
Coalitions are powerful when they’re purposeful. Build coalitions because partners share
the same stakes, care about similar issues, and need one another to win. They are not a
shortcut to diversity — don’t form a coalition hoping it will automatically make your effort
more inclusive. Our aim is to organize with, not for, communities most impacted by
inequity in education and economic security. 

Working in coalition brings diverse perspectives and skills, boosts credibility and visibility,
and can unlock financial or in-kind support. Just as important, partnerships help all groups
better serve their communities and create lasting change. 

AAUW’s Inclusion & Equity Principles 

Center impacted communities. Invite organizations that represent those most
affected to co‑design goals, strategy, and messaging from the start. 
Share power & credit. Be transparent about roles, decision‑making, and recognition.
Rotate visible leadership when possible. 
Accessibility is non‑negotiable. Budget for language access, childcare, transportation,
access for people with disabilities, and stipends for grassroots partners’ time. 
Practice intersectionality. Name how gender intersects with race, ability, immigration
status, parenting status, LGBTQ+ identity, and income. 
Be accountable. Create feedback loops, document commitments, and course‑correct
when partners raise concerns. 
Stay nonpartisan. Collaborate across the political spectrum consistent with AAUW’s
policies. Avoid groups that endorse or oppose candidates in partisan races. 

 

What is the Change You Want to See? 

Identify the issue that needs to be addressed and at what scale (local, state, national).
Have you talked with organizations that represent impacted communities to confirm
the outcome reflects their priorities? 
Clarify your ask and be as specific as possible. How does your ask connect to AAUW’s
priorities? 
Who has the power to make this change, and who do they listen to? List the people or
bodies who make the decision. Brainstorm the individuals or organizations that can
credibly reach the decision-makers — you're not always the right messenger on an
issue, and that’s okay. Support and amplify those who are. 
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Identify Potential Collaborators 

Whose voices need to be at the table? Does your team reflect your community? Assess
whose voices are missing and invite them in. Prioritize organizations that are led by and
accountable to the people most impacted by the issue. 
Are there leaders or organizations already working on this issue? Leaders can be in
formal or informal roles. Broaden your search beyond well-known or established
organizations.  

 

Relationship Types Between Organizations 

Choose the relationship type that matches the urgency, duration, and capacity of
partners. 

Formal coalitions — long‑term agreements among organizations that commit to a
shared objective, with defined structure, rules, and leadership. 
Informal coalitions — ad‑hoc collaborations for specific moments or events without
formal rules; flexible and time‑bound. 
Issue campaigns — multi‑organization efforts laser‑focused on passing/defeating a
policy or winning a concrete change; the campaign sunsets when the goal is achieved. 

 

Start Your Search 

Make an intentional effort to expand your search beyond groups that you typically work
with.

There are many types of groups and organizations invested in advancing equity:

  

Explore the sources below — and don’t underestimate what you can learn by talking to
folks in your community. 
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Community-based groups (neighborhood, youth/student, faith) • Education
institutions • Civil and human rights organizations (gender equity, racial justice,
disability, LGBTQ+) • Labor and professional associations • Public-sector partners
(agencies, officials) • Business and industry

Web searches • Social media • Chambers of commerce • City/county public
information offices • Local libraries • Community boards (physical or online) • Local
newspapers • Civic or neighborhood associations 
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Assess Fit & Readiness 

Why would this organization be interested in joining this coalition or campaign now?
What’s at stake for their members/clients? 
How can you make space for partners’ meaningful contributions and leadership? 
What might prevent participation? (mission misalignment, commitment to
nonpartisanship, bandwidth, trust, history, leadership changes) 
What resources could they bring? (people, relationships, credibility, research, policy
expertise, facilities, funding, communications) 
What liabilities might they bring? (reputational risks, conflicting priorities,
electioneering, tactics misaligned with coalition norms) 

 

Build Relationships  

Now that you’ve identified an issue, assessed the impact on your community, and
identified potential coalition partners, it’s time to start building relationships.  

Make contact. Designate team members to reach out to potential partners. Share your
work with those groups, invite them to your meetings, and ask to attend theirs. Open with a
listening conversation to establish partner priorities, constraints, and non-negotiables.  

Outline a strategy for collaboration. Hold a small meeting with leaders to identify what
each can bring and what roles fit best. Share how collaboration benefits 
partners, your branch, and the community. Offer options for 
engagement (steering group, sign-on, testimony, research, 
mobilization) so participation isn’t all-or-nothing. 

Reach and record the agreement. Once partners align on the goal, 
capture the commitments in a brief memorandum of understanding 
(MOU) that states who will do what, by when, and how 
decisions are made. Share the MOU with your team 
and flag how it affects roles, timelines, and deliverables. 
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MOU Starter Checklist 

Purpose, scope, & term: the shared goal, what you’ll do together, and for how long. 
Decision & roles: who decides (consensus/majority; who can act fast) and who does
what (include point people/spokespeople). 
Resources & deadlines: volunteer time, funds, materials, space, data — and when each
is due. 
Accessibility & nonpartisan standards: translation/interpretation, access for people
with disabilities, childcare/stipends; no endorsements/opposition in partisan races. 
Branding, data, & exits: logo use, media approval flow, understanding of how contact
lists can be used, conflict-resolution path, and how partners can leave the coalition. 

Work With Impacted Communities (Not Around Them!) 

Co‑create the agenda. Begin with partner priorities and lived experience; define shared
outcomes before you draft tactics. 
Communicate regularly and transparently. Include coalition members in your core
team and keep reassessing whose voices need to be at the table. 
Plan for safety & care. Establish norms for inclusive meetings, conflict resolution, and
rapid responses to online/offline harassment. 
Resource the work. Consider if you can offer mini-grants, stipends, or in-kind support
(space, research, communications) so engagement isn’t extractive. 
Rotate visibility and credit. Share mic time at briefings, op-eds, and press events,
prioritizing leaders from impacted communities. 
Measure what matters. Track wins that reflect community priorities (e.g., policy
changes and campus climate improvements). 
Help when it’s the right thing to do, even if it doesn’t directly advance your work. A
track record of mutual support strengthens the coalition and community. 

Remember, coalition relationships are dynamic! Collaborations change over time. As
you begin to build a coalition, imagine what it might look like in five years. How will it grow? 
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