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Coalition Building Checklist for Political Parties

By Nick Sigler, Former Senior Official for the British Labour Party & 
Nick Harvey, Member of the House of Commons for the Liberal Democrat 
Party and Former Minister in the Coalition Government.

A coalition or electoral alliance is a vehicle by which like-minded political parties can come 
together to fight an election and/or to collaborate in parliament in order to ensure that their 
voice and their political beliefs have a better chance of being heard. This is based on the 
principle that in order to achieve anything in a democracy it is usually far easier when done 
collectively. And by making it easier for smaller parties to get elected, coalitions or alliances 
are also a means by which minority views can be heard.

Choosing Partners

•	 Successful alliances are built around common objectives

»» Make sure you are joining together with a party/parties that broadly share your 		
	 ideas on key policy areas. Be positive, not negative - it’s better to form an alliance 	
	 to achieve positive goals than an alliance that is setting out to prevent things happening.

•	 Choose for the long term

»» Make sure that the partners you choose are compatible politically and in terms of 		
	 working methods. ‘Coalitions of convenience’ rarely succeed or last long.

•	 Join with parties you feel you can work with

»» It’s easier to run a campaign or collaborate in parliament when your working 		
	 methods, campaign techniques etc. are similar.

•	 Agree rules for the coalition at an early stage

»» Draft some sort of ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ at an early stage of the 		
	 process setting out how the alliance will work, how disputes will be resolved 		
	 (see below), on what basis new partners to the alliance will be accepted, how the 		
	 coalition’s activities will be financed and so on. But be prepared to be flexible and to 	
	 compromise!

Agreeing a Policy Programme

•	 Provides identity and differentiates from other parties/coalitions

»» Voters will determine who they vote for on the basis of your programme. It should be 	
	 precise, accessible and reflect the direction that the coalition wants the country to 	
	 go in. And it should make clear how the programme is different from other coalitions/	
	 parties.

•	 Address key issues of concern to the electorate

»» Ensure that the programme deals with the issues of greatest concern to the ‘street’, 	
	 the electorate – the economy, unemployment, food prices, education, housing – and 	
	 not those which are of greatest concern to politicians.

•	 Agree before forming an alliance

»» If possible have at least an outline agreement on the programme in place before 		
	 you agree to go into an alliance – it will help ensure that you are getting together with 	
	 the right partners and will help establish a professional working relationship.

•	 Make clear what your ‘red lines’ are

»» In agreeing the programme with your partners, be clear as to what are your ‘red 		
	 lines’ - those policies which you absolutely insist on or those to which you are 		
	 absolutely opposed. These are the issues which can break a coalition and  it’s 		
	 important to be up front with them.

•	 Clarify areas where disagreement is allowed

»» Agree with your partners those policy issues where you accept that the alliance may 	
	 take differing positions, possibly vote in Parliament in opposite ways, without 		
	 causing the break up of the coalition.

•	 Put policies before personalities

»» One way of building the unity of the coalition and the campaign is by ensuring that 	
	 policies take priorities over personalities. Although the electorate will be attracted by 	
	 the personality of the candidates – and whether they respect them and believe they 	
	 can deliver – their key priority is likely to be the policies and programme you are 		
	 presenting to the voters.
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Selecting Candidates

•	 Set criteria for the selection of candidates

»» Establish early on the criteria on which candidates for election will be chosen taking 	
	 account of legislative requirements as well as the ethos of the coalition. Decide, as 	
	 well, the criteria by which the order of candidates on the list will be determined. 		
	 Agree within the coalition as to whether or not candidates from the different 		
	 members of the coalition will stand against each other in constituency seats.

•	 Face of the party/coalition

»» The candidates you choose will be the face of the coalition, make sure they 		
	 understand and reflect the type of policies you want to pursue, the sort of society 	
	 you want to create. Make sure too that they are more than ‘figureheads’ 			
	 and are prepared to actively work and campaign on behalf of the whole coalition.

•	 Establish joint committee of senior party members? 

»» Consider setting up a small committee, properly representative of the coalition 		
	 partners, to oversee the whole process of candidate selection. It should probably be 	
	 made up of senior party members, who do not want to be candidates, and who 		
	 command respect from all coalition partners. 

Running a Campaign

•	 Define a unified campaign strategy

»» One key element in setting up a coalition will be to agree a campaign strategy, 		
	 deciding on what will be the main components of your appeal to the electorate. 		
	 To increase chances of success the campaign should be unified across the 		
	 coalition and ensure that there are no opportunities for divisions between the 		
	 coalition partners to be exposed.

•	 Select coalition spokespersons

»» As part of the coalition agreement there should be an agreement on who the key 		
	 spokespersons - for the campaign, and possibly for the longer term, - should be. 		
	 Who will speak up for the coalition to the media, who will be the speakers at the 		
	 main meetings, who will speak for the coalition on the main campaign issues?

•	 Produce central materials

»» To build unity across the campaign it is important to ensure a fair degree of central 	
	 control over all campaign materials – not just to avoid division within the 			
	 campaign but also to help ensure that the campaign concentrates on the key 		
	 issues agreed and is not dragged into irrelevant areas.

•	 Fight the opposition, not your partners

»» Make sure all partners ‘buy in’ to the campaign strategy and have a part to play 		
	 in the campaign. Iron out as many difficulties at the earliest opportunity and have a 	
	 mechanism for resolving disputes (see below).

Working Together in Parliament

•	 Think long term

»» Your alliance should last for at least the lifetime of the Parliament so it’s important 	
	 to smooth out any difficulties before you start operating together in Parliament. And 	
	 thinking long term will give stability, strength and greater authority to the alliance.

•	 Agree on working methods

»» It would probably be helpful to establish a committee, drawn fairly from all partners 	
	 to co-ordinate the work of the parties in Parliament. They should also be 			
	 responsible for alliance discipline (for example, making sure the members of the 		
	 alliance vote together).

•	 Who is going to represent the alliance?

»» Decide early on how you are going to choose the alliance’s representatives 		
	 on Parliamentary committees and other bodies and who is going to speak on behalf 	
	 of the alliance on key issues – the alliance spokespersons.
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•	 Reviewing and amending policies

»» Prior to the election the alliance should have come to a clear agreement on the 		
	 policy programme that they will pursue in Parliament. But situations and 			
	 circumstances change over time. It is vital that the alliance is able to respond 		
	 rapidly so it’s important to have a mechanism for regularly reviewing the 			
	 policy programme and for giving direction to the members of the alliance as to 		
	 how to vote in Parliament – always bearing in mind the ‘red lines’ and ‘areas 		
	 of disagreement’ (see above) that were agreed earlier.

•	 Governing or holding the government to account

»» Whether the alliance is supporting the government or in opposition it will always 		
	 have an important role to play in developing Egyptian democracy. Good government 	
	 needs effective opposition.

Three Key Principles for Managing the Coalition

1. Establish a Clear Coalition Framework

•	 Define the rights and responsibilities of coalition partners

»» Inevitably, there will be differences between the individual parties that make 		
	 up a coalition – in terms of size, membership, funding levels, geographical reach, 		
	 etc. In order to avoid disputes arising from these differences, the coalition 		
	 agreement/Memorandum of Understanding needs to specify the rights 			 
	 and responsibilities of each party within the coalition. It also needs to 			 
	 establish whether it is only for the purpose of the elections (electoral coalition), 		
	 or whether the coalition will continue after the parties have elected representatives 	
	 in Parliament (political coalition). In the case of forming an electoral coalition parties 	
	 should agree on specific short-term goals related to the election results, while in the 	
	 case of forming a political coalition they should concentrate on mid/long-term 		
	 objectives and reach consensus regarding their programme and legislative agenda.

2. Get ‘Buy-In’ From Your Supporters

•	 Ensure that your party members support the principle of coalition

»» Without the support of party members and activists a coalition agreement could 		
	 easily fail. Wherever possible make sure members are kept informed about the 		
	 coalition building process, that their views are listened to and that there is a way in 	
	 which they can express approval – or disapproval – for the coalition agreement 		
	 before it is signed

3. Resolve Disputes Quickly

•	 Set up a mechanism for resolving disputes

»» It is inevitable that disputes will arise within the coalition so it is vital that a 		
	 mechanism is established for resolving them. The mechanism should 			 
	 be fair, transparent and be able to respond rapidly. It should be armed with clear 		
	 and effective sanctions. It is probably best to involve party members who no longer 	
	 have a direct interest in elections, who are widely respected and who are considered 	
	 to have good judgement. And it is vital that the disputes resolution mechanism is set 	
	 up long before any disputes arise – even if it is never used.
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Coalition Checklist for Political Parties

Choosing Partners

       Identify common objectives

       Choose for the long term

       Join with parties you feel you can work with

       Agree rules for the coalition at an early stage

Agreeing a Policiy Programme

     Provide identity and differentiate from other parties/coalitions

     Address key issues of concern to the electorate

     Agree the programme before forming an alliance

     Make clear what are your ‘red lines’

     Clarify areas where disagreement is allowed

     Put policies before personalities

Selecting Candidates

     Set criteria for the selection of candidates

     Make sure the candidates will be the face of the party/coalition

     Establish joint selection committee of senior party members

Running a Campaign

     Define a unified campaign strategy

     Select coalition spokespersons

     Produce central materials

     Fight the opposition, not your partners

Working Together in Parliament

     Think long term

     Agree on working methods

     Choose who is going to represent the alliance in key roles and positions

     Establish a mechanism for reviewing and amending policies

     Governing or holding the government to account

Three Key Principles for Managing a Coalition

     Have a clear framework for the coalition, including rights and responsibilities of partners

     Ensure that your party members support the principle of the coalition

      Set up a mechanism for resolving disputes quickly



Nick Sigler

Nick Sigler was the Head of International Relations for UNISON, Britain’s largest 
public service union from 2003 until his retirement in 2013. His responsibilities 
included overall management and development of all the union’s international 
activities and policies, including its international development fund and major 
projects funded through DFID.

Nick started work for the Labour Party in 1976 as a Research Officer with 
responsibilities for agriculture and Europe. In 1985 he was seconded to the 
Socialist Group in the European Parliament where he worked for a year as the 
British Liaison Officer. He was promoted to the position of Senior Research Officer 
for the Labour Party in 1986, with additional responsibilities for environmental 
policy. In September 1993 he was appointed the Labour Party’s International 
Secretary. In 2002 he was seconded by the British Government to work as the 
Senior Parliamentary Officer at the OSCE Mission in Belgrade, Serbia. Nick is part 
of the GPG team working with the parliament and political parties in Jordan. He has 
also assisted with GPG’s work with political parties in Egypt.

Nick Harvey MP

Sir Nick Harvey has been a Liberal Democrat MP for over twenty years, and was 
until recently a Defence Minister in the UK’s coalition government. Before entering 
Parliament he worked as a financial communications consultant in the City of 
London, and was first involved in politics as a student.

Within the Lib Dem party he has served as chairman of campaigns and 
communications, was one the party’s management board for 16 years, and has 
overseen the selection and training of candidates.

In Parliament he has been party spokesman on transport, industry, health and 
defence. He has also served on the House of Commons management board, 
and on Parliamentary committees on industry and home affairs. Nick Harvey 
contributed to GPG’s work to support the parliament and political parties in Egypt.
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