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In conversations about social change, community-based coalitions can be identified 

as one of the driving factors in multi-level changes. Coalitions can be defined as 

groups of people, organizations, countries, etc. united for a common goal. Coalitions 

initially form to complete a common purpose, but also to build lasting connections for 

future work (Mix, 2011). This includes, but is not limited to, changes in policy, 

administration, distribution of community funding, empowerment of community 

members, and much more. Other settings of social change include academic 

institutions where social inequities manifest in similar ways to those in communities, 

but also their own unique ways. This thesis works to give university students tools, 

advice, and best practices for organizing for social change on their campuses that is 

informed by personal experience, best-practices, and theory from community 

coalition building. 
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Opening Statement 
 

The point of this work is to empower student activists to organize in creative, 

critical, radical, and intentional ways around issues they face on their campuses. This 

thesis is an academic work that is required of me to demonstrate my intellectual 

development and ability to my academic institution. It is important for me to 

acknowledge that I have only found the energy and inspiration to work on this project 

when I center my mind and heart on the radical idea that underrepresented students 

deserve better. As one who identifies as underrepresented, I assert that we deserve to 

be heard, validated, respected, protected, included, and loved. So, while this work is a 

requirement for me to receive a degree that I have worked tirelessly to attain, let it be 

known that I reject academia as the only legitimate form in which we can be 

educated. I reject the whiteness that it centers. I reject the oppressive narratives it 

upholds. And, while I embrace citations for wisdom that has been gifted to me by 

countless interactions, ancestors, and everyday radicalism from people who may 

never have access to an academic institution because they are only allowed access to 

the margins of society, I also reject the academic tradition of only validating certain 

sources as acceptable for acknowledgment. If I cannot give credit to the countless 

indigenous minds that were murdered over land that can never truly be owned; if I 

cannot give credit to the countless women and femmes of color (especially Black 

women and femmes) who are routinely erased from history; if I cannot give credit to 

the countless lives that set me on this path of thought; then I am definitely not going 

to give it to those who I had to jump through hoops to access. Knowledge is meant to 

be shared, not kept hidden behind inaccessible language, databases, and capitalism. I 
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reject the idea that the knowledge shared through this work has to be accredited to be 

valid. Knowledge is formed through experience.  

This work is my shared experiences through a lens of community building and 

empowerment. Not to say that I am exempt from operating in oppressive ways. This 

work will have citations and language that some may experience as inaccessible 

because I am still a product of my experiences within a society that works to reduce 

me to my productivity, but refuses to love my individuality. I hope this work can be 

shared to empower not only students, but anyone hoping to build community in 

authentic ways where none of us are left at the margins. 
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Introduction 
 

 Enacting social change is never done by an individual or single group. 

In the fight for radical liberation, love, and equity we must recognize that only 

through purposeful collaboration of various social groups working towards a common 

goal can we achieve social change. In communities, we see this manifest in the form 

of coalitions. Coalitions can be defined as groups of people, organizations, countries, 

etc. united for a common goal. Coalitions initially form to complete a common 

purpose, but also to build lasting connections for future work (Mix, 2011). 

Community-based coalitions have long been successful at enacting social change in 

communities of all sizes, but the same cannot be said for university communities. 

Social activism on university campuses drive change and improvement for the lives 

of students. However, without proper frameworks for intentional collaboration, there 

can be no real advancements in the lives of students—especially those who identify 

within underserved communities. Thus, activists must consider approaches that 

ensure that their efforts produce more than institutional reactions, and instead lead to 

sustainable structural change. 

We can see the work of community-based coalitions in many different 

sectors—public health, violence prevention, environmental justice, etc.—but there is 

little literature surrounding the impact of coalitions on college campuses. Is it safe to 

assume that coalition work is not being done in the university setting, or is there a 

lack of understanding about best practices in enacting social change that is hindering 

their potential influence in this context? College students who identify in 

marginalized communities face various issues that affect their contentedness and 
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connectedness to their institution of higher learning, as well as their overall academic 

success.  

There are numerous reasons why coalitions and community building are 

crucial to underrepresented and marginalized students.  Underrepresented students not 

only have to balance the stresses of academia, but also the stresses of a deficit in 

social capital compared to their privileged counterparts. In 2016, the Community 

College Equity Assessment Lab found that a third of students studied experience 

housing insecurity, over 12% experience food insecurity, and that these stresses, 

rooted in poverty, result in high percentages of them feeling unable to achieve 

academic success, and overall feeling like they do not belong on their campus (Wood, 

Harris, & Delgado, 2016). Since the presidential election of 2016, campuses nation-

wide have seen a substantial increase in race/ethnicity-based violence, not to imply 

that this violence hasn’t been happening since the inception of integrated institutions 

of higher education. Students perceived as Muslim and immigrants have been 

attacked and told to go home. Black students have been found lynched. Trans and 

other LGBTQ identified students have been brutalized, erased, invalidated--and the 

horrors go on—especially for students who live at the intersections of various 

oppressed social identities. University policies, in general, also enforce white 

supremacist ideals, racial bias, the gender binary, ableism, cis-normativity and 

heteronormativity; all things that cause students who identify in marginalized groups 

to feel out of place on their campus. Universities also reproduce these same issues 

when they refuse to listen to, and respond appropriately, to these students' concerns. 

Therefore, students and activists from marginalized groups need unique tools to 
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influence and bring about the change needed to bring visibility to their needs and 

expectations. 

Student activism has long been a catalyst for social change on college 

campuses, but universities adherence to image, capitalism, white supremacy, and 

procedure over students' well-being keeps real, tangible change unattainable for 

students. History supports the contention that universities often try to appease socially 

active students, just to keep them silent until they graduate, and the same patterns of 

institutional violence and student activism will repeat again. As a student leader and 

activist throughout my undergraduate career at an institution that claims to value 

inclusivity, social justice, and equity, I am curious as to why it is so hard to feel a part 

of the campus community. I am curious as to why an institution with such values 

routinely has protests and demands made by students who feel unsafe, undervalued, 

and underserved.  

What's even more curious is the lack of success, and lack of confidence, some 

student activists have with their own organizing—myself included. We routinely take 

time away from our studies, activities, and lives to organize around various issues 

affecting our peers, but we very rarely follow a process that ensures longevity and 

success (no matter how small) of our endeavors. However, we know success is out 

there, and we know small victories can be won in our campus communities. At 

Oregon State, we see it in our Cultural Resource Centers, and the recently formed 

Office of Institutional Diversity; things that only address the symptoms and not the 

source, but are responses to our concerns all the same. Through this work, I hope to 
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inspire students to embark on a journey of self-exploration and organizing through a 

lens of intentionality and empowerment. 
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Literature Review 
 

Shifting our view to communities that are not academia affiliated, we can see 

coalitions as the medium to driving change to not only the symptoms of community 

issues, but also the sources and the culture that reproduces these issues. While many 

studies have not been conducted centering radical social justice movements headed 

by coalitions in community-based settings, their impact on social change in 

communities is clear and distinct. Their work is inherently social justice based 

because coalitions work to improve the experiences of at-risk (and usually 

marginalized) populations in communities. I chose to explore the dynamics of 

community-based coalitions because of how they empower and are informed by those 

directly affected by the issue(s) at hand—a fundamental aspect of social change that 

is not always honored. The literature asserts that coalitions are dynamic networks that 

increase the influence and social capital of all involved (Weber, Messex, Aragon, 

Kuo, Fielding, 2012; Sharma & Smith, 2011). Coalitions are formed by various 

organizations at various levels of local, state, and national involvement to realize a 

common goal. In this work, I will attempt to build a case for how coalitions can be 

used as a tool for college students to enact social change and community 

empowerment. I aspire to give students foundational tools, ideas, and information on 

skill sets for building, developing, and sustaining creative, critical, radical, and 

intentional coalitions and collaborations in their college communities.  

A driving theory in social change work is the community coalition action 

theory (CCAT). It was one of the first comprehensive works that looked at the 

complicated systems that are coalitions in their entirety through years of gathered 
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research, personal experience from the writers, and critical analysis. It has been the 

framework and lens used to analyze various community coalitions, and will also be a 

primary informant of this work, as it is important to acknowledge prior work that 

makes other works that expand knowledge in the field possible. It is essential to note 

that the theory operates based on six assumptions about communities and their 

development:  

(1) communities have the power to remedy their own issues, (2) people in the 

community should be heavily involved in all changes happening in their 

communities, (3) these community changes have more of an impact when 

coming from internal leadership opposed to external, (4) success is higher 

with comprehensive plans of action opposed to incomprehensive ones, (5) 

collective participation is a must to take action in the community, and (6) 

community members must obtain these skills to make things happen 

(Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009, p. 239).  

 

These assumptions are important because they resist narratives of competition and 

independence (concept derived from Harsha Walia). If we want radical change, we 

must assert that communities and those in them have the power and knowledge to 

realize their own radical change, love, and liberation. The theory’s major theoretical 

constructs were based off of the aforementioned assumptions. Using these constructs 

as a basis, 21 propositions were made (see table and graphic below) and together 

were used to create the Community Coalition Action Theory (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2009).   
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Table 9.2: Constructs and Related Propositions, Community Coalition Action Theory 

Butterfoss, F. D., and Kegler, M. C. (2009). The Community Coalition Action Theory. In R. J. DiClemente, R. A. Crosby, and M. C. Kegler (Eds.)  Emerging Theories 

in Health Promotion Practice and Research. (2nd ed.) (pp. 237-276). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. (pages 246-247) 

Constructs Propositions 

Stages of Development 
1. Coalitions develop in specific stages and recycle through these stages as new members are recruited, plans are 
renewed, and/or new issues are added. 
2. At each stage, specific factors enhance coalition function and progression to the next stage. 

Community Context 3. Coalitions are heavily influenced by contextual factors in the community throughout all stages of development. 

Lead Agency or Convening 
Group 

4. Coalitions form when a lead agency or convening group responds to an opportunity, threat, or mandate. 
5. Coalition formation is more likely when the lead agency or convening group provides technical assistance, financial 
or material support, credibility, and valuable networks/contacts. 
6. Coalition formation in likely to be more successful when the lead agency or convening group enlists community 
gatekeepers to help develop credibility and trust with others in the community. 

Coalition Membership 

7. Coalition formation usually begins by recruiting a core group of people who are committed to resolving the health 
or social issue. 
8. More effective coalitions result when the core group expands to include a broad constituency of participants who 
represent diverse interest groups and organizations. 

Processes 

9. Open and frequent communication among staff and members helps make collaborative synergy more likely by 
engaging members and pooling resources. 
10. Shared and formalized decision making helps make collaborative synergy more likely by engaging members and 
pooling resources.  
11. Conflict management helps make collaborative synergy more likely by engaging members and pooling resources. 

Leadership and Staffing 
12. Strong leadership from a team of staff and members improves coalition functioning and makes collaborative 
synergy more likely by engaging members and pooling resources. 
13. Paid staff make collaborative synergy more likely by engaging members and pooling resources. 

Structures 
14. Formalized rules, roles, structures, and procedures improve collaborative functioning and make collaborative 
synergy more likely by engaging members and pooling resources. 

Member Engagement 15. Satisfied and committed members will participate more fully in the work of the coalition. 

Pooled Member and External 
Resources 

16. The synergistic pooling of member and external resources prompts comprehensive assessment, planning, and 
implementation of strategies.  

Assessment and Planning 
17. Successful implementation of effective strategies is more likely when comprehensive assessment and planning 
occur. 

Implementation of Strategies 
18. Coalitions are more likely to create change in community policies, practices, and environments when they direct 
interventions at multiple levels. 

Community Change Outcomes 
19. Coalitions that are able to change community policies, practices, and environments are more likely to increase 
capacity and improve health/social outcomes. 

Health/Social Outcomes 20. The ultimate indicator of coalition effectiveness is the improvement in health and social outcomes. 

Community Capacity 
21. By participating in successful coalitions, community members and organizations develop capacity and build social 
capital that can be applied to other health and social issues. 
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The CCAT defines coalitions as a “type of strategic relationship…[that] 

develops when different sectors of a community, state, or nation join together to 

create opportunities that will benefit all of the partners” (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009, 

p. 238). The preceding definition is the frame from which this research project will 

operate.  

The Community Coalition Action Theory posits that there are three different 

and significant stages to coalition creation and development that acknowledge the 

complexities and process of coalition creation—formation, maintenance, and 

institutionalization (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009). It is important to note that this 

process does not always naturally flow from stages one to three. Many coalitions 

spend years in the formation phase, some fall apart during the maintenance stage, and 

many never make it to the institutionalization stage (and some don’t need to ever 

reach this stage). The process of building coalition is messy, and, therefore, only the 

ones bred from intentional and rigorous efforts ever come to fruition.  

While all coalitions may not reach the institutionalization stage, they all (as 

Beyoncé would say) must get in formation. This formation process starts with the 

lead agency and/or convening group who “begin by recruiting a core group of 

community leaders and providing initial support for the coalition. The lead agency or 

convening group is the organization that has the vision or the mandate to initially 

mobilize community members to form a coalition focused on a specific issue of 

concern” (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009).  During the formation stage the goal(s) to be 

worked towards is identified. The collective is then built around this mission. The 
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formation stage is when key players and stakeholders that need to be a part of the 

coalition for it to be successful are identified. These members are usually those with 

access to resources and the masses. “This core group then mobilizes and recruits 

coalition members who represent a broad cross-section of the community, including 

professionals who work in the community, residents who represent themselves or 

various constituencies such as parents or neighborhoods, and individuals who both 

live and work in the community” (Kegler, Rigler, & Honeycutt, 2010, p. 2). They are 

influential, they are knowledgeable on the issue at hand within the community, they 

are those directly affected by the problem to be addressed, and should be from diverse 

sectors of the community. One study that was the first to try and operationalize the 

CCAT concluded that, “broad representation was also correlated with leadership 

opportunities and new partnerships. As a result, coalition practitioners may want to 

place concerted effort into recruiting a coalition with broad representation from 

community sectors (e.g., education, health, business, faith), while understanding that 

creating a cohesive group may be more difficult with diverse organizations involved” 

(Kegler & Swan, 2011). The formation stage is where the foundations for the newly 

formed (or reformed) entity are laid, and the framework for achieving the mission is 

set. This makes the formation stage critical to the coalition building process. Should 

the initial key players not be fit for realizing the mission of the coalition, they will 

recruit others who will not see it to success as well.  

The formation stage can also be thought of as the logistics stage, and an initial 

rough draft of what the co-collaborators want the coalition to look like. Imagine you 

are tasked with drawing an apple with as much realism as possible. Before you start 
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drawing you'll want to gather all the materials you will need, and the best quality ones 

at that. So, you find the perfect pencils that you will sketch with, then pens to go over 

the sketch, and find the best colored pencils. From there, you consult the clerk at the 

art store for paper to go with these materials and double check that all your writing 

utensils fit your technique. Now, you're back home ready to go, but you still need 

your point of reference—an apple that fits your idea of realism. All these steps are 

needed just to prepare yourself to start drawing, just as many steps are needed in the 

formation phase to construct the best possible foundations for a budding coalition.  

Next is the maintenance stage, which is defined as “sustaining member 

involvement and creating collaborative synergy” (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009, p. 249). 

This stage is as much about coalition upkeep as it is about development and assertion 

of coalition identity. During this stage, the newly identified coalition members name 

and quantify their resources—those they can provide/have access to and those that 

will come/will be needed externally. Coalitions spend the longest amount of time in 

the maintenance phase because this is where, based on perceived resources, the 

coalition members begin creating their strategic plans for reaching the goal. These 

strategic plans are meant to be creative, comprehensive, and (preferably) informed 

evidence based actions that recognize community capacity and context and have the 

highest odds of meeting the desired social change. Propositions 17 and 18 of The 

Community Coalition Action Theory propose that “acquisition of resources, 

combined with engaged coalition members and a comprehensive and multilevel 

planning and implementation process, lead to changes in community policies, 

practices, and environments” (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009, p. 249). The maintenance 
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stage can also be identified as implementation and assessment of these strategies that 

are developed to enact the desired social outcome. This is a critical point in coalition 

development as failure to assess the success of the coalition’s work and implemented 

strategies can lead to misdirection and overall failure of the coalition to meet its 

goal(s) (Beamish & Luebbers, 2009; Bess, 2015; Mix, 2011). Should the original 

strategies prove to be inappropriate for the community context, coalition members, 

and desired outcome, it is possible the coalition will move back to the formation stage 

before attempting to implement any strategies again.  

Lastly, the maintenance stage is where member engagement is key to coalition 

development, enhancement, and a key component of possible success. “Member 

engagement is best defined as the process by which members are empowered and 

develop sense of belonging to the coalition. Positive engagement is evidenced by 

commitment to the mission and goals of the coalition, high levels of participation 

both in and outside of coalition meetings and activities, and satisfaction with the work 

of the coalition (Butterfoss & Kegler, 2009). The CCAT asserts that the best member 

engagement occurs when the positives of being a part of the coalition outweigh the 

negatives in conjunction with a positive, affirming environment (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2009). A literary work that used the CCAT as a framework for partnership 

development had this to say about membership engagement, “factors that appear to 

enhance partnership effectiveness include having a clear vision and mission 

developed by a full and representative membership” (Roussos & Fawcett, 2000, p. 6). 

Participants need to have real influence in and control over the process. The 

collaborative process needs to enable a group of diverse participants to engage with 
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each other over an extended period of time. Group discourse must include listening, 

empathy, and a common language (Lasker and Weiss, 2003; Wynne, et al, 2006)” 

(Osmond, 2012, p. 4). This illustrates how the CCAT can be applied to engage 

members to empower, enhance, and push forward the development and mission of the 

coalition. 

Other factors that should be thought about in the late formation stage and 

transition into maintenance stage is community context and community readiness. 

Propositions 3 of the CCAT states, “Coalitions are heavily influenced by contextual 

factors in the community throughout all stages of development” (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2009, p. 244). A multiple case study published in BioMed Central, a UK scientific 

journal, explored how community context influenced coalitions in its early stages 

based on this proposition in the CCAT. Aside from citing the sociopolitical climate in 

the community, social capital, geography, etc. as points to assess when evaluating 

how community context can and will affect the coalition; the case study looks at 

community readiness, or why knowing the histories of past collaborations in the 

target community is important (Kegler et al., 2010). This highlights the CCAT 

assertion that community context and, by association, community readiness be 

factored in during every stage of development. The case study goes further to assert 

that, “The remaining contextual domains, community politics and history, and 

community norms and values, influenced coalition formation largely by facilitating or 

inhibiting membership from certain segments of the community. Both domains [can] 

facilitat[e] membership, for example, by serving as a catalyst for change and 

contributing to a shared vision or mission for a better future. Both also [can] inhibi[t] 
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community participation” (Kegler et al., 2010, p. 9). Emphasizing even more the 

thought that must go into assessing the readiness of the community for coalition 

efforts in enacting social change. 

“In the institutionalization stage…successful strategies result in outcomes” 

(Butterfoss & Kegler, p. 249). When coalitions are able to implement their strategies, 

and these strategies result in the desired outcomes on various levels in the target 

community from interpersonal to total changes in policy, the coalition can be 

identified as being in the institutionalization stage. Because developed strategic plans 

have been seen to produce real outcomes, a long-term coalition may be developed in 

the community to address future issues, or these same strategies may be immortalized 

in the issue management of other community organizations (Butterfoss & Kegler, 

2009). To clarify, while the coalition may not be long-lasting in the community itself, 

its strategies to enact change may be sustained.  
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Leadership Philosophy 
 

My personal leadership philosophy attracted me to the idea of coalitions as 

vehicles for the positive social change I wish to see in the world. Coalitions center the 

needs of the community being affected as well as its various stakeholders, including 

(but not limited to) those directly affected by the issue at hand. They also work to 

empower those who are undeserved, demand recognition of past and current 

injustices, and build space for intimate, impactful relationships between organizations 

and individual members of the coalition. As this thesis is an attempt at helping those 

with similar wishes for social change discover ways in which they can also utilize 

coalitions for their work, I feel it important to give insight into my journey and what 

led to my adoption of a creative, critical, radical, and intentional approach to life. 

Self-reflection is key in our developmental progress. We have the most knowledge of 

ourselves, and have the most authority in the ways in which we show up as change 

agents. 

I was first introduced to social justice in the winter term of my Freshmen year 

at Oregon State University. Transitioning from Southern California where diversity is 

more than just a concept, to a place where people who look like me make up less than 

one percent of the population was rough, to say the least. When I arrived at Oregon 

State University, I lacked the language and knowledge to understand why I felt so 

isolated and displaced, and, with no options to return home, I spent my first month in 

Oregon extremely unhappy and uncomfortable. After hearing about a job opening at 

the Centro Cultural Cesar Chavez (one of the seven cultural centers at Oregon State), 
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I felt I had a chance to gain purpose and my cup started to fill. Once hired at the 

Centro I was introduced to a group of individuals who changed the trajectory of my 

life (concept and terminology from a Dominique Christina) , and put me on the path 

to empowerment, self-discovery, and social justice. Specifically, I met Miguel 

Arellano, my first mentor, and someone who taught me the foundations for social 

change—believing in and cultivating yourself. With encouragement from the Centro 

staff, I applied to Racial Aikido, a social justice retreat that teaches students of color 

how to navigate racism and institutionalized oppression on a predominately white 

campus. At Racial Aikido I gained more community through story sharing and 

vulnerability. My cup began to fill even more, being able to start this journey to self-

empowerment with other students of color who had unique, yet similar experiences to 

myself. We were able to unpack our trauma, and gain tools to combat what we 

learned to be white supremacy, systemic oppression, and microaggressions. At Racial 

Aikido I also met two of my dearest friends, without whom I wouldn't be able to do 

this work, Haniya Ferrell and Jasmine Armas. I came back on campus hot and ready 

to call out anything and anyone who was perpetuating systems of oppression. 

Anything and everyone, except myself. While racial aikido taught me basic social 

justice vocabulary, how to call out and heal, and overall how to critically think, it did 

not teach me how to introspectively deconstruct my own privileges. During my first 

year in school, my passion for social justice manifested in radical ways. I became 

more outspoken. I became more knowledge hungry. I took my first steps of becoming 

a leader. However, being only radical in your leadership can lead to a loss of vision. 

If radicalism is the energy of leadership, I had that but was still lacking a lot. 
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In my sophomore year, I transitioned to the Pride Center. Challenged by 

Miguel and others to step out of my comfort zone, I began working there to explore 

my sexuality and expand my understandings of equity and justice through a gender 

and sexuality lens. It was humbling to realize that I had so much to learn. All of my 

prior work had been centered around racial justice, and while I could call out a lot at 

the many different intersections of identity, I could not do much more than that. 

Working at the Pride Center, I finally checked my own privilege and learned about 

communities for which I could only advocate; where I did not understand, or 

experience their trauma, but was not required to in order be an accomplice in their 

fight for justice. I started looking at my male-privilege. Learning that it was possible 

to live at the intersections of oppressed and privileged identities, I felt both vulnerable 

and empowered. I read articles, listened to the experiences of women and femmes, 

did research, went to workshops, and constantly called myself out. I challenged 

myself to call myself out for oppressive behavior in every situation where I called out 

someone else. This ability that I slowly cultivated (with the help of people in my life 

like Haniya, and especially Jasmine, who took the time and energy to call me out and 

educate me at times) helped tremendously in my learning to be an accomplice with 

underserved communities in which I did not identify. I constantly needed to address 

my problematic socialization, and call out the ways in which I participated in others’ 

trauma. In sophomore year I became critical, more so of myself, but this helped me 

bring the same lens to other spaces. I learned to not only be radical, but do that 

through a “we can all do better lens.” I took my radical energy and gave it a home in 
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which to operate from. I learned how to synthesize information, and draw conclusions 

that spoke to systems of power at play and their interconnectedness.  

While gaining a critical lens gave me a lot to work with, it led to me feeling 

burnt out during my junior year. A lot. I was getting frustrated with myself and others 

because I perceived them as not putting in enough effort. Being so critical, my mind 

was always looking for a problem to which I would generally conclude there was no 

solution. There was a long period of time where I didn’t think social change would 

ever be realized. I remember Jasmine telling about a Black woman, Walidah 

Imarisha, a sci-fi writer who talked a lot about the concept of radical imagination. 

When I heard her talk at OSU, she said, “Science fiction demands throwing out all 

you know and creating a world you want to live in.” To which she asserted that all 

organizing that works to dismantle oppressive systems is rooted in radical 

imagination; also asserting that true change comes from not asking “what is a realistic 

win, but what is a world we want to live in.” I sat with this for a while, and realized I 

lacked the capacity to imagine. I spent so much time critiquing that I didn’t leave 

space for me to think up plans for solutions. I was not allowing myself space to be 

creative and imagine a world in which I wished to live—I was boxing out hope for a 

better future. While I was sitting in this state, I was introduced to the concepts of 

reform and abolitionism. Specifically, in the context of prisons and police. Because 

those who work from a reform and abolition lens seek to disrupt and dismantle 

oppressive systems, they also must be ready to propose imaginative and creative 

solutions. Once again, I talked less and listened. I learned from these individuals and 

did research on real things people were imagining. I still didn’t have a concept of 



 

31 

 

what the world I want to live in would look like, but I became more hopeful and 

energized. I smiled more when critiquing myself and others because I had made space 

for creativity and hope in their growth and our future as change agents, as well as 

space for us to create a world we would want to live in. 

 Senior year (2016-17) I’ve been focusing on sharing the knowledge I’ve 

gained. As mentioned in the opening of this work, I realized in the history of college 

movements, the university often tries to appease the most vocal students with small 

actions, waiting for them to graduate in order to repeat the cycle of oppression again. 

For a while, I had been frustrated with the lack of energy of the incoming classes who 

claimed to believe in social justice. Why weren’t they more involved? Why weren’t 

they showing up at various demonstrations? Why did they seem so far behind where 

my friends and I were? I know everyone goes at a different pace, and we have to 

work to meet people where they’re at, but this was like they never really left.  

First, I had to check myself—how deep folx are in their social justice journey 

shouldn’t have been my main concern, their access to opportunities to learn should 

have been. So, I reflected on how I got to where I am. Two things stood out to me, 

racial aikido, and the various mentors and friends in my life who spent time and 

energy helping me cultivate my personal leadership philosophy—it was intentional 

for them to mentor and believe in me more than I ever had believed in myself. People 

like Miguel, Jasmine, Haniya, Magali, Nina, Blake, Mario, Gina, Kali, Nicole, Luke, 

Stina, Joyce, Tara, Adrianna, Cece, Brandi, Teresita, Chris, Cindy and so many others 

that I could fill pages; they intentionally put their time, effort, and love into helping 
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me be the best me I could be. This brought me to embody the last part of my 

leadership philosophy, being intentional.  

To be intentional you must first know yourself, you must love yourself, you 

must be creative in your plans for support and action, you must be critical in your 

assessment of yourself and the world, and you must be radical with your ideas for 

change. I was intentional by making sure I met up with as many first-years as 

possible. I went to the various first week meet and greet events of the cultural centers 

just to meet students, I started attending the Black Student Union more to make those 

connections, and I followed up with folx. I remembered their faces, and made sure 

they knew I was always available for support. They had my number, email, and 

anything I could offer.  When racial aikido applications were out, I was pushing folx 

to apply and take any other opportunities they could. I made sure my actions were in 

line with my words, and worked to create similar space and opportunities for younger 

students in hopes that the ones who really wanted to learn and grow would, and some 

did. That was the best gratitude I could show the mentors in my life, and I feel more 

whole because of it.  

 The point of this exploration into my personal leadership philosophy was to 

model the type of self-knowledge and self-exploration that is needed to do social 

change work, restoratively. My dreams for the ways in which coalitions can impact 

college communities and its collaborators leaves no one behind and hurt, but 

everyone included and healed. Working from a restorative lens involves 

acknowledging histories of trauma, and involving all stakeholders when planning and 

implementing solutions for understanding, growth, and healing. I recognize that 
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everyone is at a different place in their self and social justice journey. We all show up 

in different ways, and have different strengths. I never dreamed of being able to tell 

my truth in an academic work such as this and have it be relevant. Our truth is always 

relevant, however, in social change work, because the change we wish to see in the 

world starts with ourselves, and true change begins when we begin to love ourselves 

and live authentically in a world that tells us not to.  
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Being Creative, Critical, Radical, and Intentional 
 

Being creative in the context of coalition building for social change means 

being open. It means being free to imagine, to build, to feel, and to believe that you 

deserve and can have more than what's being offered to you. To be creative we must 

first acknowledge our ability and power to imagine and create. When we build 

coalitions, and embark on forming these new collaborative forces of social change, 

we must be in the mindset of constructing an entirely new world for which we act, 

think, speak, believe, and overall operate.  

A big issue in my experience with campus organizing work has been our 

adherence to the rules and processes of the academic institution. We must realize and 

acknowledge that these systems and processes are implemented and followed to 

impede change. At each moment we organize for social change on our campuses we 

are not directly challenging every process. We are, however, challenging a system 

that put those processes into action, and an administration that adheres to them 

without a critical examination of its effects on students. Therefore, we must create 

spaces where we can build coalitions with the capacity to imagine change, we must 

construct a collaborative environment that provides us the space, access, and ability to 

dream up the solutions we wish to see; not those we think are possible, but those we 

wish to experience.  

Being critical in the context of building coalition for social change means 

being aware. It means being analytical and observant to the point where nothing goes 

unchecked and un-acknowledged. To be critical we must first recognize the value in 

our and others’ perspectives, knowledge, and thoughts. When we build coalition, we 
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must look through a critical lens in order to assess the contextual factors with which 

we will be operating, and the readiness of the community for disruption, 

empowerment, and change.  We must also do the same to evaluate all aspects of the 

coalition and its efforts throughout its entire existence. Operating through a critical 

lens is essential in realizing the goals of the coalition. Without being able to observe, 

assess, and analyze we ignore the messiness of collaborative efforts for social change. 

While being creative teaches us to freely envision a world without borders, being 

critical grounds us in the reality that we aren't there yet. There are histories of trauma 

and change efforts that must be acknowledged and consulted to inform our present-

day work. To be creative and be able to operate outside of the institutions rules and 

processes, we must be able to be critical and know the rules that are meant to keep us 

from organizing in empowering ways. 

Being radical in the context of building coalition for social change means 

being impassioned. It means being curious, invigorating, conscious, and vulnerable in 

your needs for holistic change where no one is left behind. To be radical we must first 

embrace our power and ability to be positive, social change agents. When we build 

coalition and work towards a common goal we must be willing to be transformed in 

service to the work. We must operate from a "do better" mindset (shout out to Haniya 

Ferrell for putting me on this) where we validate and celebrate the progress and 

efforts of ourselves, collaborators, and other stakeholders, while also pushing 

ourselves and others to be our best selves and perform our best work. As positive 

social change agents, we have a duty to call out how we ourselves are reproducing 

and reinforcing oppressive narratives and systems, and we have a duty to challenge 
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complacency and ignorance. While coalitions often work towards a few goals, they 

should be formed in ways where the collaborative energy is never lost. By being 

radical we force ourselves to think more critically, be more creative, and constantly 

push ourselves to do our best work and increase our capacity along the way. To be 

radical is to be real with ourselves in a healing way, where our thoughts and actions 

align and validate our need for justice. Radicalism in the context of social change has 

challenged me, healed me, taught me, and transformed my existence. Being radical 

helps us to engage in authentic ways where we can bring all of our pieces to a space, 

which is essential in the coalition building process. 

Being intentional in the context of building coalition for social change means 

being purposeful. It means being honest and mindful of our reasons for collaborating, 

and avoiding being performative in our actions and work. To be intentional we must 

first acknowledge our capacity to be hasty, unsure, and inauthentic. When we begin to 

build relationships and coalitions on foundations of "we're doing this just because," or 

"it sounds like a good idea," then we immediately negate our ability to be creative, 

critical, and radical in our work. Intentionality requires having goals and a plan. A big 

issue that I have experienced is, people collaborating just because it sounds like a 

good idea. If we are organizing around creating inclusive spaces for Queer and Trans 

students of color in central areas on campus we should consider all the stakeholders 

that should be involved in the collaborative effort, but also their histories in being 

active and involved in social change work. This is not say that certain voices should 

be more valued over others, based on their organizing work, but that we should think 

critically about best way to have them involved. Being intentional in coalition work 
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involves honestly and critically assessing our own motifs and incentives behind 

seeking collaboration. We must be able to ask ourselves and honestly answer 

questions such as: Why do I want to involves others in this project? What do I need 

from others to be successful? What do I have to offer? What are my non-negotiables? 

Being able to introspectively assess whether your asks are out of authenticity, rather 

than going through the motions, is one of the most important things when embarking 

on coalition work.  
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Applying Creative, Critical, Radical, and Intentional Lenses 
 

 A major difference I see in campus coalition building from community-based 

coalition building starts in the formation process. During formation, the lead agency 

or convening group is usually a larger organization with lots of resources that gets the 

coalition started by recruiting the core group that will then operate as the leadership 

of the coalition. This is something that cannot happen in college coalition building. 

Any organization on your campus is inherently tied to the university. It sounds like 

something obvious to say, but often times the faculty who support us the most, and 

have great influence in these organizations, have to pull their support in various ways 

once the collaborative group gains momentum. For example, during my first years at 

Oregon State working in the cultural centers, there were no paid professional staff 

overseeing the centers. The highest person was the Graduate Teaching Assistant. As 

students and faculty, they balanced on a fine line in how they could support us 

without jeopardizing their ties to the university. When the centers restructured, paid 

professional staff were hired and given the title of assistant director. To the average 

student, this seems like the cultural centers are being taken more seriously. With a 

full-time staff member, someone always has the center’s mission in mind, and 

students can better balance their studies and their work. If we look at this through a 

critical lens, we notice how power has shifted from students to the university. Now 

instead of having someone head the center who is a partial stakeholder, as a student, 

we now have someone who only primarily reports to the university.  While this full-

time staff member is tasked with advocating for the center and its communities, the 

university contracts for their ultimate allegiance. Therefore, any real plans for 
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organizing and direct action cannot be supported by this person or the resources 

which they represent, and, in some universities, they cannot even know of any plans 

to organize—which is the case at Oregon State University. While this may be 

discouraging, the convening group/lead agency should always start with you. Anyone 

passionate enough about an issue to bring together a community of people to realize a 

common goal has the power to convene and the resources of any large organization.  

 Being creative in coalition work corresponds heavily with the 

formation stage, and I would even argue begins before that. Remember, in the 

formation stage the lead agency/convening group creates their vision for the coalition, 

identifies its missions and goals, and eventually begin recruiting its core members and 

stakeholders. Now that we’ve identified that you are the lead agency/convening group 

it’s time to get creative in building your vision for the coalition. When we build 

coalition, we are essentially building community. When we build community, we 

must establish the culture that we want to cultivate in the community, and the 

guidelines we want followed to ensure a transformative and caring environment in 

which the coalition members can thrive, work, and engage in their work. 

 For example, let's say three student groups—the Latinx Student Union (LSU), 

the Black Student Union (BSU), and the Queer and Trans Student union (QTSU)—

want to build coalition in the hopes of getting several study spaces that are safe and 

inclusive for the students they represent on their campus. How could they go about 

being creative in establishing their coalition culture? The first thing to look at is the 

structure and “hierarchy” of the coalition. Who were the initial collaborators? Who 

will be part of these initial conversations before they are brought to the larger group? 
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What does the leadership look like in the various collaborative organizations? What 

do folx feel works and might translate throughout the entire coalition, and what do 

folx feel like does not work at all? This structure does not mean any one 

person/position has power over another, but is more so to establish communication 

pathways and focus areas for the various members and subgroups of the coalition. 

Next, they must establish community guidelines and a common language. This will 

establish a culture of respect (however that is defined by the initial coalition 

members), and create an inclusive setting where no one feels left out of the 

conversation. Once this common foundation is laid down, the initial collaborators can 

begin to recruit the core members of the coalition. Those who are stakeholders in the 

target community, leaders, resource brokers (those who have access and can connect 

others to necessary resources), from various sectors of the community, etc. If the 

convening group is the brain of the coalition, the core group is the heart that will 

pump the blood and sustain the coalition for the duration of its life—so be mindful of 

who you choose to share your coalition with.  

As the budding coalition moves from this pre-formation stage, into the 

formation stage, and then into the maintenance stage, we can begin to bring in not 

only our creative lens, but our critical, radical, and, in turn, our intentional lenses as 

well. Remember that the maintenance stage is where the coalition will spend most of 

its life, so it is not something that should be rushed through. While in this stage the 

coalition culture and identity is solidified, and asserted as more members are recruited 

and resources are mapped. Recall that in the maintenance stage strategic plans are 

made around how to reach the overall goal of the coalition. Revisiting our example of 
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the Student Union coalition, let’s use it to see how you can apply the other three 

lenses to the maintenance stage of the coalition process. 

The LSU, BSU, and QTSU on our imaginary campus have started to mobilize 

their Student Unions for Decolonized Spaces (SUDS) coalition. The presidents of 

each organization got together (convening group) after hearing their members express 

that they felt unsafe in a majority of the spaces on campus where they frequented to 

study/chill out during the day. They decided that if this problem was so wide spread 

amongst their various students they should join together and work to demand more 

inclusive spaces for their members and other underserved students on campus. Once 

they brought these ideas back to their members to discuss their needs in such a big 

collaborative project, they met again to establish guidelines, common language, and 

brainstorm others who should be a part of this budding coalition. After reaching out 

to the Asian Student Union (ASU) and the Pacific Islander Student Union (PISU), 

they felt they were ready to recruit their core group and enter the formation stage. In 

creating the core group, each president was tasked with identifying three to five of the 

most influential members in their student unions who would form the heart of the 

coalition. The students recruited were passionate leaders, outspoken advocates, well-

connected, radical, and energized for the task.  

As the coalition moves from the formation to maintenance stage—a 

progression identified by being ready to establish an identity, culture, and strategic 

plans with the core group in the lead, and the convening group as support—they 

begin to ask themselves important questions to ensure that their vision aligns with the 

values of the individuals and organizations involved. Intentionally being mindful of 
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creating an impactful, sustainable movement. So, they get critical. If this coalition is 

actually about making more inclusive spaces who has been left out of the 

conversation? There are many student unions of color present, but not all students of 

color on campus have a union. Native and Indigenous students exist on campus, as do 

other groups that have yet to form unions. They should be asking themselves: How 

are their voices and needs going to be brought to the movement? They have 

representation for students of various sexualities and gender identities, but are they 

also thinking about students who have multiple oppressed identities? How are they to 

address issues of access and ability? All these things must be asked and addressed. 

Answering these questions and remedying these issues can happen in two ways: 1) 

returning to the formation stage and including more folx in the initial culture and 

vision conversations, and then moving back to the maintenance stage, or 2) creating 

strategic action plans that address these issues and build to address the larger issue.  

As the coalition begins to start their strategic plans, they need to get radical in 

thought, and combine it with their creative and critical lenses. By doing this, they will 

generate tactical plans that are intentional in not only realizing their goal, but 

interrogating and (hopefully) deconstructing the larger systematic issues in the 

university that cause the problem being addressed in the first place. Remember being 

radical means always working from a “do better” mindset. In the case of the SUDS 

coalition, it means not just getting these designated spaces on campus, but calling into 

question the factors that construct and feed a campus culture where students who 

identify in marginalized communities feel unsafe, excluded, and isolated. In building 

these strategic plans the coalition must identify tools that work best for them. This 
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could be power mapping, resource mapping, proposals, research, logic models, etc. 

They would be smart to utilize several strategies that play to coalition members’ 

strengths, and ones that also challenge them to be more creative, critical, and radical 

in their thought. Some strategic plans the SUDS coalition will make should address 

these questions:  How will the coalition build a case to the university about the issue, 

and raise overall campus awareness? Who in the university has the power to make 

what we want happen, and how do we gain access to them? What rules/protocols are 

in place that can keep us from acquiring these physical spaces we desire? Who in the 

surrounding community can provide support, and what kind of support will we need?  

Working from a creative, critical, and radical framework will produce 

intentionality. The thought and care it takes to build community and organize around 

a common goal can only be energized by an intentional want for change. The 

presidents of the various SUDS student unions cared about their members and their 

experiences so much they met and planned to work together to meet their needs. The 

core group planned and deliberated in order to expand and strategize for change by 

sharing resources and ideas. As the SUDS coalition constructed and implemented 

strategic plans, they constantly had to assess themselves and their work. Encountering 

fluctuating amounts of success and failures, but still reconvening to re-plan to try 

again. They never had to ask themselves if they were doing this for the right reasons, 

only if how and when they were going to try again. Think about it, if you have to ask 

yourself whether or not you are being intentional, then are you really being 

intentional? 
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The SUDS coalition may find success in several different ways, but to achieve 

success they must first be able to define what success means to them. An idea is to 

identify internal and external coalition goals. The external goals for the SUDS 

coalition were identified as creating several designated spaces on their campus that 

prioritized the safety and inclusion of underrepresented students. Something easily 

measurable. Internal goals may not be as easy to identify. They could include forming 

healthy connections between coalition members, establishing pathways for future 

collaborations between member organizations, establishing long-lasting strategic 

plans for future actions by others who wish to enact change, etc.  

Recall that the last stage of coalition development, institutionalization, is not 

always necessary—a best case scenario, but not an identifier of a successful coalition. 

To me, institutionalization speaks to the internal goals that coalitions can set. A 

coalition reaches institutionalization when its practices, culture, and/or successful 

strategies are integrated into the workings of the larger and target communities. For 

example, if the SUDS coalition is unsuccessful in obtaining the designated spaces 

they demand, but, through their collaborative efforts, set up a protocol for ways in 

which student concerns can be heard by the larger university, then they have 

institutionalized part of their coalition work. If the work is being done intentionally, it 

should always be done with those who may need support in the future in mind. 

Therefore, while institutionalization is not always a part of community-based 

coalition building, I would argue that it should be a goal of campus coalition building 

to hit the transference of leadership element of intentionality. Note that all the lenses 

addressed in this work should be informing your work every step of the way.  This 
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section focused on where in coalition work they should be most emphasized, and best 

applied if forgotten elsewhere. However, never be afraid to backtrack, and re-assess.   
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Conclusion 
 

Coalitions are adaptive vehicles for self-empowerment, relationship building, 

community empowerment, and positive social change. They are able to be molded to 

fit different communities with various capacities for collaboration, diverse leadership 

styles, and different intensities. This research project has discussed the need for well-

functioning coalitions on college campuses, the impact coalitions have on 

communities, Coalition Building 101 (formation, maintenance, and 

institutionalization), my leadership philosophy, and how that philosophy connects to 

building coalitions that empower not only the target community, but also all those 

involved. As I bring this work to a close, I want to leave those who wish to disrupt the 

White cis-heteropartirarchy with some tools, recommendations, and questions to 

work from when wanting to disrupt, resist, and organize via creative, critical, radical, 

and intentional coalitions. 

Remember:  

➢ You have the power.  

➢ You have the ability to enact radical social change. It always starts with you.  

➢ If you ever feel incapable or inadequate to start/do/continue the work, re-

center yourself. Do breathing exercises, practice self-care in the best way you 

know how, re-visit something that once inspired you, and know that I believe 

in you and your power to love and enact change. 

➢ “The world is no good without you. Period.” -Dominique Christina (Black 

woman; award-winning writer, performer, educator, and activist) 
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When being creative: 

➢ Remember to be open-minded and imaginative.  

➢ “Ask yourself not what is a realistic win, but what is a world you want to live 

in.”-Walidah Imarisha (Black Woman; writer, activist, educator and spoken 

word artist. 

➢ Be okay with challenging/breaking rules and barriers. 

➢ “The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” – author Audre 

Lorde 

When being critical: 

➢ Question everything. 

➢ Don’t be afraid to be wrong and/or make mistakes. 

➢ Ask yourself if you are acknowledging histories of injustices, or just focusing 

on the struggle at hand. 

➢ Ask yourself whose voice has yet to be heard, and then include them in order 

to amplify it. 

➢ Interrogate what makes you feel uncomfortable versus unsafe when engaging 

in your activism. 

➢ “The work that we wanna shy away from is the work that we should lean 

into.” -Franchesca Ramsey (Black Woman comedian, activist, television and 

YouTube personality, and actress) 

When being radical: 

➢ Operate from a “do better” mindset. 

➢ Be disruptive. 
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➢ Don’t settle. 

➢ Ask yourself if you are willing to be transformed in service to the work. 

➢ “Never sell, start raising hell.” -Marquina Hofschneider (an ever changing, 

ever growing, and forever loving Queen Bee of color) 

➢ “At this point in my life, I don’t want to stand up straight in a corked room; I 

want to dismantle the whole house.”- Ashleigh Shackelford (Black fat femme, 

hood feminist, cultural producer, and artist) 

When being intentional: 

➢ Constantly assess why you are doing the work. 

➢ If you’re being performative, remove yourself from the work. 

➢ It’s okay to lose focus, but never truly lose hope. 

➢ Be authentic. 

➢ Remember it’s okay to be unsure. 

➢ Ask yourself why you’re doing the work. 

➢ “Whether or not a campaign is winnable is not how we should organize. We 

should organize on the basis of our own ethics.” -Harsha Walia (Woman of 

Color; social justice activist and journalist who is best known for co-founding 

the Vancouver chapter of No One Is Illegal) 

 

I hope this work has been of use to you, and I hope you’ve gained something 

from it. If not, I hope it has at least fueled you to challenge me, call me out, and 

encourage me to do better. I thank you for reading this, and engaging with my 

knowledge, my experiences, and my story. Before being completely done, I want 
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to leave you with a few quotes that have inspired me throughout this work, and 

then a few words on love—because to me, anything social justice related can find 

its roots in love. Maya Angelou once said, “My mission in life is not merely to 

survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some 

humor, and some style." This resonates with me because it embodies that we can 

be passionate, radical, and human in our needs. Be the change you wish to see in 

the world, but don’t compromise your own wants, dreams, and needs. Another 

quote, that was the backbone of this work, and the inspiration from which it was 

written comes from Harsha Walia who said to me, and a group of individuals, 

“Find kin who are willing to build abundance, and break down logics of 

competitiveness and independence.” I hope this work helps you find that, as I am 

searching for more kin to do this with myself. Love yourself enough to know that 

you deserve abundance, not scarcity. Know that love can be found in limitless 

ways. Through call outs, through challenges, through research, through action, 

though organizing through community building, through hugs, an affirmation—

anything. Challenge yourself to look for the ways in which you show people love, 

and the ways they show you and others love as well. If this thesis does anything, I 

hope it helps you ask and answer these questions: How do you meet your needs 

without being in opposition to others’ needs? And, if those needs coincide with 

others’ needs, how can you work together to meet those needs? Best of luck to 

you change agents, I await the chance to build abundance with you. 
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