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ABSTRACT

Promoting coordinated and/or joint programs among
local agencies is one strategy small, rural communities can use to
cope with rapid population and economic growth. Interagency
coordination is a process in which two or more organizations come
together to solve a specific problem or meet a specific need.
Coordination means more than just cooperation and ranges from
informal information exchanges to formalized, joint relationships.
Interagency coordination is particularly needed in times of rapid
growth to deal with an increasing number of agencies, an increasing
complexity and comprehensiveness of individual and community needs
and problems, and an increasing number of special interest groups.
Benefits include reducing duplication and overlap, covering gaps and
oversights, minimizing conflicts, and giving smaller agencies a
voice. Barriers may arise because of aoministrator training (to lead,
not coordinate), internal agency structure, agency reputation,
unequal power among agencies, or unclear goals. Initiating
interagency coordination efforts can be facilitated if local
organizations: identify the impacted area, key organizations,
resource flow; define problems, needs, coordination structure,
objectives; get commitment'to the problem and to coordination; work
toward a consensus; follow an action plan; and make sure agencies are
notified of any benefits of their contribution. The guide concludes
with 7 references. (BRR)
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Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the original document.
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Coping with Growth
Many small communities in the western United States

Interagency
Coordination
and rapid
community
growth

are

What is interagency
coordination?

Interagency coordination can be defined as a process
in which two or more organizations come together to

solve a specific problem or meet a specific need.
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A common misconception is that interagency coordination means only cooperation.' Certainly, any joint
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carries with it the assumption that by working together,
agencies will increase their effectiveness, resource
availability, and decisionmaking capabilitiesand
thereby more effectively assist in the resolution of a
community need or droblem that could not be met by
any single agency acting alone.
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portunities, and to provide new housing and com-
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mercial establishments. It is impossible for any community to simultaneously implement all the alternative
strategies that will help meet the diverse needs brought
on by rapid growth. One strategy that may help soften
growth's impacts is the promotion of coordinated and/
or joint program efforts among local agencies.

Extension Community
Development Specialist,
University of Arizona
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population

rapid

structures. There can be pressure to develop more land
for urban uses, to provide more public services, to increase employment, educational, and recreational op-

Ronald R. Canham,
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experiencing

growth. Newly built power plants, mining operations,
seasonal residents, tourism, and in-migration in rural
communities are significant causes for rapid growth.
While most communities welcome growth and see it
in a positive light, few are prepared to deal with many
of its attendant problems. Rapid growth often causes
strain on local government decisionmaking and tax
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effort among agencies requires that they cooperate.
However, agencies may be cooperating on one issue,
competing on another, and in direct conflict on still
another issue. For example, a local planning department and a housing authority may be cooperating on
the development of a housing code. At the same time.
both agencies may be competing for the authority to
enforce the housing code--and they could well be in
direct conflict over the code's relationship and application to existing housing stock,
' Klonglan. Gerald E., "Coordination Among Ageor ierl for Rural
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Development Some Current flewarch and Policy Needs,
Iowa State liniveir,ity, Amer., 1916, p. 194.
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informal communication, as well as the exchange of
general knowledge and data. Membership in joint
councils can also be identified as a low level of inter-

for agencies to or)orrlinato ()Units to mako efficient
use of available manpower and resources.

agency coordination.
At the intermediate level, agencies have developed

Benefits
The above trends highlight the need for interagency
coordination. In addition, there are benefits for both
the agency and the community when organizations
make a concerted effort to coordinate their programs
and activities. Some of these benefits follow:
1. Reduced duplication and overlap. With several
agencies working to resolve similar problems and
meet community needs, duplication of services and
assistance can occur. Coordinating agencies can
help avoid wasted effort by sharing resources and
explicitly stating who is responsible for specific

the

formal exchanges of information, resources, and personnel. They will also be participating in joint projects,
although specific tasks and responsibilities will not
have bean clearly identified.
At the highest level of coordination, agencies will
be engaged in joint budgeting of programs. Specific

agreements as to goals and policies will be clearly
understood, and probably written down as part of an
overall joint agreement, Agencies will also be well
represented on overlapping boards and councils. Communities experiencing rapid growth may benefit from
some level of coordination. Demands for new services

tasks.

2. Covering gaps and oversights. Having several
agencies actively working in a community does not
ensure that all needs are being addressed. Coordi-

and fast-changing needs and problems caused by
growth can often be more easily resolved by agencies
working together.

nation promotes an exchange of ideas and viewpoints, leading to a broader definition of the community needs that joint agency efforts should ad-

Why is interagency co
ordination necessary?

dress.

3. Minimizing conflicts. Improved interagency coordination can often prevent unnecessary conflicts.
Agencies who are communicating and sharing ideas
and information can avoid the mistaken interpretations of community needs that so often occur when
organizations are working independently. Coordination can also facilitate a better understanding and
appreciation of each individual agency's goals and

Recent societal trends, most of them resulting from
rapid growth and development, indicate that interagency
coordination will benefit the agencies involved as well
as the community.

Trends
Increasing number of agencies. As demands are

purposes.

placed on local units of government to provide a

4. Giving smaller agencies a voice. A small, singlepurpose agency often has problems making its

more diverse assortment of public services, the common reaction is to create another agency (or de-

unique contribution in a comprehensive community
assistance program. Agency coordination can assist
the small, less visible, and/or new organization
through the sharing of information, resources, and

partment within an existing agency) to meet that
demand. This has resulted in many organizations
functioning to serve similar needs, and fragmentation of responsibilities within many organizations.
Increasing complexity of community needs and problems means that solutions will also be complex. To
achieve theft purposes, organizations need access
to n wider range of resources, information, and ex-

technical assistance,
agency's effectiveness.

thereby

improving

each

Barriers
Although many agencies agree that it is beneficial to
coordinate as much as possible with other organizations, there is very little of this being done today. What
does take place usually reflects a low level of C0111mitment. Interagency coordination is hinderod for several reasons; some of the barriers are discussed be-

pertise than ever before. Coordination with other
agencies is usually the most economical and expedient method of gaining access to needed resources.

Increasing comprehensiveness of individual and
community needs. Most needs have become interrelated in such a way that no one agency can meet
them totally. For example, a community experiencing

low.

Administrator training. Leaders of most agencies are
schooled in the art of directing not coordinating.

rapid growth may need more housing, improved

The principles that foster a well-coordinated inter-

:.;treets, more social services. and additional recrea-

agency

tional facilitie. Coordinating the resources of several ;-tgoncinq will onstire that services are more
comprehensive, with the top priority needs being

or interdepartmental

effort (compromise,

consensus-building. group commitment) am often
not within an agency director's field of expertise.

mot first.
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It may also be necessary to identify spocidi into/em

groups that should be involved in any joint programs.

2. Define problems and needs. Two benefits result
from correctly identifying problems to be solved.
First, this should tell you if interagency coordina-

instil! organiza-

tional loya!ty (especially at the administrative level):

a tendency to define problems in terms
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:Ind needs mot usually ignoies efforts toward agency
coordination, concentrating only or the specific
achievements that relate to an agency's defined respone.iibilities. Three characteristics common to most

agencies am: ongoing efforts

fo he impacted k.n.t rapid tTjrntyth,
vory

tion is necessary. Not all growth impacts lend themselves to multinle-organization efforts. If inter-

of the

agency coordination appears to be required, an
adequate definition of problems and needs will
help identify which organizations should be involved in the coordinated effort. Care should be
taken not to identify problems solely in terms of
solutions or activities that fit existing agency pro-

aciency's ability to solve them (tunnel vision); and
continual drift toward single-purposeness. 'These
traits all work against developing an interagency EARproach to meeting broad community needs and

problem-solving. All of these characteristics tend to
promote what is referred to as an organizational effort at "turf maintenance."
Agency reputation. Many agencies have built high
visibility and a good reputation by administering one

grams.

3. Identify key organizations. Both the geographic
area being impacted and the defined problems/
needs will help determine which agencies should
be involved in any coordination effort. Consideration must also be given to what resources an
agency has that will be of value in joint programs
or projects. Knowledge of an agency's operating
procedures, goals, purposes, and ongoing pro-

program or one service very well. They see little
value in becoming involved in coordinated programs
where risks exist that might threaten their autonomy.

reputation, or prestige. This is especially true for
local organizations that have developed programs
for a specific clientele in a specific geographic area.
Unequal power among agencies. This affects b,th
large and small agencies. Small agencies often feel
they have little to contribute in the way of manpower,
resources, or creativity to any coordinated effort inp

grams can aid in determining the role they should
be asked to play. It then becomes critical to contact these organizations at the appropriate level.
Personal contact made with the right person can

increase the probability thit a particular agency
will agree to participate.
4. Get commitment to the problem. As much as possible, define the problems and needs to be addressed in terms familiar to agencies. Be explicit

vok ing larger organizations. They also fear that a
loss of identity or autonomy will result from working
with larger agencies. At the other end of the spectrum, large organizations, having access to most of
the resources they need, often see no value ig tar ing
the time and effort to enter into joint endeavors with
smaller, less visible agencies.
Unclear goals. If agencies operating in a community

about cooperative goals and each agency's capability to perform the tasks for which they are most
knowledgeable and best suited.

are unclear as to the goals and purposes of their
own organization, it will be very difficult to identify
any common objectives they may share with other
agencies. An inability to see where program links

5. Get commitment to coordination. Several points
must be stressed when developing an agency's

and similar purposes exist will hinder efforts to initiate interagency coordination. In addition, the organi-

goals are parallel to the aims of the coordinated

commitment to coordinated projects. Care must be
taken to show how each agency's organizational
effort, and how these goals can be achieved
through your project. Also, try to show how the proj-

zational goals may differ widely from community

ect will fit the scale of each agency's management
and resource capability, and how their involvement
will increase the chances for success. Stress what
their unique strengths will add to the project, and
what knowledge they might be able to gain that will

gook.

Making it work

help them in the future. In short, show that you

Despite recognition of the necessity and benefits of
agency coordination, it is seldom practiced with any
degree of success in local communities. Because of
the sudden changes brought on by rapid growth that
iffect the economic, political, social, and environmental conditions in a community, there is a greater

honestly want and need an agency's input----why
you hope they will agree to participate, and how
they also will benefit from interagency coordination.

6. Work toward a consensus. The art of compromise
is important. In any coordination effort, no agency
can have everything its way, Identify areas where
trade-offs are possible to ensure that all involved

need than ever to develop a coordinated approach for
5;ofiening

( rowth impacts. The following outlines a

process that c.;-in be useful to local organizations
initiating interagency coordination efforts.'
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agencies are satisfied with what is to he done.
Admit that ,orne agencies will pthhahly hont-lit
morn tfmil others. hut sttess the point that all or-
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7. Identify resource How. Clearly indicate what re
i;(uee; each participating agency
have to pro
vide Ar lien they will be needed, and how they will
be used
will ensure that each agency knows
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