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Abstract 
Coalitions and networks are essential vehicles for amplifying the influence of non-profit 
advocacy, enabling organizations to pool resources, enhance legitimacy, and engage 
decision-makers collectively. This Teaching Paper introduces coalition and network 
mapping as a structured tool for analyzing relationships among NGOs, donors, grassroots 
actors, and other stakeholders. By visualizing dimensions such as actors, relationships, 
geography, resources, and decision rules, organizations can identify leverage points, 
structural gaps, and opportunities for strategic collaboration. Building on scholarship in 
network governance and collective action, this paper provides a practical guide for creating 
and using coalition maps. A case study illustrates how mapping was applied in a health 
advocacy campaign to coordinate diverse actors and strengthen influence at the national 
level. The resource offers practical insights for NGOs, practitioners, and students, while 
linking mapping techniques to broader academic debates on governance, legitimacy, and 
collaboration.

Keywords 
Coalition mapping, advocacy networks, non-profit collaboration, collective influence, 
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Executive Summary 
Coalition and network maps provide NGOs and advocacy groups with a strategic tool to 
visualize relationships, assess collaboration, and identify gaps in collective action. This 
Teaching Paper explains how coalition mapping clarifies the roles of different actors, 
highlights the nature of relationships, and uncovers potential leverage points for advancing 
advocacy goals. The framework builds on five core dimensions: actors, relationships, 
geography, resources, and decision rules. Participatory approaches and digital tools (e.g., 
Kumu, Gephi) make the process accessible and transparent. The paper demonstrates, 
through both theory and practice, how coalition maps contribute to stronger advocacy 
outcomes by aligning resources, enhancing legitimacy, and building cross-sectoral trust.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
• To introduce coalition and network mapping as an advocacy tool.
• To explain the five core dimensions of coalition maps.
• To demonstrate participatory and digital methods for mapping.
• To encourage critical reflection on the governance of coalitions.

Background and Context 
Coalitions and networks have long been recognized as central to advocacy success. Diani 
(2003) emphasizes that social movements gain strength through networked relationships, 
while Provan and Kenis (2008) identify governance structures as critical determinants of 
network effectiveness. Bryson, Crosby, and Stone (2006) highlight that cross-sectoral 
collaboration can generate legitimacy and innovation, but also raises challenges of 
coordination, power balance, and sustainability. Coalition mapping provides NGOs with a 
structured way to analyze these dynamics, making the invisible architecture of advocacy 
visible and actionable.

Practical Guide: Coalition Mapping Dimensions 
1. Actors — Identify NGOs, grassroots movements, donors, government agencies, 

media allies, and other stakeholders.
2. Relationships — Map alliances, partnerships, tensions, and competing interests.
3. Geography — Situate actors at local, national, regional, and international levels.
4. Resources — Track flows of funding, technical expertise, grassroots mobilization, 

and media capacity.
5. Decision Rules — Document governance styles (consensus-based, delegated 

leadership, rotating coordination).
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Methods:
• Participatory workshops: Bring stakeholders together to co-create maps, building 

trust and shared understanding.
• Digital visualization tools: Platforms such as Kumu, Gephi, or NodeXL allow for 

dynamic and scalable mapping.

Case Study 
A national coalition for universal healthcare reform in Latin America used network mapping 
to coordinate over 30 organizations.

• Actors: Patient groups, medical associations, NGOs, donors, journalists, and 
government health agencies.

• Relationships: Mapping revealed strong ties between NGOs and patient groups but 
weak connections to medical associations.

• Geography: Engagement concentrated in urban centers, with little rural 
representation.

• Resources: Donors provided financial support, while patient groups offered 
grassroots legitimacy.

• Decision Rules: A consensus-based decision system created inclusivity but slowed 
responsiveness.

By visualizing these dynamics, the coalition identified gaps in rural outreach and engaged 
new partners. The map also revealed over-reliance on a single donor, prompting 
diversification of funding sources.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Power imbalances: Dominant donors or large NGOs may overshadow smaller 

actors; maps should expose these dynamics.
• Complexity: Too many nodes may overwhelm; focus maps on actionable clusters.
• Sustainability: Mapping must be updated regularly to remain useful.
• Participation: Ensure inclusive processes to avoid reinforcing elite-driven 

perspectives.

Reflection Questions 
1. How can coalition mapping strengthen legitimacy in advocacy campaigns?
2. What are the risks of exposing sensitive relationships through mapping?
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3. How can digital tools be balanced with participatory approaches to ensure 
inclusivity?

4. In what ways can coalition maps inform donor engagement and resource 
mobilization?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Coalition maps are snapshots in time and risk becoming outdated.
• Power-sensitive information may pose risks if shared publicly.
• Maps reveal structure but not always the quality or depth of relationships.

Academic Value 
Coalition mapping connects the study of network governance with practical advocacy tools. 
For academics, it offers a bridge between theories of collective action and empirical 
methods for visualizing networks. For practitioners, it translates abstract concepts into 
actionable strategies for strengthening advocacy impact. The dual value of coalition 
mapping lies in its ability to make intangible relationships visible and thus open to strategic 
management.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Coalition and network mapping is a powerful tool for NGOs seeking to amplify their 
advocacy influence. By systematically analyzing actors, relationships, geography, resources, 
and governance rules, organizations can identify opportunities and gaps in collective action. 
Future development should focus on integrating mapping with real-time digital dashboards 
and linking maps to evaluation frameworks for long-term coalition effectiveness.
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