen: 7 Stories from the Front Lines of Tobacco 
Control, which tell more particular stories in considerably greater detail and draw 
out lessons learned from a particular state's experiences. This document is also 
available from Dr. Sofaer 

Conceptual Frameworks Guiding our Work 
Two conceptual frameworks have guided our work, and are 
also reflected in this manual. The first is a Conceptual 
Framework for Assessing Coalition Effectiveness; the 
second is a Conceptual Framework for Coalition 
Development. In 1993, the National Cancer Institute (NCI) 
supported the development of a Conceptual Framework 
for Coalition Assessment for possible use in evaluating 
coalitions associated with the NCI ASSIST tobacco confrol 
program. Like the SmokeLess States Initiative, the ASSIST 
project had as a cenfral ingredient the mobilization of a 
multi-party coalition of public and private organizations, and 
individuals, who would help to plan and carry out specific 
activities to further a particular set of community health 
objectives. The primary author developed a preliminary 
version of this conceptual framework, which was then 
revised and refined at a meeting of other coaUtion 
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researchers and experienced coalition developers. Although 
NCI chose not to embark on a coalition evaluation, we 
decided to use an adapted version of this Conceptual 
Framework (see next page) to guide our study. Since it has 
proven both useful and robust, we have used elements of 
the framework as organizing principles for the manual. We 
were acutely aware, however, that coalitions do not just 
happen; they change and sometimes grow over time. We 
therefore synthesized a number of discussions in the 
literature into a Conceptual Framework of Coalition 
Development, which is described in detail in Chapter VIII. 
In the next section of the infroduction, we describe how the 
manual is organized, relating it to the Conceptual 
Frameworks we used. 

How is the Manual Organized? 
An important message of this manual, one that is reiterat
ed throughout but discussed in particular in Chapter II, 
Origins and Purposes of Coalitions, is that the environment 
of a coalition shapes the challenges it faces, the resources 
available to it, and its sfructures and sfrategies. Across 
issues, the following are particular characteristics of an 
environment that influences, coaUtion functioning and 
effectiveness: 

• The extent of public support for the objectives of the 
coalition 

• The extent to which there are organized and powerful 
interest groups opposed to the objectives of the 
coaUtion 

• The history of prior coUaboration both on the issue 
addressed by the coaUtion and on other health and 
social issues 

• The extent of cultural, ethnic and economic diversity in 
the region and 

• The extent to which geography or climate create barri
ers to in-person communication and interaction among 
coalition members 

Some might also add that the "munificence" of the 
environment, that is, the extent to which there are 

resources available to support new initiatives of any kind, 
would also influence the focus and effectiveness of a 
coalition. 

In addition to discussing the environment, however. 
Chapter II also includes the following: 
• An analysis of why coalitions have become so common 

• A discussion of the wide range of purposes and roles 
that coalitions can play 

• An analysis of the differences between "mandated" and 
"voluntary" coalitions, including their advantages and 
disadvantages, and a discussion of how the disadvan
tages can be mitigated 

• A discussion of the geographic level at which coaUtions 
can be formed, and an analysis of how to think about 
which level or levels are most appropriate given the 
work being done 

• A discussion of competing coalitions and how to deal 
with them; and 

• A discussion of how to develop initial roles for a 
coaUtion as weU as how to revisit roles and mission 
over time 

The second part of the Conceptual Framework is the 
sfructure of the coalition. Several aspects of sfructure are 
important, including: 

• The extent to which the coaUtion's membership 
includes those with the range of skiUs, resources, 
credibiUty and perspectives needed to achieve its 
community health objectives 

• The complexity of coaUtion sfructure; and 

• The extent of formalization of the coaUtion 

Chapter III discusses Membership: Bringing People to 
the Table. This chapter 

• Addresses the size of coalitions and the implications of 
size for coalition sfructure and functioning 

• Discusses coaUtion growth over time 
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• Describes different types of coalition membership, 
including informal v. formal; symboUc v. active; and 
individual v. organizational 

• Identifies the issues to be addressed in choosing indi
viduals to represent organizations on a coalition, includ
ing continuity, commitment, level of authority, ability to 
make a meaningful contribution to the work of the 
group, and communication 

• Discusses the all-important issue of the breadth of 
coaUtion membership, including both why some coali
tions simply seem to "round up the usual suspects," 
and why and how to move beyond that approach. This 
section includes a discussion of what kinds of contribu
tions you should be looking for from members 

• Discusses recruitment, including an analysis of why 
people join coalitions and why they don't (benefits and 
problems) and resources, timing and sfrategies for 
identifying and involving new players in a group; and 

• Discusses retention of members, including an analysis 
of why people stay in, or leave, coaUtions, and the 
advantages of early engagement through orientation, 
mentoring, and sfrategies to avoid burnout and permit 
different levels of involvement over time 

Chapter IV addresses the Organizational Sfructure of 
coalitions, including the formality of the sfructure and its 
complexity. With respect to formality, this includes issues 
such as: 

• Whether the coalition needs a "lead agency" as a fiscal 
conduit or more active manager and if so, how to 
choose a lead agency 

• Whether the coalition should have formal Unkages to 
other organizations 

• Whether it needs formal eligibUity criteria for 
membership, different levels of membership, and a 
dues-paying sfructure 

• Whether it needs officers, how many and how they can 
be chosen 
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• Whether it should have formal by-laws 

• Whether it should keep a formal record of meetings, 
plans and actions 

• Whether it needs formal ground rules for meetings and 
a formal agenda; and 

• Whether it should incorporate 

With respect to complexity, it includes issues such as 
whether the coalition sfructure should include: 

• An Executive or Steering Committee 

• Other permanent committees 

• Time-Umited task forces; or 

• Regional groupings 

The third part of the Conceptual Framework addresses 
a coalition's functional characteristics. Important functional 
characteristics specified in the framework include: 

• The extent and aUocation of resources available to the 
coalition. 

• Leadership (especially among coaUtion members); 

• Decision-making in the coalition, including the extent 
to which members have decision-making influence; 

• The extent of conflict and conflict resolution; 

• Management expertise (especially among staff of the 
coalition); 

• The extent of shared vision among members; 

• Communication patterns; and 

Chapter V, Resources: The Benefits and Risks, 
addresses one of the thornier issues in the Ufe of coalitions. 
The chapter addresses primarily financial resources, 
acknowledging that other resources (discussed in Chapter 
III on Membership) are also critical. It discusses: 

• What it takes to get supported for actually running the 
coaUtion itself 

• The benefits and chaUenges of getting staff to support 
the coaUtion 
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• Generating funding for programs and activities 

• What happens when a coalition becomes a source of 
funds, or funding recommendations, for others in the 
community, including considerations of conflict of 
interest; and 

• The often ignored "indirect costs" of coaUtions 

Chapter VI, Leadership, addresses a factor that is 
important, because coaUtions seem to require a different 
kind of leadership from other, more "hierarchical" groups. 
The chapter discusses: 

• Leadership from coalition members, both formal and 
informal, with special emphasis on leadership style, 
important characteristics of leadership in coaUtions, 
and the often-ignored topic of leadership succession 

• Leadership from coalition staff, including the inevitable 
influence of staff and the pitfaUs of overdependence on 
staff; and 

• What happens when there is no leadership 

Chapter VII addresses Making Decisions and Resolving 
Conflicts: The Heart of the CoaUtion Process. It begins with 
a discussion of how to decide how, what and when to make 
decisions, since we often simply make assumptions about 
our decision-making processes instead of consciously, and 
sfrategicaUy, defining them as part of the process of build
ing the group. The importance of having a "regular" and 
"emergency" decision-making process is sfressed. The 
discussion of decision-making rules addresses such 
questions as: 

• How issues are discussed, with a presentation of the 
"nominal group process" approach as another resource 
for coaUtions and 

• How decisions are made 

However, decision-making styles as well as rules are 
analyzed, with special attention to how styles may need to 
accommodate the perspectives of a diverse group, some of 
whom may have previously felt disenfranchised. 

Conflicts are viewed as a special case of decision 
making, and as something that is not necessarily "bad 
news" for a coaUtion. The chapter addresses sources of con
fUct and alternative ways of handUng conflicts and their 
advantages and disadvantages. 

Finally, Chapter VIII addresses Coalition Development, 
using our second Conceptual Framework, which specifies 
four phases of development: 

• Stage One: Getting to Know You 

• Stage Two: Getting Ready for Action 

• Stage Three: Taking Action 

• Stage Four: Death or Transfiguration 

Many previous frameworks for coalition development 
assumed, as we did initially, that coaUtions experience a 
linear progression from stage to stage. Through our work 
on the ground, however, we learned that coalitions do not 
always exhibit this kind of development. In addition to 
discussing each stage in detail, this chapter describes ways 
in which coalitions can get stuck at a particular stage of 
development; how they can "leap forward" over a stage or 
even two when challenged or required to do so; and how 
and why they often "cycle back" to an earlier stage, in order 
to regroup and move forward again. We also discuss the 
challenge, for funding sources, of making sure they 
recognize the actual stage of development of the coaUtions 
they support, and not force them to undertake tasks that 
are beyond their capacities at that stage. While some 
groups rise to the challenge, as noted above, others 
become discouraged or downright dysfunctional. Finally, 
we note that whUe recognizing that coaUtions can outlive 
their usefulness or split apart due to unresolved confUct 
and "die," the next frontier for discovery is how to sustain 
coalitions over time, so they continue to play a vibrant part 
in improving health and health care for aU Americans. 
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ORIGINS AND PURPOSES OF 
COMMUNITY HEALTH COALITIONS 

A. Definition of a Coalition 
A coaUtion is a vehicle for sfructured and purposeful 

interaction among a set of organizations, groups and 
individuals. Many other terms are used instead of the term 
"coalition," including partnership, coUaborative and consor
tium. In addition, many entities called planning councUs or 
advisory boards have many of the same purposes and 
characteristics as do coaUtions as defined here. We intend 
this manual to be of use to those who are involved in any of 
the many entities that fit this fairly broad definition. 

There are three key parts of this definition. First, 
coaUtions have a purpose. They are not ends in themselves, 
but means to some other end. This implies that the value of 
coaUtions should be judged in terms of how well they help 
achieve their purposes. Second, coaUtions have sfructure, 
although it may be very Umited. The most critical aspect of 
a coalition's sfructure is its membership. This brings us to 
the third key element of our definition: A coalition puUs 
together multiple organizations, groups and individuals. 

B. Purposes of Coalitions 
The use of coalitions has become a dominant sfrategy 

in community health improvement. They are being used to 
address numerous public health problems, including 
tobacco use; HIV/AIDS; breast and cervical cancers; injury 
confrol; physical inactivity; substance abuse; and teen 
pregnancy. Coalitions are also being used to achieve 
improvements in medical care, particularly so that medical 
services better address priority community health 
problems, and to improve medical care access, affordability 
and quaUty in a particular community. 

Coalitions perform a range of important functions for 
such efforts, including: 

• Information exchange and networking 

• Planning, coordination and resource aUocation 

• Implementation of joint programs 

• Making visible the commitments of participating 
organizations and people 

• Mobilizing community support 

• Promoting poUcy changes 

• Supporting professional people who are addressing 
difficult problems 

Coalitions are broadly accepted as vehicles for organizing 
communities around health issues because they help 
participants: 
• Mobilize and maximize power and influence 
• Share responsibility and accountability 
• Coordinate planning, sfrategy and action 
• Pool resources and expertise; and 

• Minimize dupUcation of effort 

C. Why Are So Many Coalitions Being 
Formed? 
We think the major reason so many coaUtions are 

forming is that health problems have become more com
plex, and that more people are recognizing this complexity 
and its implications for effective action. Eor many, this is 
not good news. A simple problem, with clear boundaries, 
seems a lot easier to solve. But if we freat a complex 
problem as if it were simple, we m\\ not only fail to solve it, 
we wiU get very frusfrated in the effort! 

What do we mean when we say problems are getting 
more complex? First, most contemporary health problems 
have multiple causes, and often multiple consequences. U 
we are going to really deal with the problem, we need to 
address these multiple causes and consequences. Teen 
pregnancy is a good example. If we analyze this complex 
(read difficult) problem, we easily see that some of the 
causes include lack of education about sexuality; earUer 
onset of sexual activity and lower levels of abstinence; and 
irregular (or no) use of confraceptives. Digging deeper, 
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some think teen pregnancy also results from low self-
esteem among young women; lack of responsibility for their 
actions among both young women and young men; adoles
cent experimentation with or addiction to psychofropic 
substances like drugs and alcohol; and other thorny social 
problems. What about the consequences of teen 
pregnancy? They include higher high school drop-out rates, 
and thus diminished job prospects and income, and, of 
course, a higher rate of very low birth-weight babies and 
thus infant mortality. It's easy to get depressed even think
ing about this panoply of problems! Can any single agency 
handle them all? UnUkely. Can a coalition handle them 
better? Maybe, but only if it is weU designed and weU run. 

A second aspect of complexity is that clusters of 
problems co-exist, so that to address one problem we really 
have to address more than one. For example, confrolUng 
tuberculosis in large urban areas requires pubUc health 
professionals to deal with the problem among homeless 
people who may have severe emotional problems or be 
problem drinkers. Thus, to be effective at one of the most 
basic aspects of infectious disease confrol, pubUc health 
workers must work with mental health and/or alcohol 
abuse experts. Furthermore, this group of people need not 
only medical care, but shelter and fransportation; many 
have families. This means reaching out beyond the 
fraditional boundaries of medicine and health to work with 
people in housing, fransportation, child care and perhaps 
education. Again, no single organization is unlikely to be 
successful in addressing such complex problems. Instead, 
multiple participants, from multiple discipUnes and 
organizations, are needed. 

Last but certainly not least, more and more profession
als have learned that they cannot be effective at addressing 
a health problem unless they work collaboratively with the 
individuals, famiUes and communities who are affected by 
it. From the perspective of the affected parties, they are 
entitled to participate since it is their lives and quaUty of life 

that are at stake. From the professional's perspective, hard 
experience has often taught that tf you don't involve those 
affected in designing responses to a problem, your "profes
sionally defined" solutions are Ukely to fail. At least some of 
what has to be accomplished can only be done by or with 
the cooperation of the people or the community affected. 
Indeed, many communities with serious problems misfrust 
professionals and other representatives of society's 
"mainsfream," who usually confrol resources, rules and 
regulations. This means we find ways not only to involve 
multiple professionals and agencies, but to involve, 
effectively, affected populations. Given the above, it is not 
surprising, then, that serious attempts to address significant 
community health problems often use coalitions as a 
vehicle or sfrategy. Indeed, as we see below, coaUtions are 
often required or mandated. 

D. Mandated v. Voluntary Coalitions 
1. Mandated coalitions 

Mandated coalitions either are typically created 
through laws or regulations, by groups with money such as 
state health departments, legislatures or foundations. 
Typically, to participate in (and get funding from) such 
programs, you have to have, or form, a coalition or similar 
body. Mandates ensure that something caUed a coalition 
wiU get off the ground; they are often accompanied by 
resources to support the coaUtion's operations, in addition 
to the money they may provide for actual operating 
programs or providing services. However, since partici
pants in mandated coalitions may not have initiated the 
process themselves, they may not be committed to coalition 
development and maintenance in the long term. There is no 
guarantee that they will develop a sense of ownership in the 
mandated coaUtion. Often there is a persistent sense that 
the coalition is owned more by the agency or organization 
that mandated it than by participants themselves, or by the 
community involved. Sometimes, however, the sheU of a 
coaUtion already exists and the mandate serves to get it 
funded and on its way to productive action. 
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The extent and nature of mandates vary. Sometimes 
the mandate is simply for a coalition to be designated and 
the details are left open. At other times the agency that is to 
lead, sponsor or convene the coaUtion is specified, and 
either specific members or categories of members are 
defined. Sometimes, the mandate also influences how 
decisions are made, what kinds of decisions have to be 
made, and the timetable for decision making. The more 
specific and comprehensive the mandate, the greater the 
UkeUhood both that communities wiU feel they have lost 
freedom and initiative, and that the particular mandate wiU 
fail to fit local circumstances. 

The benefits of mandating a coalition, and getting the 
funding that goes along with it, are the abiUty to hire staff, 
who often are the glue that holds the coaUtion together; to 
purchase or rent equipment; to pay for postage and phone 
calls; to serve refreshments at meetings; and to hire 
consultants and speakers to help the group educate 
themselves and plan. 

2. Voluntary coalitions 
On the other hand, people do find ways to get coaUtions 

off the ground without mandates. In voluntary coalitions, 
getting off the ground depends on whether the participants 
are willing and able to bring existing resources to the table 
to support these very practical needs. Some voluntary coali
tions are initiated by service providers; other are started by 
grassroots community activists; still others are convened by 
more mainsfream community leaders. 

Providers of service, pubUc and private, often initiate 
coalitions to address the need for joint planning, develop
ment or coordination of services. Only providers are repre
sented in some of these coaUtions; others include represen
tatives of either consumers or community leaders. Some 
coalitions are initiated by government agencies, whUe 
others are developed by voluntary agencies or community-

based organizations. To the extent that the initiator wants 
to involve others, that organization wiU have to deal with 
this important question: "Who started this and why?" H a 
local public health agency initiates a coaUtion and invites 
several community-based service providers to participate, 
the latter may or may not be receptive and wiUing, depend
ing on the extent and history of previous interactions with 
the health department. Alternatively, if a smaU group of ser
vice deUvery agencies with differing sizes, sponsorship and 
scope of services jointly initiates a coalition, a very different 
message may be projected to those they invite to join them: 
that a wide range of contributions and contributors are 
needed and appreciated. StiU another image comes across 
when a cross section of not only health care providers, 
but community members and those who pay for health 
services, are all able to achieve consensus that something 
needs to be done and coUectively issue the call for a 
coaUtion. 

Many coalitions that address community health goals 
are initiated by grassroots activists. Activists often make 
public officials nervous and uncertain as to whether, when 
and how to relate to them. Sometimes local or state health 
departments are the targets of grassroots coalitions, which 
are frying to get these public agencies to change their poli
cies, procedures or resource allocation decisions. Indeed, in 
those cases, the activists may not invite their participation 
at aU. In other cases, a grassroots group wiU pursue a more 
coUaborative sfrategy rather than a confrontation. In such 
circumstances, it is often in the interest of more "main
sfream" pubUc and private health agencies to pursue oppor
tunities for cooperation and mutual support with grassroots 
activist groups. For example, people with disabiUties have 
sometimes used dramatic confrontational sfrategies to get 
the attention of public officials, sometimes with great suc
cess. When they do succeed in getting policies enacted, 
however, getting them implemented in the most appropriate 
manner wiU likely be supported if officials and grassroots 
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activists work together on specifics such as what equipment 
and services will make the most difference in increasing 
the autonomy and job-readiness of people previously unable 
to work. 

In both mandated and voluntary coaUtions, ultimately, 
the key factor is whether people are committed to the gen
eral purpose of the coalition and are convinced that some 
sfructured joint action is needed to achieve that purpose. 
And in nearly aU cases, initial commitment and conviction is 
not enough to keep a coalition going, and make it effective, 
over the long haul. Both commitment and conviction need 
to be deepened over time, in both mandated and voluntary 
coalitions. 

E. Local, State and National Coalitions 
Coalitions can be formed at the national, state, regional 

or community levels. Some coalitions bridge multiple juris
dictional levels. For example, a state coaUtion may be Unked 
to a number of regional or community-level coaUtions. The 
appropriate jurisdictional level for a coalition effort depends 
on the level at which intervention is required to achieve 
specific objectives. Multilevel coalitions are appropriate 
when interventions are required at more than one level. 
Sometimes a coaUtion starts out at one level and then 
realizes that it needs another level to become effective. 

PoUcy-oriented coalitions can be relevant on several 
jurisdictional levels, depending on which level of govern
ment or private poUcy-making group is responsible for the 
target policies. For example, an attempt to eUminate 
discrimination in access to health insurance for AIDS 
patients might require action at the state government level, 
while advocacy for more rapid evaluation of new medica
tions to improve AIDS freatment is more Ukely to require 
coalition activism at the national level. A local coaUtion may 
be more appropriate in advocating for the distribution of 
condoms or clean needles to prevent the spread of sexually 
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fransmitted diseases in substance users. But if policies at 
the state or even federal level consfrain the local action, 
then there may be a need for a broader coalition, or even 
a coaUtion of coalitions, to take on the policy barrier 
in question. 

CoaUtions that work on services integration often are 
found at the point of service, typically the community or 
regional level. Here again, however, federal or state poUcies 
that affect either eUgibiUty for services or how resources 
flow can interfere with local coordination, requiring a multi
level sfrategy. 
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E Competing Coalitions 
Before starting a new coaUtion, make sure you find out 

if a group already exists that is dealing with the same or a 
closely related problem. Serious negative consequences 
can result if a new coaUtion is viewed as attempting to 
preempt, replace or duplicate an existing one. Given the 
energy and time it takes to create and maintain a coalition, 
new efforts need to take preexisting interactions into con
sideration. This makes it more difficult to mandate the 
development of coaUtions across a wide range of jurisdic
tions, as related groups may already exist in some areas 
but not in others. It is important that poUcies take such 
variations into account. There are several options with 
regard to preexisting coaUtions: 

• They can be supported (that is, you can join the exist
ing coalition instead of starting another one) 

• The existing coaUtion can be used as a foundation for 
building a sfronger, more comprehensive or, in some 
cases, a more focused effort 

• A "specialist" coalition can be created under the 
umbreUa of a larger preexisting one 

• If the existing coaUtion has become ineffective or 
desfructive, it may be necessary to start a new one 

G. Defining Mission and Initial Roles for a 
Coalition 
People assume that the coalition has to have a clear and 

specific mission at the outset. As the song says, "It ain't 
necessarily so!" A general mission is needed to get people 
motivated and moving. However, participants need to have 
the freedom and take the time to refine, revise, focus and 
reshape the mission as they go on. This concept may 
conflict with the idea that the coaUtion has an external 
mandate. Funders must give people leeway if they expect 
real commitment rather than participation just because it is 
required. The coaUtion also must recognize that the mis
sion may have to be refined from time to time. Occasionally 

the mandate is broad enough to permit a group to articulate 
its own focus. 

In defining initial roles for a coalition, remember that it 
takes time for coaUtions to develop, and that the pace of 
development wiU vary. It is important to avoid specifying 
initial roles that are difficult or impossible for the coaUtion 
to carry out effectively given its stage of development. At 
the outset, coaUtion conveners and members need to 
identify roles that: 

• WiU allow people to get to know each other, what each 
can contribute and what each is looking to get out of its 
participation 

• Are not Ukely to threaten some of the members 

• Are not Ukely to invest certain groups with dominance 
prematurely 

Examples of such activities include putting together a 
directory of resources that already exist for a specific prob
lem; sponsoring a communify meeting to hear what people 
have to say; gathering basic data about the problem; dis
cussing processes, membership issues, etc. 

H. Revisiting Purpose and Roles Over 
Time 
Whatever the initial purpose, mission and roles of a 

coalition, they need to be revisited and renewed over time. 
First of aU, the coalition has to stay in touch with changes 
in the problem it is addressing, particularly new opportuni
ties, new chaUenges and new players. Equally important is 
staying in touch with the dynamics of the group: What is 
happening to the members' commitment? to leaders? to 
participants' interests, agendas, and in their agencies? Just 
as you don't want to start out overambitious, you don't want 
to stay less than bold. Over time, a coaUtion needs to 
chaUenge itself to take on more difficult roles and more 
specific and comprehensive agendas. At the outset, you 
need to build the frust, and the competence, to act 
effectively. Once you have it, use it or you wiU lose it! 
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I. Hie Coalition's Fit with Its Environment 
As with any organization, it is very important that a 

coaUtion fit its particular environment. There is no single 
model of a coaUtion that is right for aU circumstances and 
situations. The right model for one place may be the wrong 
one somewhere else. Each coalition needs to learn about 
and adapt to its environment. There are a number of critical 
features to keep in mind as this occurs: 

• People's previous history with coUaborative groups will 
influence whether the sfructure of a coaUtion or its 
approach to making decisions, is a good fit wth its 
environment. Those who are accustomed to being 
directed by a single sfrong leader probably wiU not do 
weU in a coalition with lots of shared leadership roles 
and intentional "fuzziness" about who's in charge. More 
generally, people's good and bad experiences in 
previous coalitions vrill influence whether they come 
to a new one with optimism or serious skepticism, or 
just stay away aU together! 

• The "culture" of the area with respect to formaUfy 
versus informalify. In some places, people expect that a 
serious organization will be fairly formal, with explicit 
rules about how things are done, and by whom. In 
other places, an organization like that wiU be barely 
tolerated; people prefer working very informally with a 
minimum of what they consider bureaucratic "fuss and 
bother," There are ways to make either type of coaUtion 
work, but only if there is a "fit" vrith the culture. 

• The degree of homogeneity or heterogeneity in the 
local ethnic mbc. As we discuss at length, coalitions are 
formed to get different kinds of people and agencies 
involved. Some communities and some coalitions, how
ever, are far more diverse than others. Greater diversity 
is, both a chaUenge and an opportunity, but whatever it 
is, it has to be taken into account. When people have 
different assumptions and standard operating proce
dures, you have to spend time getting those out on the 

table so the group can build consensus about how this 
particular group of people wiU work together, recogniz
ing that the ground rules may be pretty different from 
what each individual member is used to. 

PubUc attitudes about the problem you are addressing 
are an important part of the "cUmate" of the coalition's 
work. Take, for example, expanding a needle exchange 
program to further prevent the spread of HIV, hepatitis 
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and other infectious diseases among infravenous sub
stance abusers. K the community favors needle 
exchange, the coalition can move toward negotiating 
with higher levels of government. K the community 
doesn't know much about this approach, or disfrusts it, 
work wiU have to be done to change community 
attitudes, and the coaUtion may need to find other 
sfrategies it can implement in the shorter term. 

Geography and cUmate have a practical, direct effect 
on how people in a coalition communicate. In a big 
state Uke Alaska, which also has a challenging climate, 
coalitions have to do a lot of work through conference 
calls and elecfronic communications. In a small state 
like Rhode Island, frequent face-to-face meetings are 
more feasible. Care is especially essential when parts 
of a coalition's "territory" face more challenges from 
geography and cUmate than others. In these circum
stances, it is tempting for those who can easily meet 
face-to-face to do that, without taking steps to ensure 
that those who cannot attend in person are not, or do 
not feel, left out. 
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ME/V\BERSHIP: BRINGING PEOPLE 
TO THE TABLE 

Members are the life blood and the identity of any 
coaUtion. Recruitment and retention of members is one of 
the biggest chaUenges coalitions face. Membership criteria, 
whether explicit or implicit, communicate a great deal 
about coalitions to communities. When coalitions are 
viewed as a means to reaching health objectives rather than 
as an end in themselves, the key factor in deciding on mem
bership is whether a particular individual or organization 
can bring specific, relevant perspectives and resources to 
the table. In order to atfract the members you need, 
however, you also have to consider whether and how the 
coaUtion can serve its members. In this chapter, we wiU dis
cuss size and growth in coalition membership; different cat
egories and types of members and their implications; 
choosing individuals to represent organizations on 
coaUtions; how and why to make your coalition as broad 
and inclusive as possible; and member recruitment and 
retention. 

A. Size and Growth 
Coalitions can vary in size from very small, with mem

berships of only two or three organizations or half a dozen 
individuals to very large, with 2004-300 organizations and 
individuals. The organization and management of a 
coaUtion are influenced by the size of the membership. In 
general, more sfructure, such as a more active and empow
ered executive or steering committee, more formal commit
tees, more task forces, etc., is needed for a larger group. 
Larger groups typically hold fewer fuU member meetings. 
However, having a fuU membership meeting at least once a 
year can provide significant reinforcement of the identity 
and continuity of the coalition and serve as a "celebration" 
of its work. 

It might seem that it would be easier to manage a 
smaller coaUtion, but this is not always the case. There are 
some very effective smaller, medium-sized and even very 

large coaUtions. It is more important for the sfructure aiid 
decision-making processes of the coalition to be appropriate 
for its size. The actual number of members should, again, 
reflect the breadth of perspectives needed to address the 
community health issue in question. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Most coaUtions, especially the ones that are perceived 
as successful, grow in size over time. Although growth 
needs to be planned, it does not have to be continuous. 
Often coaUtions need periods of consoUdation when the 
membership remains quite stable. Once stabiUty has been 
achieved the coaUtion can entertain growth, development 
and change. Sometimes coalitions decide they are com
plete; sometimes they are not yet ready to recruit more 
members since the current members are stiU figuring out 
who and what they are. Keep in mind, however, that there 
is almost always a tension between the comfort of working 
vrith people and organizations with whom you have worked 
things out, and the need for new ideas, new blood and 
sfrategicaUy defined additions of members. These new 
members must be integrated into the coaUtion, and the 
longer-standing members must adjust to them if they really 
are to become a part of the group. In particular, recruit
ment of nonfraditional partners, i.e., those who represent 
unfamiUar sectors of the community or very different kinds 
of organizations, can be a challenge. However, these groups 
can often increase the coalition's access to key community 
constituencies and decisionmakers, link them more effec
tively to related initiatives, provide new sources of expertise 
and—over time—leadership, and concrete resources. 

Some coalitions become smaUer over time, especially tf 
many people join at the outset and then find they really do 
not want to commit themselves to the coaUtion's cause or 
sfrategy. Attrition can also occur if the coaUtion is relatively 
inactive, or if it is taking action that leaves significant sub
groups uncomfortable. For example, some coaUtions take 
positions on poUcy issues and certain organizations are 
prohibited by law or their own internal policies from 
participating in such activity. 

B. Types of Members 
1. Informal v. formal membership 

Some coaUtions have formal by-laws or other rules that 
either state who the members are or specify criteria for 

membership. Sometimes by-laws estabUsh a dues sfructure 
for members. Different levels of membership can have 
different levels of dues. Sometimes the differential dues 
are associated with different levels of decision-making influ
ence within the organization. This approach can lead to a 
potentially problematic perception that "not aU members 
are created equal," with resultant resentment and dimin
ished commitment by those who perceive that they are 
viewed as "less equal." However, dues can be an important 
source of discretionary funds for any organization. The 
dues themselves are not the problem; it is their association 
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with power and influence 
vidthin the coaUtion that can 
cause problems. 

Many organizations 
create "sUding scales" for 
dues that are related to the 
resource base of the member. 
In some cases members, such 
as people facing the problem 
and small community-based 
organizations, are not expect
ed to pay dues although their 
influence is not affected. In 
such cases there has to be a 
shared sense that those not 
paying dues in dollars bring 
something else of great value 
to the group. 

2. Symbolic v. active 
members: 
Coalitions often have two 

types of members, symboUc 
and active, although this 
differentiation is seldom made 
expUcit. Symbolic members are those who can and do lend 
their names to letterhead, help to promote the coalition and 
its cause, and provide access to influential people. UnUke 
the "active" members, they participate only minimally in the 
day-to-day life of the coalition and typically attend few if any 
coaUtion meetings. Their prime value is that they may give 
legitimacy to the group, either throughout the community 
or with a particular constituency that is important to the 
group's functioning. Having both sjonboUc and active mem
bers is not a problem as long as everyone understands the 
purpose and rationale for doing it, and the expectations of 
all parties are clear. Over time, "symboUc" members can 
become more active, while "actives" who are close to 

burnout can find a place and 
a way to embody their contin
uing commitment to 
a cause. 

3 . Organizations v. 
individuals 
Most members of 

community health coalitions 
are organizations which 
designate one or more indi
viduals such as staff, board 
members or volunteers as 
official representatives. 
Some coalitions, however, 
also include individuals as 
members. Such people are 
asked to join because of their 
personal characteristics, 
such as technical expertise, 
extensive experience, leader
ship skiUs or ability to 
communicate. They may or 
may not have an organization
al affiUation, but their organi
zational affiUation, if any, is 

viewed as largely irrelevant to individual members' partici
pation in the coalition. Individual members are sometimes 
active professionals, but they can just as weU be retired, 
self-employed or not working by choice (e.g., homemakers). 

Many coalitions are comprised entirely of organizations, 
and some coalitions are convinced that individuals are 
inappropriate as members because they cannot really be 
held accountable by anyone. A few coalitions are made up 
entirely of individuals, because the founders believe that 
organizational agendas only get in the way of working 
toward a common goal. In their view, it is personal expertise 
and legitimacy, rather than the organizational affiliation, that 
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counts. Most coaUtions, however, are neufral on this issue; 
typically the vast majority of members are organizations, 
but there are a few individual members. 

C. Issues in Choosing Organizational 
Representatives for a Coalition 
A number of issues need to be taken into account by 

organizations when they are choosing representatives for a 
coalition. They include continuity, commitment, level of 
authority, and communication. The most critical one, how
ever, is the need to make sure that the representative (s) 
chosen can make a meaningful contribution to the coalition 
whUe simultaneously representing their organization's 
interests. 

1. Continuity 
It is NOT a good idea to have different people attend 

coaUtion meetings every time. One or more continuous rep
resentatives is a far better approach. Of course, given staff 
turnover and the natural evolution of a coalition, the repre
sentatives may weU change over the years, but continuity in 
membership is a critical ingredient to making progress and 
to efficient decision making. Often, an organization desig
nates different people to attend various committees and 
task force meetings, while others only attend fuU coaUtion 
sessions. Even in these circumstances, however, continuity 
in attendance is critical. 'Tag teaming," in which a pair of 
people share responsibUity and keep each other informed, 
is another approach that can work. Sometimes both individ
uals wiU attend meetings; at other times one or the other 
wiU assume the responsibility. 

2. Commitment 
Continuity of membership is one indication of the 

commitment of an organization, or an individual, to a 
coalition. And in most coaUtions, members often "check 
out" each other's level of commitment. Other characteris
tics that reflect commitment in the people organizations 

'M^@2ub@p)m, 

assign to coalitions include active participation in meetings 
and wiUingness to take on work assignments and complete 
them in a timely and creative way. 

Sometimes, however, the individual who participates is 
more committed than the organization with whom s/he is 
affiliated. A common scenario is that an individual staff or 
board member of an organization joins a coalition because 
s/he finds their goals important and their approach excit
ing. Such people might find more "like minded" people on 
the coaUtion than they do in their home organization. Even 
if the organization agrees to "join" the coalition, as long as 
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the individual is wilUng to be their representative, the orga
nization itself may give only Up service or rhetorical sup
port to the coalition, or may not care about it at all. In such 
cases, the person really is there more as an individual than 
as an organizational representative; for this participant, the 
coalition becomes an important source of moral as well as 
practical support. It may not always be appropriate to make 
that expUcit, since s/he may need the "umbrella" of the 
organization in order to attend and participate in coaUtion 
meetings and activities. Furthermore, one can always hope 
that the organization's commitment wiU grow over time, 
and sometimes it does. On the other hand, it is probably 
unwise to assume that the organization the person repre
sents wiU be either wilUng or able to contribute resources, 
or vocal support on confroversial issues, even if their 
"representative" is personally a deeply committed member. 

3 . Level of authority 
Higher-level representation from an organization is a 

symboUc indication that the coaUtion is a high priority for 
that organization. Senior executives can also make more 
independent decisions or resource commitments. However, 
there are times when a "frontiine" person is needed, 
because s/he has the critical information, relevant skills, or 
the time needed to undertake specific task assignments. It 
is important to ensure that at least one of an organization's 
representatives can make commitments on behalf of their 
agency. Continuous trips back home for permission or 
insfructions can be counter-productive to group dynamics 
and slow the abiUty to get things done. Of course, there are 
(or can be) Umits to the organizational representative's 
autonomy, particularly when there is a major commitment 
of resources or to a poUcy position that wiU be pubUcly 
announced with the name of the organization attached. 
Even an Executive Director may have to go to his or her 
board on these issues. You have to be wilUng to let people 
go through formal internal processes for this level of com

mitment. Ideally, the representative is empowered by his or 
her organization to participate at a level that is appropriate 
to the group involved. For example, a higher and broader 
level of empowerment can be vested in people serving on 
executive committees, while a lower or more specific level 
of empowerment is granted to those who serve on topic-
specific committees. 

4. Communication 
If the organization is really the coalition member, it is 

important that the representative who is active serve as 
an ongoing channel of communication between the organi
zation and the coaUtion. This means keeping the coalition 
abreast of what is happening in their organization and vice 
versa. The staff person who attends coalition meetings 
needs to provide regular feedback to the organization about 
the coalition's activities, programs, and work in the poUcy 
arena. This might be in the form of reports at staff meet
ings, dissemination of minutes or other coalition materials 
to other members of the organization (especially executive 
or adminisfrative staff), and/or informal discussions with 
other individuals in the organization. It is especially 
important that the representative keep the Unes of 
communication open in the sensitive areas of poUcy 
positions and poUcy advocacy. 

It is also important for the representative to keep the 
coalition as a whole up-to-date on changes and new initia
tives in their home-base agency. This is a key part of the 
ongoing information-sharing purpose of any coaUtion. It 
also helps the members of a group keep the circumstances 
of all their member organizations in mind as they consider 
issues and make decisions. 

In addition to depending on communication through 
representatives, however, the coaUtion itself can be 
proactive in communicating beyond those who come to 
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meetings. For example, they can use their larger maUing 
Ust of interested individuals to share newsletters or specific 
action alerts. In the new elecfronic age, they can also 
broaden their communication net by using fax and/or 
phone frees and e-mail. 

D. Breadth of Membership 
Organizations and individuals should be in a coaUtion 

because of what they can contribute to the achievement of 
the coalition's mission, goals and objectives. Decisions 
about membership have to be sfrategic, but it is important 
to take a comprehensive look at the potential contributions 
of different members. These include: 

• Legitimizing the coaUtion to the community or con
stituency of interest 

• Expertise 

• Information 

• SkiUs, both technical and interpersonal 

• Financial or material resources 

• WilUngness to work to help get the job done; and 

• FacUitating access to key constituencies, including, for 
example: 

—the people to be served; 
—poUcymakers, both public and private; 
—the community at large; 
—business and labor leaders; 
—professional groups; and 
—influential organizations such as the media or 

faith-based groups. 

Breadth of membership is key to capturing aU the 
energy, talent and resources that your community has to 
offer in addressing a complex community health problem. 
Many coalitions, however, do Uttie more than what we caU 
"rounding up the usual suspects." Why? It's actually quite 
simple. The instinct of people setting up a coalition usually 
is to include those who afready are famiUar to them, and 

who afready are working on the problem in some way. To 
some extent this reflects a bias that the major if not the 
only contributions to be made by members are expertise 
and skiUs. However, it also may reflect a fear of giving 
decision-making influence to others, especially those who 
are different, or less well-known or understood. 

But as we have already noted, most community health 
problems are complex and downright tough to ameUorate, 
let alone eUminate. Typically, the "usual suspects" have 
been working on the problem, giving it their best shot, for 
years and years. At a certain point you have to ask yourself, 
"If we stiU have a serious problem, might it not be because 
we need to involve some new kinds of groups and people?" 
To achieve the coaUtion's objectives, you almost always 
have to open up the problem analysis and problem solving 
process to a wider range of people and organizations than 
you are immediately comfortable (or effective) involving. 
That means you will all have quite a bit of learning to do 
before you work together fruitfully. 

In addition to broadening the "technical" range of a 
coalition—by including people from other helping profes
sions besides medicine and health, for example—you need 
to open the "sociocultural" range of the coalition as weU. 
One dimension of this is to add individuals and organiza
tions who are Unked to different ethnic groups, different 
age groups, and even to different gender groups in your 
community. This is "received wisdom" when we are frying 
to reach a particular group in the community, but it needs 
to be considered even when this is not the case. For 
example, while it is important to include kids, and not just 
youth-serving organizations, if you are frying to reach kids, 
what about frying to harness the energy of young people in 
addressing an issue such as the health problems of older 
people? Similarly, women have a role to play at aU times, not 
just when "women's health" is at issue. As one minister 
said, he often finds that in local coaUtions older women, 
who have been both mothers (and grandmothers) as weU 

1 8 W o r k i n g T o g e t h e r , M o v i n g A h e a d 



C H A P T E R 3 

as teachers, nurses or secretaries, often emerge as leaders. 
He notes that these women are especially effective in help
ing a group become cooperative and make tough decisions 
in a humane way, since, as he said, "They really know how 
to deal with three kids and only two cookies." 

Breadth of membership is also critical to helping a 
coaUtion broaden its "influence range." Historically, health 
care and social service agencies have not had the same 
level of poUtical influence as other groups, such as "big 
business" or, in some parts ofthe counfry, "big labor." 

If people concerned about health are going to effect 
change in poUcies or in systems (even health systems), 
they need to have influence, and they need to involve those 
v«th influence such as the business community, media, 
poUtical leaders or their staffs, labor and religious leaders. 
One consequence of bringing in people who are not "techni
cal experts" is that you have to learn how to talk about the 
problems that concern you in a way that is accessible not 
just to other experts but to intelUgent lay people. Meeting 
fhis particular challenge, however, often forces us to 
reexamine both our assumptions and our evidence. This 
can lead to new perspectives on persistent stumbUng 
blocks, insights that can move us forward more rapidly 
than we thought possible. 

People often use the need to get things done quickly as 
a reason for not broadening group membership. This is at 
best a poor excuse. Although it takes more time, energy 
and thought to integrate individuals vdth a variety of back
grounds and value orientations, the investment is essential 
if you want to obtain the contributions and perspectives that 
they bring. 

Clearly it is harder to recruit and retain members who 
are less famiUar to you, and who may be either superior or 
subordinate socially as weU as different culturally. Some 
recruitment sfrategies are provided below. Membership 

should reflect the goals and sfrategies of the group. Service 
delivery wiU require one set of members; poUcy advocacy 
another; systems change yet a third; etc. But not everyone 
needs to be on every coaUtion. Growth has to be planned 
and staged. It probably is dangerous to triple your member
ship overnight. 

E. Recruitment Strategies 
1. Why do people join coalitions? 

In order to recruit effectively, you need to think about 
why people join coalitions, and why they don't. There is a 
wide range of reasons people and organizations choose to 
join or not to join coalitions. At the core, however, is a calcu
lation of whether the benefits that will accrue from joining 
and participating exceed the costs and fhe problems. This 
does not mean that people are cjTiical, just that their time 
and attention are limited and they need to set 
priorities. You also should keep in mind that the benefits 
include things that have to do with values, mission and 
desire for positive social interactions, as weU as more 
material things Uke information, power or resources. Here 
are some perceived benefits that people in coalitions report 
are important to them when they join a coaUtion: 

Benefits of coalition membership 

• Developing collaborative relationships 

• Helping my organization with goals 

• Increasing professional skiUs 

• Staying weU informed in a changing environment 

• Getting access to key poUcymakers 

• Increasing my sense that others share my goals 

• Getting support for poUcy issues 

• Getting access to the target population 

• Getting services for cUents 

• Getting client referrals from others 

• Getting funding for my organization 
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People also have reasons for not joining coaUtions. 
Here are some of the problems that keep people from join
ing a coalition, or that can lead them to reduce or end their 
involvement: 

Problems of coalitions 
• Activities do not reach my constituency 

• My skiUs and time are not weU used 

• My opinion is not valued 

• The coaUtion is not taking any meaningful action 

• The cost of fraveUing (e.g. to meetings) is too high 
• Other costs of participating (including time, dues) 

are too high 

• Being involved in poUcy advocacy is a problem 

• My organization does not get enough pubUc 
recognition through the coaUtion 

• The coaUtion competes with my organization 

• I am the only voice on the coalition representing 
my view 

2. Timing your invitation 
Most coalitions begin, as noted above, by engaging the 

groups with whom they already have active working 
relationships. Only later wiU they go "beyond fhe usual 
suspects." However, keep in mind that people do not Uke to 
be asked to join groups at a later stage if they think that all 
the important decisions have afready been made. They are 
highly Ukely to feel exploited or like token members when 
that happens. This is especially important when you are 
attempting to engage groups who perceive that they have 
been ignored or neglected in the past. 

On the other hand, some people, including many who 
have substantial power in the community, are uncomfort
able joining (not starting) groups initiated by others that 
are just getting started or in an early stage of development. 
They don't want to waste their time in the early stages of a 
group's formation unless they are leading the group them

selves. When recruiting people like this, you should be 
prepared to indicate how, when and where you expect them 
to participate and contribute, and why their participation 
is important. 

3 . Reaching groups with whom you have not worked 
In attempting to reach groups with whom you have not 

worked in the past, it is especially important that you get to 
know their values, cultural and social norms. You can do 
this by asking questions about their knowledge, attitudes 
and beUefs about the mission of the group and their previ
ous participation in similar kinds of groups. It is important 
to ask specific questions about issues that may come into 
conflict with the group's values, mission and objectives. You 
should not assume that everyone in an unfamiliar group is 
alike; such behavior is a form of stereotyping. Instead, find 
the gatekeepers and influentials and use them to get your 
foot in the door, to find out whom you need to know and 
where and how to find the information you need. Admit 
what you don't know, and commit to being a quick learner. 
Acknowledge that you are more Ukely to make errors of 
judgment in picking the right person or organization with 
the less well-known groups, but you've got to take the first 
steps. It also can be quite useful to seek out the advice of 
others in the community who may have had prior experi
ence vnth the group. 

4. Investing in recruitment 
Recruitment takes time and resources. It must be 

planned, and it won't be successful unless there is a con
certed effort. It wiU be easier if you acknowledge that you 
wiU not succeed every time. If someone teUs you that he or 
she is unable to join, ask him or her to suggest others who 
might be able to, and ask if you can keep the individual on 
your maiUng list. If they are forthcoming and you feel 
comfortable enough, you might want to ask why they can't 
join. You wiU have to be prepared to go back to some 
groups more than once over time. Although staff are an 
exfraordinarily useful asset to recruitment, members are 
essential to recruiting other members. 
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5. Providing intermediate steps to full involvement 
People are often unwilUng to make a commitment to 

full involvement at the outset. An incremental sfrategy can 
be used to involve people initially in concrete and specific 
ways that are weU suited to their perceived interests and 
contributions. This may include participating in a coaUtion 
activity or event, or in a subgroup such as a committee or 
task force. This approach often paves the way for gradually 
increasing involvement over time as the person gets to 
know the coaUtion and its principal players. 

E Retention Strategies 
1, Why do people stay in coalitions? Why do they 

leave? 
Over time, coaUtion members continue to keep an infor

mal running calculation about whether or not the benefits 
of participation outweigh the costs. They are Ukely to do so 
when: 

• The mission and values of the coalition are consistent 
with those of the member 

• The desire for positive social interactions is met; and 

• The member has what s/he perceives as access to a 
sufficient amount of information, \dsibiUty, credit, 
decision-making influence and resources 

However, the effectiveness of the coalition, both inter
nally and externally, is also important. K the coaUtion is not 
moving, people often wiU walk away. They may also leave if 
conflicts are handled poorly. (See the section on conflict 
resolution in Chapter 7). 

2. Member orientation 
Member orientation is essential both to retention and 

to meaningful participation. It is very important to be 
welcoming to new members! To engage new members, we 
recommend putting together a packet of materials that is 
not too overwhelming but gets at the basics of what the 
coaUtion is and does, and who the key players are. This 
packet should include material about the history of the 

coalition, the "culture" and norms of the group, how deci
sions are made, previous and planned activities, a Ust of the 
members and a Ust of the coalition's accomplishments. It is 
essential that people be given the tools they need to have 
influence over decisions. In fact, this is key. K a group of 
people join the coalition together, consider having an orien
tation session or a refreat for them. Also consider having 
some kind of event that celebrates the new members. 
Make sure they are properly infroduced to the group, and 
especially to the leadership. 

3 . linking new members to the right lands of 
activities 
As new members join the coalition it is important to 

determine thefr interests, expertise, and the amount of time 
they have available for coalition-related activities. The next 
step is to give them opportunities to participate that fit their 
interests and needs. These should start slowly and build up 
over time. 

4. Linking new members to experienced members 
One way to expedite the engagement of new members 

is through informal "buddying" of new members with 
experienced ones, including those who are quite different. 
This wiU help to expose the new member to the coalition's 
diversity. Do not depend solely on staff or officers to carry 
out this important function. Being a "buddy" also can 
revitalize the interest of a less active member. 

5. Preventing btu'nout 
CoaUtion members can and do burnout. Causes of 

burnout are multiple. They include too much responsibil
ity; doing something for so long one loses interest in it; lack 
of a sense of progress; too much unresolved conflict, 
especially confUct that gets personalized; and group 
djmamics that are exhausting (not just because of conflict 
but because it takes too long to make decisions or take 
actions). Sometimes we can start to see coaUtion 
burnout when people are on too many coalitions. This is 
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especially problematic in smaller communities where there 
are the same number of problems and fewer people. In 
those cases, some resfructuring of the coalitions may be 
required. Rotating jobs is a good idea. 

6. Helping people to manage different levels of 
involvement over time 
It is a good idea to let people back off periodically from 

high-level, high-pressure involvement (such as being an 
officer of the coaUtion or a committee chair) to a position 
with fewer demands. You need to plan for this ahead of 
time, and to be grooming some people to get more involved 
so others, including leaders, can become less involved. 
Sometimes, for personal or professional reasons, people 
may need to back off entirely for a time. When this 
happens it is important to fry to keep the door open for the 
future. By letting people back off they won't have to fall 
apart, and they probably wiU be more receptive to future 
reengagement. It is important to remember that, with few 
exceptions, your members are volunteers—at least to the 
coalition. If you push them too hard they are bound to 
rebound. 

Reminder: You—the coaUtion—are your members. 

2 2 W o r k i n g T o g e t h e r , M o v i n g A h e a d 



C H A P T E R 4 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

The organizational sfructures and operating principles 
of coalitions can be as varied as the purposes they serve. 
Coalitions can be ad hoc, time-limited groups; formal sfruc
tures with complex long-term objectives; and an infinite 
variety of things in between. They can be national, regional 
or local in scope, and they can operate at aU of these levels 
simultaneously. They can include numerous groups and 
individuals who meet regularly as a whole and in several 
committees, or they can be Umited to a few smaU groups 
that meet occasionally in a church basement. Coalitions can 
and do develop and change over time, becoming larger and 
smaller, more and less formal and sfructured, more 
narrowly focused or more ambitious in scope. 

No single sfructure is right for aU coaUtions. The size of 
the group, the complexity of its goals and tasks and, more 
than anything, the "norms" of the people and the commu
nity in which the coaUtion is located wiU aU influence how it 
needs to be sfructured to work effectively. However, by 
definition, coalitions are more horizontal than vertical in 
sfructure. Hierarchy is incompatible with the concept of 
equal opportunity for participation and contribution, which 
is the halUnark of a community health coalition. 

A number of key decisions must be made regarding the 
initial sfructure of the coalition. As the coaUtion develops 
over time, sfructural adaptations are Ukely to occur. 
Most of them faU into two categories: How formal should 
your sfructure be? and How complicated should your 
sfructure be? 

A How Formal Should Your Structure Be? 
In a formal sfructure, lots of things are decided upon 

ahead of time, and written down. Eor some, formaUty 
provides a level plajdng field, consistency and predictability; 
all these factors help build frust. FormaUty can also help 
get the work done efficiently and on time. Unless people 
are very comfortable and experienced in working together, 
the absence of rules can result in constant squabbles about 

how to do things and who is in charge. In exfreme cases, 
this can lead to paralysis and inaction. For others, however, 
formal sfructures impede creativity, flexibiUty, and "give 
and take." Think about your particular community and your 
particular group and its "norms." In some communities, 
and for some people, formal sfructures are just a bureau
cratic nuisance. They assume coaUtion members can and 
vrill just figure out what has to be done and do it. Almost aU 
coalitions have at least some degree of formal sfructure, in 
part because the organizations they come from have a for
mal sfructure. But it is important to retain flexibiUty, and it 
is therefore wise to infroduce greater formality into the 
coalition sfructure gradually. Remember that it is easier to 
become more formal than it is to become less formal! Here 
are specific issues coalitions must address regarding how 
formal they need to be: 

1. Does the coalition need a "lead agency"? 
If the answer is yes, who should fulfiU that role—the 

state or local health department? a voluntary agency? or a 
local hospital or university? 

Most of the coaUtions we have studied have a lead 
agency, for the practical reason that there had to be some
one to receive and manage funds on behalf of the group. 
What does vary, however, is how the lead agency is identi
fied. In some cases, as noted in our discussion of mandated 
coaUtions (see Chapter II), a funding source specifies who 
the lead agency must be. In ofher cases, the lead agency is 
actually the group that convened fhe coalition to begin with. 
In stiU other cases, the group as a whole makes a decision 
about the most appropriate agency to be the "lead." There 
are two critical issues to keep in mind with respect to lead 
agencies: 

• Who is in the best position to carry out the 
adminisfrative and financial functions of a lead agency? 

• Who is most Ukely to be respected and frusted by other 
coalition members, and by the community and 
constituencies the coalition needs to reach? 
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Quite often, the answer to these questions is pretty self-
evident. At other times, there may actually be competition 
to be the lead agency, especially tf prestige or money goes 
with the designation. Some coalitions have found that if one 
of the competitors wins out, the other may back off. Others 
find it wdser to fry to pick as "neufral" a group as possible to 
be the lead. In some communities, there is a fear that the 
lead agency wiU fry to confrol the agenda, sfructure and 
sfrategy of the group as a whole; picking the largest and 
most resource-rich or visible agency in the coaUtion is not a 
good idea under these circumstances. In other communi
ties, agencies are more willing to join if they see that a large 
and well-regarded entity is serving as a lead agency, 
because that gives them confidence that there wiU be 
action, and also resources. 

2. Should the coaUtion have formal linkages with 
other organizations through such mechanisms 
as shared memberships or memoranda of 
understanding? 
It is rare that coalitions set up such formal Unkages at 

the outset. The exception is when a coaUtion actually 
becomes a subgroup of an existing "umbreUa" group. In 
those cases, specifying the relationship of the two groups in 
writing is important to ensuring that the new coaUtion has 
sufficient autonomy to operate and make decisions. Over 
time, however, such Unkages may become appropriate, for 
example, if the coaUtion is getting or providing resources to 
another group, or if two or more groups are working 
together on a common agenda. 

Sometimes there are two coaUtions created by different 
funding sources to deal with the same or at least highly 
overlapping issues. For example, in the world of tobacco 
confrol, the National Cancer Institute funded statewide 
coaUtions in which the lead agency had to be the state 
health department, while the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation supported coalitions where the lead agency was 
up to the local entities to determine. Some states have 

received funding from both sources. For the "enemies" of 
the tobacco confrol movement, any opportunity to "divide 
and conquer" is atfractive, so people were often concerned 
about how the two projects and their coaUtions would 
interact. In some cases, a single coalition served both 
projects. In other cases, over time the roles of the two 
groups, and the boundaries and overlaps between them, 
were slowly worked out. While formal statements can help 
in specifying relationships, their development is often so 
gradual and "organic" that such statements can only be 
drawn up fairly late. 

3 . Does the coalition need formal eligibility criteria 
for membership? Different levels for members? 
See Chapter III on membership for a discussion of 

membership issues for coalitions, vrith special attention to 
the types of members. 

4. Should the coalition have officers and, if so, 
shoidd they be elected or appointed? How long 
should they be in office? 
Most groups have a Umited number of officers— 

President, perhaps a Vice President, a Secretary and a 
Treasurer (sometimes the latter two are combined). It is 
a good idea to make sure that officers are affiUated with 
different members, and perhaps even with different sectors 
of the community, to reflect the diversity of the coaUtion 
and guard against concenfration of power. 

A more significant issue is how the officers are chosen. 
In an organization Uke a coaUtion, where it is important for 
everyone to feel as though they have influence on deci
sions, election of offlcers is usually more appropriate. 
However, if no one is willing to volunteer (not a good omen 
for commitment to the group!) then appointment may be a 
fallback option. 

In order to avoid burnout and to promote the emer
gence of new leaders, it is also important to consider terms 
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of office. Terms from one to three years are common; some 
groups permit reelection, but it is a good idea for there to 
be some kind of "term limit" for coalition officers. When 
you are first getting started, it is not uncommon to stagger 
the terms of the first group of officers so they are replaced 
gradually rather than aU at once. This permits a balance 
between new participants and continuity. 

5. Should the coalition have formal by-laws? 
Most coalitions develop by-laws, but many do not do so 

until they have been in operation for a year or more. There 
is a very real tension between the work that it takes to put 
together the right set of by-laws and the pressure people 
feel to actually get to work on the community health prob
lem at issue. To save time, many groups begin by looking at 
by-laws for other groups. If you take this approaich, make 
sure you look at by-laws for a group that is as similar to a 
coalition as possible. The by-laws for a large voluntary 
agency may not work as well as the by-laws for a member
ship organization, for example. And rather than simply 
adopt someone else's by-laws wholesale, look them over 
carefully to make sure there are not important changes 
needed. Be particularly careful, when you are getting off 
the ground, to make sure that it is not exfremely difficult to 
alter the by-laws. The coalition needs to feel free to learn 
and use its learning over time. 

6. Should formal minutes be taken at meetings? 
Should other records of the coalition's plans and 
actions be kept? 
Meeting minutes can be a useful tool. They can record 

decisions the group has made; fhey can Ust the foUow-up 
action steps that have to be taken, by whom and by when; 
and they can give at least some of the flavor of the deUbera
tions of the group. They need not summarize everything 
that happened at a meeting, however. Since it is always the 
case that someone is not able to attend a meeting, the 
minutes are useful in keeping them up-to-date. In some 
groups, the Secretary takes the minutes; in others it is a 

support staff members; stiU other groups rotate the job of 
taking and distributing minutes. In all these cases, it is a 
good idea to develop a "template" for the minutes and have 
everyone stick to it; this t3T)ically reduces the time it takes 
both to prepare and to review the minutes. 

Other formal records of a coaUtion can be useful; this is 
particularly frue of the following: 

• Mission or vision statements 

• Sfrategic or action plans 

• Resource aUocation decisions related to such plans 

• Positions on particular poUcy issues 

• Summaries of programmatic initiatives 

The primary audience for some of these documents is 
internal; the primary audience for others may be external. 
Keep in mind, however, that under certain circumstances 
you may have to keep written records to a minimum. This 
is particularly frue when a group is taking on confroversial 
issues and there may be other groups or individuals who 
would want to discredit them. In some cases, depending on 
the sources of funding for a given coaUtion, there may be 
laws that require their documents to be made pubUc. And 
in some cases, the group's sfrategy may require that they 
keep their plans quiet until the right point in time. 

7. Does the coalition need a formal set of grotmd 
rules (e.g., Robert's Rules of Order) to govern 
its meeting process? At meetings, should there 
be a formal agenda that is agreed to by all 
participants? 
Clear, shared and expUcit rules to govern how issues 

are raised, how they are discussed and how fhey are 
decided are often critical both to building frust and to get
ting closure. This is another area, however, in which the 
"culture" of the community and partidpants in question 
need to be taken into account. Some people find rules and 
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agendas barriers to participation rather than things that 
help to structure effective participation. Be especially 
careful about formal ground rules and agendas if there are 
some people in the coaUtion who are very experienced at 
working wifh them while others are not. The latter are 
likely to feel (and perhaps really be) disenfranchised if they 
are less experienced than others. 

Having an agenda is a good idea, but a more important 
issue is who sets the agenda and how and whether the 
agenda is actually foUowed. These issues are discussed 
further in Chapter VII, which covers decision making. 

8. Should the coalition incorporate? 
When you incorporate an organization, you have to 

become quite formal. Incorporation rarely happens at the 
outset of a coaUtion's life. It is a major turning point in the 
coaUtion's development, and is a sign that people expect 
and want to work together not just for a few years but for 
the long haul. It also impUes that people have come to a 
comfort and frust level with their sfructure and their 
decision-making processes. Coalitions typically incorporate, 
however, for very practical reasons: There are opportunities 
they cannot take advantage of, or resources they cannot 
acquire, unless they incorporate. In a few cases, groups 
incorporate because they are dissatisfied with the lead 
agency they have chosen as a fiscal intermediary for the 
group; unless they are really ready to put in the time, effort 
and money it takes to incorporate, an alternative lead 
agency may be a wiser step. 

B. How Complicated Should the 
Structure Be? 
Another dimension of coalition sfructure is complexity. 

An organization becomes more complex as it add subunits 
and layers. The units and the layers are typically defined by 
functions (a Nominating Committee), by issues (an 
Adolescent Health Task Force), or by region (the Bronx 
HIV/AIDS Network). In most of the organizations in which 

we work, there is also some kind of "vertical" sfructure, 
or hierarchy. WhUe coalitions are intentionally less hierar
chical, the infroduction of features such as officers and in 
particular an Executive Committee does infroduce some 
degree of hierarchy. Without any subunits or layers to an 
organization, everyone works on everything. In a very 
small coalition, or one that is just starting out, that can be 
very appropriate. As coaUtions grow and begin to work on 
multiple fronts, it typically becomes more efficient to 
"divide and conquer." 

Like formality, the need for complexity, and the appro
priateness of complexity, wiU depend on the community and 
the members of the coalition; on the size of the coalition; 
and especially on how many tasks and activities the 
coalition is undertaking, and how different these tasks are. 
As with formaUty, it is a good idea to start out vrith a fairly 
simple and flexible sfructure, adding complexity over time. 
Here are some particular issues to address with respect to 
how complicated the coaUtion's sfructure should be: 

1. Should the coalition have an Executive or 
Steering Committee? 
The need for an Executive or Steering Committee 

depends on the size ofthe coalition (see Chapter III). When 
there are more than about 25 people it usually is wise to 
have a small group that can meet more frequently between 
fuU coaUtion meetings to help sfructure the decisions that 
the whole group needs to make and perhaps make urgent 
decisions, at least on an interim basis. This smaUer group is 
usually caUed either an Executive Committee or a Steering 
Committee. It typically includes the officers of the coaUtion 
and the chairs of key committees where they exist; in some 
cases there are "members-at-large" chosen from the 
broader membership of the coalition. When there are 
different regional groupings within a coaUtion, it is not 
uncommon, and often wise, to include representatives of 
more "local" groups on the Executive Committee. 
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Whatever it is caUed, the 
Executive Committee needs 
to have clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities. 
Communication flow and 
ground rules for agenda 
setting and interim decision 
making are critical, as serious 
problems can arise if fhe 
whole group begins to feel 
disenfranchised by what the 
Executive Committee is 
doing. 
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If you have an Executive 
Committee, you also have to 
decide how it wiU be chosen. 
Options include election by 
the whole coalition, appoint
ment by key officers, and 
volunteers. In some cases, the 
"mandate" for a coaUtion will specify how the Executive 
Committee should be consfructed. This is one of the 
thorniest problems for mandated coalitions, since the 
Executive Committee is rightiy seen as a group with more 
than the usual amount of influence on the Ufe of a coalition. 

You also need to decide how much power the Executive 
Committee wiU have in making decisions, allocating 
resources, etc., especially when they are acting without 
the consent of the fuU group. These powers should be 
delineated in the by-laws of fhe coaUtion. The more power 
vested in fhe Executive Committee, the more important it 
is that they are chosen through an open process that is 
viewed as democratic and that there is ongoing communica
tion between fhe Executive Committee and the coaUtion as 
a whole. 
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One of the most important 
roles of an Executive 
Committee is to take action 
in a hurry when opportuni
ties or chaUenges arise. This 
might include taking advan
tage of a funding opportu
nity, responding quickly to a 
piece of unexpected legisla
tion, or in some cases 
handUng a conflict in the 
ranks that is getting in the 
way of important deadUnes. 
Given the ubiquity of e-mail, 
fax and other rapid commu
nication technologies, it has 
actually become easier for 
the entire membership of a 
coalition to have an opportu
nity to at least comment on 
an urgent circumstance, 

even if they do not participate in deliberations or make final 
decisions. Taking advantage of these technologies can help 
ensure that the Executive Committee maintains the frust of 
the group as it gets on with the work. 

2. Shotdd there be other permanent committees? 
Delegating responsibiUties to committees can help 

increase efficiency for the coalition as a whole. Functional 
committees, such as Policy Setting, Member Recruitment, 
and Legislative Programs/Education can help to facilitate 
the work of the coaUtion. The advantages of having commit
tees are that you get more work done when a smaU group 
of people are working on particular issues. Another advan
tage of all kinds of subgroups is that they can atfract and 
engage people with specific interests or skiUs who Uke to 
have the opportunity to focus on things they do weU and/or 
enjoy doing. As we discussed in Chapter III, Membership, it 
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is often possible to recruit someone initially to serve on a 
coalition subunit where it may not be possible to recruit 
them to join the coaUtion as a whole. 

Topic-specific committees that are related to the pro
grammatic focus of the group can also be useful for getting 
the job done and affording individuals an opportunity to 
share their unique expertise. For example, a broad commu
nity health improvement coaUtion such as a CCN partner
ship can have committees to tackle each of the priority 
health issues they have chosen to focus on, e.g., mental 
health; elder health; school health; or reproductive health. 
When you have topic-specific committees, however, it is 
also important to coordinate and communicate across the 
different committees, both so that people do not "bump into 
each other" and so they can learn from each other's 
experiences. This often becomes a key role for staff and for 
the Executive Committee. 

3 . Regional groupings 
Coalitions can have national, state, local and neighbor

hood levels that are related to each other. Regional group
ings can give the coalition greater reach, and they often 
lead to greater membership diversity and effectiveness. 
However, considerable thought must be given to how the 
levels wiU relate to each other, in particular with regard to 
governance. For example, are there representatives from 
the more local groups on the state and national groups, and 
in particular on the Executive Committee? It is a good idea 
to have this cross-membership and representation to keep 
things coordinated. 

Local people often have a very different perspective on 
the world. Sometimes they are much more activist and want 
change now; at other times they are much more conserva
tive about what it m\\ take to achieve a change in their 
particular context. These issues must have a forum where 
they can be addressed. 

4. Should there be more temporary groupings such 
as Task Forces? 
Temporary groupings such as task forces give a 

coaUtion flexibiUty to deal with issues that are important 
without creating a standing "bureaucracy" that takes on a 
long-term Ufe of its ovm. They may be set up to deal with 
challenges or opportunities in the environment that are not 
ongoing. They have the advantage of giving members a 
chance to work on an issue on a shorter-term basis. If you 
set up one or more task forces, it is important to specify the 
purpose and objectives for the group and perhaps how long 
it is expected to operate. This makes it clear that the group 
has a clear focus of attention and a time-Umited mandate. 

Reminder: Your sfructure sends a message to the 
community about how you make decisions and take actions. 
It wiU be noticed and read that way. Match your sfructure 
to your purpose, role and context: There is no single right 
sfructure. 
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RESOURCES: 
THE BENEFITS AND RISKS 

As with any organization, coaUtions need resources in 
order to operate. It is useful to define resources broadly, to 
include not only funding, but also contributions of time, 
space, materials and equipment; information; access to 
important groups and individuals; legitimacy; and prestige. 
In this chapter, we wiU focus primarily on financial 
resources, examining not only how coaUtions acquire and 
use such resources, but the impact of having either 
resources themselves or confrol over resources that would 
be distributed to others. The latter topic is important 
because coaUtions often make either recommendations or 
decisions about who wiU get funding for various activities. 

A. Support for Running the Coalition 
The basic operations of coalition requires some level of 

financial resources. It costs money to: 

• Arrange and conduct meetings 

• Gather and distribute information 

• PubUcize the coalition; and 

• Recruit members 

Having a budget or earmarked and dedicated in-kind 
contributions is often a key to both the initial mobilization 
of a coalition and to its ability to make progress as a group. 
Without some level of financial resources that the coalition 
can call its own, it is hard to overcome the tendency for 
people to work on their own instead of jointiy, and against 
the pressure of other priorities. Without funding, coalitions 
have to get by using volunteers and in-kind contributions 
from members. And many coaUtions have survived and 
even thrived for years in just this way. For example, many 
grass-roots activist groups have a history of providing 
endless hours of volunteer support to keep coaUtions going 
during hard times. If a coaUtion has this experience, 
especially at the outset, it is important, once funding and 
staffing do become available, to recognize these volunteer 
efforts and to find ways to continue to harness the energy 

and motivation they reflect. Unfortunately, however, 
running a coalition on volunteer energy and in-kind contri
butions over the long term is difficult, especially if most of 
the members have significant full-time employment, not to 
mention famiUes and other obUgations. Further, the level of 
resources available this way is often insufficient or barely 
adequate and, perhaps more problematic, their continuity 
cannot be assured. 

Basic operating expenses can be met in several ways: 

• Especially if a coaUtion is mandated, support for its 
basic operations often comes from the external agency 
who is doing the mandating. 

• In voluntary coaUtions, member organizations typically 
contribute resources, including both in-kind support 
such as space, secretarial support or access to staff for 
particular tasks, and actual doUar funding. 

• One type of member funding can come from dues. 
(See Chapter III for a discussion of the issues that arise 
when members pay dues to a coaUtion.) 

• CoaUtions can independentiy seek funding, both from 
private foundations and from pubUc agencies. 

Most people beUeve that resources always come with 
strings attached. And they are usually right! Whatever the 
source of funding for the basic operations of a coalition, the 
question arises: To what extent is the source of funding, 
rather than the coalition as a whole, making the important 
decisions? We have afready noted that mandated coaUtions 
always have to overcome the notion that someone else 
"owns" the group. If one or a small number of coalition 
members are providing the bulk of the resources for the 
group's operations, people wiU also worry that they wiU 
expect to have more influence. A dues sfructure that is a 
result of consensus and that seems equitable to all can be 
useful because it generates resources just for the coaUtion 
that they confrol themselves. Similarly, if the group decides 
to pursue external funding, they are more Ukely to feel they 
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are in charge of their own destiny. Nevertheless, they need 
to make sure that there is considerable overlap between 
their agenda and the agenda of the external funders. 

When you get external funds and you are not incorpo
rated, however, you need to identify an agency as a fiscal 
conduit, sometimes called a "lead agency." (See Chapter FV 
for a discussion of the use and selection of lead agencies.) 
Some funding agencies mandate the lead agency. The mem
bership may not have a choice. In other instances, the lead 
agency is selected by the membership. The lead agency 
may be agreed upon by a smaU number of agencies who 
come to the table to write a grant proposal. The bottom line 
here is that whUe it would be ideal if the membership 
agreed about who the lead agency is, that doesn't always 
happen. The lead agency usually is perceived as having 
significant, sometimes undue influence about the direction 
of programs, poUcy and resource aUocation. Sometimes this 
is a problem, sometimes it isn't. Usually the lead agency 
also has more responsibiUty with respect to 
programs, poUcy, and resource aUocation, and along with 
this goes more influence. The danger seems to be when the 
lead agency exerts undue influence against the will of the 
members. A good lead agency can be a real asset. It is ideal 
to select a lead agency that is highly legitimate in the 
community, weU managed, has an interest in the work of 
the coalition but has other work to do as weU. 

B. Staffing the Coalition 
You don't need much in the way of resources until you 

decide that the coaUtion needs its own staff. TTiis is an 
important decision in the life of any coalition. Related 
decisions are what kind of staff and with what level of 
responsibility. Some groups get by with part-time adminis
frative support staff only. Under those circumstances, any 
technical work is going to have to be done by members 
themselves. A good adminisfrative assistant can schedule 
meetings and arrange for meeting space, follow up to make 

sure people wiU be attending, and arrange for refreshments 
or any equipment that wiU be needed. S/he can copy and 
disfribute materials before, during and after meetings. But 
developing an agenda, identifying and gathering relevant 
data about the problem at hand, identifying additional 
groups and individuals who should be asked to join and 
similar tasks wiU require either some level of professional 
staffing or a genuine time commitment on the part of one, 
or preferably several, members. One approach is for mem
ber organizations to assign staff to these functions. This 
inevitably raises the issue of whether this assigned staff 
person is responsible to the coaUtion as a whole or just to 
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the agency that employs them. Assigned staff typically have 
to "bend over backwards" to demonsfrate that they are not 
dancing strictiy to the tune of their employer. 

Even when the coalition has funds to hfre their own 
staff, however, they must deal with a number of issues. 
Professional staff wiU inevitably have an influence over 
policies and program decisions. The extent of influence, 
and how it is exercised, varies depending upon both the 
seniority and the style of the individual in question. 

Staffing a coaUtion is a tough job, one that requires a 
mix of skiUs that we seldom teach in our professional 
schools. Coalition staff members are hired both to do work 
themselves, and to create conditions that make it easier for 
coaUtion members to make concrete contributions of time, 
energy and expertise. Ideally, staff should not be making 
policy and program decisions, but rather laying out issues 
as neufrally as possible, providing the pros and the cons, 
and facilitating decision-making by the group as a whole. 
Nevertheless, how a decision is framed always has a big 
impact on the outcome. So coaUtion staff need both to 
support the coalition members and officers, and to take 
their cues from them. 

Having staff can really soUdify the coaUtion's links with 
its community and relevant constituencies. They are invalu
able in tasks such as planning recruitment campaigns, 
generating pubUcity, developing the technical backup for 
sfrategic planning and poUcy analysis, and stajdng in close 
touch with organizations both in and out of the coaUtion 
who are critical to coaUtion success. On the other hand, 
coalition members themselves need to get out and meet 
with potential members and vrith key poUcymakers and 
agency heads. When there is a press conference, it should 
be a coalition member who is most often the spokesperson 
in front of the mike and the cameras. Priorities for the 
group need to be determined by the group, not by staff. 

All this means that while having staff is wonderful, it 
brings challenges. The roles and accountability of staff 
members need to be carefully articulated and clearly under
stood by aU members. The balance of task assignments and 
the balance of influence over coalition decisions also are 
key issues. CoaUtion members need to be realistic—staff 
are NOT going to do aU the work; members stiU have to do 
their share. Officers in particular wiU need to function to 
some extent as the day-to-day supervisors of the coalition 
staff (or at least for the most senior staff member, tf the . 
coaUtion has multiple staff). Coalition staff wiU need both 
direction and a resource for brainstorming and problem 
solving from coalition officers. 

Ultimately, coaUtions acquire staff because they enable 
them not only to survive, but to develop and get things 
done. Members of a staffed coalition may do at least as 
much work on behalf of the coalition as members of an 
unstaffed coalition, perhaps even more. If the coalition is on 
the move, getting things done, growing in size, in impact 
and in prestige, this is not a sign that the staff is not doing 
its job; rather it is a sign that the staff is doing its job 
quite weU! 

1. Consultants as staff for coalitions 
Occasionally, a coalition or partnership decides that 

rather than hire staff, who are viewed as somewhat perma
nent, they will hire a consultant or even a consulting firm to 
provide adminisfrative and technical support. This approach 
to staffing has the advantage of flexibiUty: You don't have to 
commit yourself for too long to a particular person and they 
wiU not have the expectation of long-term employment. 
However, there are disadvantages as weU. Consultants are 
rarely engaged on a full-time basis, and they typically will 
have other cUents in addition to the coaUtion. The issue 
here is not just one of "juggling time," but rather of making 
sure that there are no conflicts of interest or cross currents 
between the coalition and the other activities and clients of 

W o r k i n g T o g e t h e r , M o v i n g A h e a d 



C H A P T E R 5 

the consultant. Eor example, if the consultant is also 
employed by one or more of fhe members, the group may 
worry that s/he is giving more weight to their perspective. 
And as with any staff member, consultants can begin to 
take more "ownership" of the coalition than is at aU appro
priate. Finally, consultants are usually expensive! In one 
partnership we studied, a group of consultants offered to 
serve at a reduced rate. Unfortunately, that gave them the 
impression that they could call more of the shots them
selves. When their agenda and approach began to dominate 
the group, other members backed off and the group came 
very close to faUing apart. 

There are other uses for consultants that are entirely 
appropriate, however. CoaUtions and partnerships we have 
studied have often hired consultants for time-Umited and 
skill-specific tasks, such as facilitating a sfrategic planning 
refreat; writing a proposal; designing a media campaign; 
or providing advice on how to interact with state and 
local poUticians. 

C. Generating Funding for Programs and 
Activities 
Generating funding for programs and activities is the 

key job that coaUtions must do if they want to achieve their 
goals and make their dreams come frue. The critical issue 
is not whether you do this, but when: at the outset or after 
the group has had some time to coalesce. Sometimes the 
nucleus of the coaUtion has worked together in the past, is 
made up of experts, and can go after funding at the outset. 
All too often, however, groups pursue funding very early 
and find that they get into difficult confUcts as a result of 
not having clearly determined their mission, objectives and 
how the money wiU be spent. Either their sfrategy and pro
gram ideas were not sufficientiy consoUdated, or they were 
not ready in terms of fheir relationship with each other. 

Problems can also arise when a coalition starts 
"following the money," i.e., shifting their mission, priorities 

and sfrategy to more closely match available funds. This is 
a risky approach in aU situations, but it is especially tricky 
for coaUtions where frust internally and legitimacy exter
nally are both so critical. People have to know what you 
stand for. Therefore, it is absolutely essential that any rush 
for funds be predicated on a conscious decision to go after 
them with buy-in that wiU make it work if the funds 
are received. 

Funding confers a number of benefits on an organiza
tion, among them the ability to acquire additional staff and 
equipment, improve communication, have more programs, 
etc. However, it also may result in an influx of new players 
— new staff, new funding sources, and sometimes new 
members who are atfracted by the fact that the group now 
has money to spend. This, in turn, may lead to competition 
and conflict. 

The receipt of funds impUes the ability to plan, design 
and implement, to make much more concrete decisions, to 
manage money and people, to take credit and blame, and to 
become much more visible. It impUes, in fact, a certain 
level of coalition development. Problems can arise when a 
coaUtion takes on fimding before its own level of consensus 
and frust is sufficientiy high. These problems are not insol
uble; some coalitions are quite successful in "leapfrogging" 
to a higher stage of development. Typically, however, they 
have to backfrack at a certain point and reconsoUdate their 
foundations in order to actually make good use of the 
resources they acquire. (See Chapter VIII for an in-depth 
discussion of the stages of coalition development.) 

D. Being a Source of Funding or Funding 
Recommendations 
Some coaUtions have resources available to them which 

they can distribute to other groups or organizations. Others 
have a mandate to make recommendations to funding agen
cies about priority needs and who is best able to meet those 
needs. The amounts in question can be fairly smaU or very 
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large. For example, many coalitions we have studied use 
"mini-grants" of a few thousand dollars to fund very specific 
activities that support the goals of the coalition. In confrast, 
many of the coalitions and coalition-like groups supported 
by federal and state agencies are tasked to make recom
mendations that can influence the allocation of milUons of 
dollars in grants and confracts. Whatever the amount in 
question, being in a position to influence resource aUoca
tion fundamentally changes the dynamics of a coalition. 
Having money to distribute increases the motivation to join 
coalitions in order to gain access either to the funds 
themselves, or to exert influence over who gets them and 
for what. Even if there are no new members, the level of 
potential conflict among members can increase, since 
something material and valued is more clearly at stake. 

CoaUtions that play these roles have to set very specific 
priorities, develop a fiscal and programmatic management 
sfructure, and sometimes enter into formal legal relation
ships with other groups through grants, confracts or other 
mechanisms. Just as important, such coalitions have to deal 
effectively with the issue of conflict of interest (both the 
reality and the appearance), especially if coaUtion members 
are candidates for the receipt of funds. 

Resource aUocation decisions are among the toughest 
ones that any individual or organization makes. By defini
tion, this task wiU be a challenge for aU, including the most 
mature, coaUtions. Sometimes, this kind of responsibility is 
handed to newly developing groups that lack the capacity to 
make informed decisions. The result can be that resources 
are not used wisely and that the reputation of the group 
suffers. On the other hand, having resources to allocate 
immeasurably increases the potential impact that a coalition 
can have. 

Each coalition needs to define how resource aUocation 
decisions wiU be made, and by whom. Sometimes, a 
mandating agency spells out the process and criteria for 

setting priorities and making decisions. As with aU man
dates, this can be problematic, because people wiU feel they 
are not really making the decisions. In fact, there is almost 
always room for interpretation of criteria. Often the chal
lenge for coaUtion leaders and staff is to ensure that the 
process is not being manipulated by a few canny people! 

Whether mandated or not, a clearly articulated process 
and criteria can both facilitate the work of the coalition and 
make it more "fransparent" to the public. Just as critical is 
having the time to go through the process in a meaningful 
way. Agencies sometimes mandate quite a complex process 
of information gathering and analysis but give a coaUtion 
only a couple of months to complete it! This typically leads 
not only to questionable decisions but intense frusfration 
among all parties. 

In our research we have identified several models with 
respect to who makes the decisions. They include: 

• Having the Executive Committee make decisions and 
then present them to the full coaUtion 

• Having the coaUtion's Board of Directors make the 
decisions; and 

• Appointing a special committee that has broad repre
sentation and very strict rules for making the decisions 

None of these approaches is inherentiy superior. What 
is most critical is that both the coaUtion, and those who 
either do or do not get the resources allocated, know about 
the process ahead of time and find it acceptable. Keep in 
mind that it will never be possible to design a process for 
aUocating resources that is everyone's favorite! 

E. Indirect Costs of Coalitions 
Decision makers should be aware of the indirect costs 

of coalitions, including their major resource: the time and 
attention of members. Individuals who choose to participate 
in coaUtions tend to have multiple roles and responsibiUties. 
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The time they spend on coaUtion activities could be used 
for something else that might be quite productive. 
Coalitions that demand too much from their members with
out providing tangible benefits to them may find that the 
members may be unUkely to continue to participate, at least 
consfructively. 

Ultimately, the most intangible but perhaps most essen
tial resource required by coaUtions is faith that joint action 
vriU produce results. If problems with participating in a 
coaUtion become greater than the benefits, and especially if 
it is perceived that the coaUtion gets nothing done, some or 
all of that faith can be lost and become unavailable for 
similar future initiatives. 

Reminder: Resources are essential; resources can be 
dangerous. 
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LEADERSHIP 

Coalitions require leadership in order to operate, 
accompUsh their missions and develop productively over 
time. Whether or not there are formal officers, one or more 
individuals or organizations must exercise leadership to 
buUd and maintain coalitions. In some cases, formal officers 
also are significant coaUtion leaders; in others, staff 
members are the key activators of a coalition. Perhaps in 
keeping with the image of joint action, coalitions often fry 
expUdtly to develop shared or collective leadership. 
Rotating officers among different people and having co-
chairs for committees or task forces are not uncommon. 

The function of a coalition leader is not to make inde
pendent decisions but rather to faciUtate group decision
making. Leadership roles include: 

• Motivating members to participate and contribute 

• Sfructuring group interactions so they are both fair and 
productive 

• Negotiating among people and organizations with 
diverse agendas; and 

• Maintaining and communicating enthusiasm through 
good times and bad 

These roles aU require a difficult balance between 
taking initiatives and remaining responsive to others. 

One pitfall of coaUtion leadership is visibiUty. K one 
member is an especially effective spokesperson, he or she 
may begin to be perceived as getting the Umelight or credit 
for collective efforts. Since coaUtions are supposed to be 
effective because many contribute, the perceived celebrity 
of one or even a few members may be resented by other 
members. Nevertheless, like all organizations, it is useful 
for the coalition to be embodied in the minds of people in 
the community in one or a small number of people. 

A. Leadership from Members 
There are two types of leadership in coalitions: formal 

and informal. All coalitions have both kinds of leadership. 

The formal leaders are the officers, while the informal ones 
are the people who are influential and frusted whether 
or not they are officers. Incumbency—having a formal 
position—is neither necessary nor sufficient to leadership, 
especially in coalitions. 

Where do leaders come from? Are they chosen by the 
members? Are they appointed or mandated by external 
groups? Are they self-appointed? Have they become leaders 
by default because no one else volunteers even though they 
may not want to be in the role? The ideal is to have a leader 
who wants to be a leader and who the group recognizes and 
respects as a leader. This is far more critical than exactiy 
how the leader is chosen. 

In the context of a coalition, multiple leaders, both for
mal and informal, can be a very good idea. First, multiple 
leaders reflect the concept of both the horizontal (not hier
archical) sfructure of the organization and the diversity that 
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are the frademarks of any good and effective coalition. 
Further, multiple leaders, including informal ones, help to 
create a pool of future formal leaders as weU as roles for 
past leaders. Multiple leaders can share responsibiUties. 
They can act as mentors to nurture the future leaders. They 
can take a break from being formal leaders or even retire, 
allowing new leadership to grow into their roles. Conse
quentiy, having multiple leaders may help to prevent 
burnout. On the other hand, if multiple leaders go off in dif
ferent directions, rather than coordinate and cooperate with 
each other, the coaUtion's energies will be unfocused and it 
may have to deal with conflicts that are hard to resolve or 
manage. 

With respect to the external image of the coaUtion, it 
often is important to have a clear and consistent spokesper
son for the group. However, it also can be effective to have 
a smaU group of spokespeople who speak with one voice 
but perhaps to different audiences. It is essential that the 
spokesperson be an effective communicator. Therefore, 
if the formal leader of the group is not the best communi
cator, someone else should serve as spokesperson. 

1. Leadership style 
Leadership style is one of the most critical determi

nants of the effectiveness of coaUtions, both in terms of 
how they function internally and their abiUty to get things 
done in the broader community and society. There is no 
single leadership style that works either for all coaUtions or 
for aU situations of a given coaUtion. Nevertheless, we can 
identify certain important attributes of leadership for 
developing and maintaining a coaUtion. The ideal 
coalition leader: 

• Has a clear vision of the coaUtion 

• Is inclusive 

• Appreciates diverse perspectives and contributions 

• Respects each individual in the group 

• Is respected by coaUtion members 

• Is open to input and feedback 
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• Is wilUng to give feedback and able to provide it in a 
consfructive manner 

• Is fair, equitable and ethical both within the coaUtion 
and in working with others outside the coalition 

• Is goal and task oriented (you've got to get work done!) 

• Is effective at keeping the coaUtion focused 

• Is effective at achieving closure on decisions without 
cutting off input and participation prematurely 

• Is accessible to members 

• Can create a balance of responsibUity among members 
and between members and staff 

• Is skilled at eUciting input from people, especially those 
who are more quiet and newer members who may feel 
Uke outsiders at first 

• Works coUaboratively 

• Is skilled at framing issues, including conflicts 

• Is skilled at conflict resolution/management 

The reality of operating under time pressure or in 
situations where there are windows of opportunity that 
require intense focus on a specific task can cause leaders to 
temporarily become more directive, more confroUing and 
less inclusive in order to get things done. Sometimes 
it is necessary to make an executive decision and then 
explain what has occurred and why to the members. 

Leadership style makes a difference in what a coalition 
gets done and also how coalition members feel about the 
group. But sometimes what it takes to get things done is 
different from what it takes to make people comfortable 
with the group process. In our study of SmokeLess States 
coalitions, we found that coaUtions whose members report
ed that their leaders had a confrolUng style were more 
likely to pass a cigarette excise tax increase. On the other 
hand, in coalitions whose members reported a more 
inclusive and less directive leadership style, members were 
more likely to be committed to and satisfied vrith the coaU
tion, report that the benefits outweigh the costs of partici-
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pating, and report that the coalition is essential, and wiU 
have a significant impact in the future. A critical issue for 
leaders is the abiUty to deal with and balance both process 
and outcome. One way to think about this is that over time, 
coaUtion leaders need to build a reservofr of frust among 
members. They can caU upon that reservoir when, at least 
for a time, they have to shift to a more directive and confrol
ling leadership style in order to take advantage of a time-
limited opportunity to get something important done. 

2. Leadership succession 
Just as people don't like to think about the "end of Ufe," 

groups don't Uke to think about the "end of term" of their 
leaders. However, this is not something that can be denied. 
It is dangerous both for the leaders and the group for the 
same people to be in leadership roles too long. Effective 
leadership requfres continuity but not permanence. 

The group needs to plan for succession. This is easier 
to do with respect to "formal" leaders, where you can Umit 
the terms of office (see Chapter IV for a discussion of this 
issue). But succession also needs to be thought through 
with regard to important informal leaders who hold no 
office. For example, the best spokesperson for the group 
may be someone who is a great communicator, but doesn't 
like holding office. 

Planning for succession means grooming the next gen
eration of leaders aU the time so you have a pool of emerg
ing leaders to draw upon. One advantage of committees and 
task forces is that they provide mid-level leadership 
opportunities for many people, some of whom can grow 
into and may assume broader leadership responsibiUties. 

Coalitions also need mechanisms for orderly fransi
tions, and recognition of both old and new leaders. Many 
coalitions have one-year terms for formal leaders, which 
allows for orderly nomination and selection of new execu
tive committee members as weU as standing committee 
chairs. Some wiU have rules about whether a formal leader 

may serve more than one term, which may be necessary 
depending on the availability of new leaders and the desire 
for continuity in pursuing an important initiative that has 
just gotten off the ground. 

When new leaders are elected or selected, an opportu
nity to recognize both old and new leaders is provided. Like 
all coalition members, leaders are typically contributing 
their time over and above their "day job." And they typically 
put in a lot more time than the average group memben 
Formal events at which people are recognized in pubUc are 
useful. Just as important for many leaders, however, are 
the quiet comments and thanks of their feUow coaUtion 
members. 

B. Staff Members as Leaders 
In Chapter V, we discussed the roles of coalition staff, 

emphasizing that they should be faciUtating the work of the 
group as a whole. However, it is not uncommon for staff 
members of coalitions to become the de facto leaders of the 
group. In some cases, this happens because the formal 
leaders, such as the officers, are either unwilUng or unable 
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to be real leaders. In other cases, it is because staff are 
perceived as more neufral and better able to balance among 
the various agendas present in the group. In still other 
cases, it is because the coalition, at a given point in time, is 
very dependent on the technical skiUs and knowledge of 
the staff member because those attributes are not available 
in the group itself. Sometimes the leadership role of staff 
members is openly acknowledged by the group. For 
example, we often hear a key staff member described as 
the "glue" that holds the coaUtion together, both in very 
practical ways and because of their style in interacting with 
members. At other times, the staff member is quite adept at 
making sure their leadership is pretty invisible, exercised 
primarily behind the scenes. The advantage of this situation 
is that the authority of the formal leaders is not being 
undermined. The disadvantage is that some staff members 
use this sfrategy to escape scrutiny and accountabUity for 
their actions. 

It is important for coalition members and leaders to 
recognize that staff members can always have a great deal 
of influence informally, even if they don't have formal power 
or position. This is primarily because they are in a position 
to shape the flow of information. They often write up the 
meeting minutes and summarize other information which is 
disfributed to the group. They can provide too much infor
mation and overload people, or they can provide too Uttle 
and leave people hanging and unable to take meaningful 
action. This an area in which coalition leaders drawn from 
the membership have to take some initiative. They need to 
work with staff, and the group as a whole, to determine just 
how much information is enough, what form of information 
is most user-friendly, and what timing is most appropriate 
for distributing information. Coalitions need to address this 
explicitiy, and they can and should experiment with various 
modalities for delivering the information, such as briefing 
and/or background documents, newsletters, action alerts, 
fax/phone frees, news from the field and, of course, e-mail. 

C. And When There Is No Leadership? 
Leadership is an essential ingredient of aU coalitions. 

Without at least informal leadership, coalitions rarely sur
vive. Staff members can sometimes hold a group together 
in the short term without leadership from the members, 
but coaUtions in these circumstances are unlikely to make 
progress and are very Ukely to wither and die. 
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CHAPTER 7 

MAKING DECISIONS AND 
RESOLVING CONFLICTS: 
THE HEART OF THE COALITION PROCESS 
A. Who Decides Who Decides 

and How? 
Decision making is critical to the functioning and effec

tiveness of any coaUtion. It is especially important in 
buUding and maintaining frust among coalition members 
and the coaUtion's legitimacy and respect in the larger com
munity. Nonetheless, the decision making process often just 
happens rather than being consciously deUberated and 
discussed. Coalitions can benefit from deciding how they 
will make decisions, and from documenting the process. 

Many decision-making sfrategies wiU work, and 
different kinds may be needed for different situations or 
kinds of decisions. You can build up your repertoire as a 
group over time, but you have to have some understanding 
of the ground rules fairly early. At the beginning you need: 
• A basic method that specifies: 

• How issues needing a decision wiU be identified 
• How they wiU be discussed and 
• How decisions wiU be made 

• An emergency method that specifies: 
• What constitutes an emergency 
• Who can invoke the emergency method 
• What small group or individual can make 

emergency decisions 
• The use of phone caUs and e-mail to obtain input 

on emergency decisions and 
• How these decisions get communicated to the 

group as a whole 

If you are really active in your work, you wiU need an 
emergency method. You can revisit these decision-making 
rules periodically, after you get some experience in how 
well they work for your group. 

B. Who Decides What Needs to Be 
Decided? 
There is a great deal of power inherent even in 

announcing that a decision has to be made, especiaUy by 
the group as a whole. There is even more power in 
"framing" the decision. Because it shapes the question and 
infroduces a certain degree of bias, the frame can deter
mine the response. For example, you can frame a decision 
by saying: What shall we do about the attack on our posi
tion that was pubUshed on the op ed page of the local paper 
last Sunday? This assumes everyone agrees that the coaU
tion had taken the position in question, viewed the op ed 
piece as an attack on that position, and agree that some 
response is needed! How questions are framed is related to 
the issue of who puts together the agenda for the meeting 
and the supporting materials for the agenda, which is 
where decisions that have to be made are identified and 
framed. Again, you can't leave it to chance, especially since 
this is frequentiy a staff function. The rules about who can 
raise a matter for decision making have to be clear, and it is 
best to be inclusive about this. 

It also is important to document decisions that have 
been made so people don't keep reinfroducing them and 
revisiting them because they did not Uke the outcome. This 
is why meeting minutes are important, and why people 
need to get them, read them, approve fhem and keep them. 
It is best if a designated person (e.g., coaUtion staff or 
Secretary) takes minutes at each meeting and uses a 
consistent format for preparing and distributing them. 

C. Decision-Making Rules 
Decision-making rules are needed, but they don't have 

to be carved in stone. Basically, people have to have a 
shared understanding of the process. Often, but not always, 
it is best to write the rules down. As we discussed in 
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Chapter III, in some communities unwritten norms are 
more meaningful and powerful, and make people feel more 
comfortable than written rules. Two issues are related to 
this point: how things wiU be discussed, and how decisions 
will be made. 

1. How things are discussed 
Robert's Rules of Order, or "parUamentary process," is 

often used as a well-known and fafr way to ensure that 
people have a chance to participate in the decision-making 
process. For example, in Robert's Rules of Order there is a 
specific way to bring a discussion to closure, but unless the 
majority of the group agrees that it is time to move to a 
vote, the discussion continues. 

Even if you have a set of discussion rules of this kind, 
however, you cannot ensure that everyone will participate, 
or even that they wiU feel that if they want to participate, 
they can. One alternative to the typically free-flowing dis
cussion of issues is to use a technique caUed "nominal 
group process" to maximize thoughtful consideration of the 
issues and participation by all. This method can work well 
in groups as large as 15 or 20; it becomes more tedious in 
larger groups. In this method, a question or issue is posed 
to the group. Then something unusual happens: no one 
says anything for a few minutes (typically 2-3). There are 
two advantages to this brief period of sUence. First, every
one actually gets the opportunity to think about the ques
tion, rather than feeUng they have to respond "off the top of 
their heads." Second, the discussion does not immediately 
get shaped by a few highly verbal people who always have 
something to say about anything, leaving out those who 
really don't like to talk unless they have thought something 
through. People are asked to write down as many answers 
to the question as they have, on a piece of paper or on 
5" X 8" cards (finally, a use for all those index cards!). When 
the silent period is over, the facilitator goes around the 

table systematically, giving each individual an opportunity 
to respond to the question with the first of their comments. 
Cards can be posted, or the responses are summarized on a 
flip chart or blackboard for aU to see. Often, people come 
up with the same or very similar responses; the faciUtator 
can keep frack of the number of "agreements" with a given 
comment. The process continues until everyone has shared 
aU of their repUes. The group then goes into a more 
open-ended discussion mode to categorize and discuss the 
responses. 

Another way of sharing diverse points of view is brain
storming. In frue brainstorming, disparaging comments or 
rebuttals to other people's comments are off Umits. Both 
these methods have in common the notion that everyone's 
ideas have value and deserve to be considered. Of course, 
no method wiU work unless everyone knows how it works, 
and unless the facilitator is consistent in sustaining the 
"rules," whatever they are. 

2. How decisions are made 
Decisions can be made by the following methods: 

• General consensus 

• Total consensus 

• Super-majority 

• Normal majority; or 

• Sheer exhaustion 

Especially at the outset, some coalitions feel they must 
have a fairly high level of agreement on decisions. This may 
be especially frue for decisions about the group's member
ship and sfructure, about leadership, about staffing, and 
also about how decisions will be made! They may opt for 
general consensus as a way to come to closure. In general 
consensus, as compared to total consensus, almost every
one has to agree, but there may be one or a very small 
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number of people who are not completely comfortable with 
the decision. In total consensus, absolutely everyone has to 
agree; a single person can be a "holdout" and the group as 
a whole has to keep working until either that person is con
vinced or a change is made in the decision that makes it 
acceptable to the "holdout." Ironically, while general con
sensus is useful when a group is frying to buUd trust, total 
consensus is very hard to achieve and is not feasible unless 
there is ALREADY a very high degree of mutual frust and 
respect in a group. This is because the group has to be 
wiUing to let anyone hold 
up a decision until s/he is 
satisfied. Needless to say, 
this generates both enor
mous amounts of pressure 
and potentially a lot of 
resentment. iSGti StiLeQHMll mlthSeKlee 

Using even general 
consensus, however, 
requfres that whoever is 
leading the discussion be 
skilled at determining that 
people have in fact come to 
a general agreement, sum
marizing the essence of 
that agreement, and check
ing it out to make sure they 
have gotten it right. This is 
a fairly informal prorf^ec, in 
contrast to the more formal 
approach of having some
one articulate a motion in a 
particular set of words, hav
ing someone "second" the 
motion, and eventually tak
ing a vote on the motion 
(which of course may have 
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present) vrill be required for a motion to pass. Groups Uke 
coalitions, when they are using voting to make decisions, 
ahnost always have to check out, after the fact, how the 
"losers" are taking it. On the one hand, the group needs to 
move on and act on the decision, but on the other hand, it 

is vrise to make sure there 
is not going to be "fallout" 
that could be prevented. 
CoaUtion leaders need to 
be especially vigilant tf it 
appears that the same 
group of people are 
"losing" votes frequently. 
They may begin to beUeve 
that their point of view is 
either not understood or 
not welcome within the 
coaUtion. 
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Finally, in some 
groups, a few vociferous 
people, even if they are in 
the minority, can perse
vere in taking a particular 
posluon tor so long that 
the rest of the group gives 
in to them out of sheer 
exhaustion. This is not an 
appropriate decision
making style for any 
group; it is particularly 
desfructive for a coalition. 
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independent coaUtion were operating at Stage 1 while 
others were operating at Stage 3. But because there was 
afready a base of frust and commitment, the entire group 
quickly began to operate, as a whole, at Stage 3. It is inter
esting to note that this happened in a state where the exter
nal envfronment could be described as hostile, rather than 
supportive, of the coaUtion's objectives. It demonsfrates 
once again that courage and in this case humor and warmth 
can help a lot when people are fr3ang to work together 
under difficult cfrcumstances. 

C. Matching Coalition Roles and 
Expectations to Stage of Development 
Often funding sourees or internal pressures lead people 

to have unrealistic expectations about how long it wiU take 
before the coaUtion becomes genuinely capable of making a 
difference in the world. People think it can happen in a mat
ter of weeks or months. The reaUty is that it takes years. 

The very nature of being funded may force some 
coaUtions to operate or pretend to operate in Stage 3 even 
tf they are not ready to do so. With external funding, some 
coaUtions wifl find that they have to recruit and integrate 
new members as weU as further specify their sfructure. 
These tasks are appropriate to Stage 2 and even Stage 1. 
One would assume that a Stage 3 coaUtion would be able to 
carry out Stages 1 and 2 tasks effectively. In reality, howev
er, participants in many coaUtions can be resistant to what 
seems to be a process of "revisiting" prior decisions with 
which they were entirely comfortable. 

We found that the consequences of the tensions 
inherent in operating in this kind of developmental Umbo 
included the foUowdng: 

• ConfUcts left unresolved (or even unacknowledged) 
because participants did not perceive there was time to 
focus on them due to deadline pressures 

• New members not feeUng invested in the coalition 

• Key community constituencies not being involved 

Sometimes coalitions misjudge their readiness for 
implementation when they reaUy are at an earUer stage of 
development. Technical assistance may be necessary to fast 
frack coaUtion development so that they can carry out the 
programs for which they were funded. One reaUty that may 
contribute to a situation in which a coalition, or a funder, 
misreads its stage of development is that, within a given 
coalition, there may be groups that are at different stages of 
development. For example, it is not uncommon for a coaU
tion to have a core group of more sophisticated members 
with significant experience working together who could be 
said to be at Stage 3, in addition to another group of people 
who are newer to the issue or newer to participating in 
coaUtions, who are really operating at Stage 1 or Stage 2. 
Leaders of coaUtions Uke this have a difficult balancing act. 
They need to provide opportunities for the more sophisti
cated members of the group to take meaningful action 
whUe making sure that others do not feel ignored or left 
behind. Furthermore, the leader also has to make sure the 
less sophisticated or experienced people actuaUy are not 
left behind, that they grow and develop. 

Another way to view this circumstance is that one 
group of people are on the coaUtion as "insfrumental" 
members (those who are ready for action) whUe another 
are there primarily as "symboUc" members (providing legit
imacy with specific constituencies). As in our discussion of 
different kinds of members in Chapter III noted, however, 
this kind of differentiation only works if everyone agrees to 
these roles. The other interpretation that can be made by 
those considered "symboUc" is that they are really there 
only as "tokens" with no intention to take them or thefr 
perspective seriously. 

D. Staying Alive: Sustaining Coalitions in 
the Long Term 
One of the unanswered questions about coaUtions is 

what it takes to sustain them ui the long term. Many coaU
tions have begun in the last 10 or 20 years. We don't have 
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much information about how many have survived, how 
many have not, and what distinguishes the two groups. 
Right now, the collective wisdom of those we have talked to, 
who have operated coaUtions for several years, is that the 
essential ingredients include: 

• A core group of dedicated people/organizations 
(or even one visionary insfrumental person) 

• A bigger group that can be mobilized when challenges 
or opportunities arise 

• Some level of dedicated staff 

• A clear but maUeable vision of a desired future and the 
coaUtion's role in that future 

• AbiUty to regroup and change if necessary 

• AbiUty to move through stages, recycUng back and 
moving forward as necessary; and 

• Last but probably most important, a reservoir of frust 
among members and between members, staff 
and leaders 

We hope this manual has provided food for thought for 
those who join, finance, lead or staff coaUtions. We certainly 
do not have aU the answers. Indeed, one of our main mes
sages has been that there is no one right answer for how a 
coalition should work in order to make a difference in the 
health of communities. We are sure, however, that across 
this nation, thousands of health professionals, community 
leaders and garden-variety community foUt are doing their 
best to work jointiy in order to move forward to healthier 
communities in a healthier nation. They have and vrill make 
mistakes. They have and wiU achieve remarkable things. 
Most important, they wiU learn, and use what they learn, to 
keep going, one way or another. 
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