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Session Objectives

• In this session, you will: 
• Learn about the successful elements of building coalitions and why they are 

important
• Learn about service provider-led coalitions from Nashville and San Francisco 

and tips for what to do and what to avoid 
• Learn about the importance of having people with current and past experience 

of homelessness at every step of building coalition 



The Nuts and Bolts of Effective Coalition Building

● What is a coalition?
● Why start a coalition?  What barriers or challenges might there be?



The Nuts and Bolts of Effective Coalition Building
BARRIERS TO STARTING A COALITION

There are often barriers to starting a coalition, and it's important to be aware of and anticipate them, because they 
may dictate the process the coalition will have to follow in order to begin successfully. Among the most likely:

● Turf issues
● Bad history
● Domination by "professionals" or some other elite 

group
● Poor links to the community
● Minimal organizational capacity
● Funding
● Failure to provide and create leadership within the 

coalition
● The perceived - or actual - costs of working 

together outweigh the benefits for many coalition 
members

https://www.preventioninstitute.org/publications/the-tension-of-turf-making-it-work-for-the-coalition


Nuts and Bolts Cont’d…

Guidelines for getting a coalition off the ground

● Communicate, communicate, communicate.
● Be as inclusive and participatory as you can. 
● Network like crazy. 
● Try, at least at the beginning, to set concrete, 

reachable goals. 
● Be creative about meetings. 
● Be realistic, and keep your promises. 
● Acknowledge diversity among your members, 

and among their ideas and beliefs. 



Six Principles in Creating High Impact 
Coalitions

1. Open Boundaries 

2. Moral Leadership

3. Speed of Trust

4. Balance of Commitments

5. Navigating other Coalitions 

6. Focus on Solutions



Integrating People with Lived Experience 
Authentically



Homeless Emergency Service 
Providers Association (HESPA) 



Homeless Emergency Service 
Providers Association (HESPA) 

• Co-founded by HH & COH to 1) build a broader voice for people 
experiencing homelessness and 2) strengthen citywide 
homelessness response services, beyond individual providers

• HH is current Co-Chair

• 30-plus member organizations – budget advocacy and systems 
change with Mayor’s Office, major City Departments, and Board 
of Supervisors, and citywide human services field

• Annual Budget document guides advocacy work – committees 
develop proposals, 8 -member Executive Committee (50% POC) 
guides overall work. Explicit commitment to racial justice

• More than $60M added to City Budget – for shelters, services for 
youth and families, housing subsidies, prevention and mental 
health services

Prioritize 
overall system 

needs – not 
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Cost out 
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departments

Media 
advocacy, 

direct action, 
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w/elected 
officials
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people



Theory of Change: 
Build Leadership, Build Community Power

More 
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Often

Connect 
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Building People Power Starts Within

• “Every meeting is an organizing 
opportunity, every person is a 
potential activist, every moment 
is a chance to change 
[something in] the world…”

• Dolores Huerta, Co-founder, 
UFW

• Create learning and engagement culture in your 
organization – one on one supervision, team 
meetings, coaching and mentoring by leadership 
team

• Include advocacy, civic engagement, community 
outreach, etc., in job descriptions

• Value / acknowledge life experience/expertise as 
well as educational attainment

• In-service trainings with grassroots organizing / 
advocacy organizations

• Labor history / civil rights / women’s & 
indigenous people’s movements

• Books and artwork in all sites/programs

Opportunities Every Day Principles Into Practice



Some Thoughts

• Human services field has responsibility 
to alleviate the harms CAUSED BY 
injustice & inequality AND fight to 
eliminate the CAUSES OF injustice and 
inequality

• Power is exercised collectively, must 
be opposed collectively

• The communities that human services 
orgs represent are oppressed – the 
orgs that spring from that are also 
oppressed

• Those over-represented in the problem 
must be over-represented in the 
solution, that is what equity means

• Never forget what brought you to this 
work, that personal experience, that 
founding fire should guide you, fuel 
you, motivate you

• There is organizational risk in publicly 
opposing funders, especially for orgs 
that depend on government funding
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Open Table Nashville

“…disrupt cycles of poverty, journey 
with the marginalized, and provide 

education on issues of homelessness.”

RELATIONAL APPROACH

ADVOCATING WITH NOT FOR

PEOPLE ARE NOT VOICELESS, THEY 
ARE UNHEARD



Open Table Nashville

DIRECT SERVICE EDUCATION ADVOCACY/POLICY

● Homeless outreach
● Housing support
● Emergency weather 

response 
● Foot clinic
● Interfaith chaplaincy 

● Trainings
● Education sessions
● Urban immersions
● Internships 

● Advocacy efforts
● Legislative work
● Community organizing
● Direct actions
● Media 
● Community meetings



DIRECT SERVICE ADVOCACY/POLICY



Jefferson Street Bridge



Jefferson Street Bridge

Was living in a boarding 
house destroyed by March 
2020 tornado

Landlord brought him to 
Jefferson Street Bridge

COVID-19 pandemic 
affected his employment

Fixed income, cannot get 
VA benefits

On waiting lists for housing

Could not seek shelter – 
adult daughter in his care



What was your camp like?

3 elected leaders including one spokesperson 

~10 permanent residents at the end

Bathroom and dumpster with regular pick-up

Communal supplies

Generator powered electricity for entire 
camp

Weekly camp meeting with updates on 
housing and camp news

Service providers came to camp regularly 
(shower truck, meals, church service, street-
med rounds)



Campsite Defense

Kept camp open until 
everyone secures housing or 
another place to live

Hosted regular camp meetings

Provided non-police safety 
and presence

Created a makeshift 
bathroom

Organized regular trash pick 
up

Press conference, op-ed, 
media





Community organizers have long held that there 
are two forms of power for social change.

Organized money or organized people.

When we don’t have money, we build power 
together by organizing ourselves. 















Tennessee Solidarity Network for 

Housing & Homelessness

● Representing 45/95 counties and growing

● Organizing with a focus on rural areas

○ Homelessness is not just an urban, 

big-city issue



Day on the Hill for Housing 

& Homelessness



Documentation

● 1 misdemeanor citation 

under new anti-

camping law in 

Nashville (TN Code 39-

14-414)





We’re Building Power! 

● Using power, relationships, 

connections we have built over 

the past 3 years to defeat other 

harmful pieces of legislation

…but we need to build out our 

network into a coalition so we can 

have proactive legislative wins!



Questions?

India Pungarcher
india@opentablenashville.org

615-972-9680



Join us!

TN Solidarity Network for Housing & Homelessness:

https://bit.ly/TNSolidaritySignUp

@OpenTableNashville (Instagram & Facebook)

linktr.ee/OpenTableNashville

India Pungarcher

india@opentablenashville.org

615-972-9680

https://bit.ly/TNSolidaritySignUp
mailto:india@opentablenashville.org




This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.thebluediamondgallery.com/wooden-tile/t/thank-you.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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