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PARTICIPATION, RELATIONSHIPS AND DYNAMIC CHANGE:
New Thinking On Evaluating The Work Of International Networks

SUMMARY

On our understanding of networks

The world is becoming a networked
environment. This is having a profound impact
on the way we organise at the local, national
and international level. We need to find new
ways to think and talk and make meaning
about our linked work.

While many of us now work in formally
constituted networks, this way of relating is not
new. Informal networks have been the basis of
family, community, and even politics for
centuries. However, particularly in the field of
international development, the formal network
has become the modern organisational form.

Many positive characteristics are attributed
to networks, not least their capacity to
challenge and change embedded power
relations. If we are to find our way to counter-
acting the negative effects of economic
liberalisation and globalisation, especially on
the marginal and under-represented on the
world stage, we need a greater understanding
of how to build and sustain powerful networks
based on the values of dignity in development
for all.

Networks have the potential to connect
diverse actors, in many countries and at many
levels. People participate through commitment
to a shared purpose, as autonomous decision-
making agents, joined together through shared
values. People undertake activities together,
often simultaneously, often spread across
geographical space. It is the linked nature of
the work, and the quality of participation in the
shared space of the network, that makes this
kind of working unique.

In this research we have begun to develop
a deeper understanding of this uniqueness.
This brings together ideas about the way
relationship, trust, collaborative action,
structure, participation and reflection inter-
relate in the network form. Each connects to
the other through a feedback loop, and each
affects the other. We have built on Chambers’
(1997) four Ds - diversity, dynamism,
democracy and decentralisation - as core
attributes of networked working.

Trust and relationship

Relationship is of fundamental importance.
When autonomous individuals organise to do
something together, and when that autonomy
and diversity constitute our basic 'resources’,
the relationship between those diverse people

constitutes the connective tissue of the
'network being'. These relationships are
strengthened as trust grows. Trust grows
through working together and reflecting
together on that work. Acting together is born
out of shared values, values that also need to
be revisited and articulated over time.

Part of that trust-building work is done by
the co-ordination function, in a constantly
engaged process of knowing the members,
facilitating their interaction, helping them to be
in connection with one another. Co-
ordinator(s) facilitate and lead.

Decision-making in such networks faces
the challenge of autonomous and voluntarily
participating ‘entities’ who may be reluctant to
be ‘represented’ but also reluctant to commit
to taking authority. Trust provides the glue that
allows control to be relinquished into the
hands of those will act in the best interests of
all.

Structure

What kind of structure does this kind of work
need? Network structures in this field tend to
have a co-ordination centre or secretariat, and
a management or representative committee as
a minimum. Too tight a structure, with many
rules and regulations for participation may
strangle creative spirit, diversity and
dynamism. Too much time spent on internal
business and management is draining.

Too light a structure demands that very high
levels of trust are present, which is generally
only possible in smaller networks.

While structure needs to evolve with the
network, and respond to the demands of the
network, the ideal is the minimum structure
and decision-making necessary to encourage
democratisation, diversity, decentralisation
and dynamism in our practice, not simply our
rhetoric. Where decision-making happens in
the structure needs to be transparent.
Similarly, it needs to be clear which spaces
are not intended to be decision-making
arenas. Mixing up consultation, information-
sharing and decision-making groups or
committees tends to generate confusion and
unnecessary demands for decisions.

Participation

Participation is a key word for network
working. Individuals and institutions join
together voluntarily to work for a common



purpose without losing their autonomy or
identity. A network depends for its vitality,
dynamism and capacity for creative action on
the quality and extent of that participation.
Those whose strategic objectives most closely
match the objectives of the network are likely
to participate more regularly, and be more
concerned with the development of the
network. Those more tangentially interested
will tend to participate at key moments of
relevance for them.

Clarity of purpose helps to ensure that
participants know what to expect and what
they can offer. Participation levels ebb and
flow. High levels of participation might be
present in a big UN conference, whereas at
other times, participation may be more
passive. Snapshots of moments in time can be
misleading.

Individuals may move through different
levels of participation on a regular basis. Such
shifts and flows can indicate dynamism, or
lack of focus, or may simply reflect the
priorities of the member organisations.

Evaluation

Evaluation in the network context needs to pay
attention to how networks foster participation
by their members, how a network adds value
to the work of its participants, and how linking
participants and their work together across
time and space can mobilise greater forces for
change. Evaluation needs to be able to
analyse that change both internally, at the
level of processes, and externally, at the level
of influencing activities.

Processes
Evaluation needs to be able to track the levels
of dynamic engagement, understand the way
contributions and benefits interrelate, and
examine the mechanisms in place to foster
trust-based relationships.

This project has developed some tools to
help with these process-based activities:

Contributions Assessment

This helps a network to understand the level of
commitment and contribution that its
participants are offering, and to update this
regularly. A Contributions Assessment is
intended to see where the resources lie in the
network. Evaluation can then be done on
whether the network has facilitated circulation
of resources, and given members the
opportunity to participate. This should help to
assess the dynamism and growth potential of
the network. It moves away from the deficit-
model, needs-led approach, placing emphasis

on the passion and drive to make a difference
of network participants.

Channels of Participation

This helps the network to understand how and
where the members are interacting with the
network, and what their priorities are. By
acknowledging and monitoring the channels
through which members interact, a network
can begin to explain the nature of participation.

Monitoring Networking at the Edges

Finding ways to monitor how much
‘networking’ is being stimulated by the
secretariat function helps to assess the level of
independent exchange that is going on.

Check-list for Networks

This gives an overview of how a network
works, with suggested evaluation questions
covering:

Participation
Relationship-building and trust
Facilitative leadership
Structure and Control

o Diversity and Dynamism
e Decentralisation and Democracy

Influencing Activities

Attempts to disagregate the ‘impact’ of the
work of the individual members, and that of the
network in a lobbying/advocacy environment
misses the point. The important issue is to
determine how far a network helps to foster
co-ordinated, reciprocal action, action that can
be replicated in a number of countries
simultaneously; how it can be a repository for
the combined analytical intelligence of its
members, and stimulate better, more creative
and debated responses in the very challenging
work of human rights protection, peace-
building and international development. This
‘creative space’ enables reciprocal learning to
occur, and posturing or positioning to be
questioned.

Evaluating lobbying and advocacy work in
this context must try and understand the
added-value that linking and co-ordinating
bring to advocacy. These include:

e The improved quality and sophistication of
joint analysis that underpins the advocacy;

e The extended reach to key actors in key
contexts through which that improved
analysis can be channelled;

e The capacity to act simultaneously, with
shared ideas, in many places at once;



e The space for competing views to be
discussed and consensus positions
achieved;

e The opportunity for those with few other
avenues to powerful decision-makers to
gain access through the networked
relationships.

Participatory Story-Building

This is an interactive evaluative exercise
undertaken by network members and
documented. Key actors, strategies and
moments of change are mapped as a way of
plotting the story of change that all are working
together on. The exercise is intended to
reveal:

o How far our strategies and understanding
of the context is shared,

e How far the information, ideas, documents
and analyses circulating in the network
have helped us in the critical moments

e How far our individual mandates have
allowed us to work creatively

e How connected we are to other actors in
the chain.

It also helps to show what added-benefit
can be reasonably be assumed from the
networked nature of the work. It therefore
deepens our shared understanding for future
work. In this way, the exercise in itself is
intended to build trust and linkages.

Cost-benefit

Networks fulfil fundamentally a process role,
one of facilitating exchange, joint strategizing,
sharing of analysis, and building of
relationships. The maximum benefit at
minimum cost comes when the members work
separately but together, pursuing institutional
objectives which are affected by the joint
strategic thinking of the network, and can be
put to the service of the network’s shared
understanding and analysis. The members do
the work, using the capacity of the co-
ordinator/ facilitator to foster creative thinking,
share ideas, and support one another’s lead
activities when they can. This process
constitutes the core cost of a network, and
requires long-term minimal funding.

The cost starts to go up when the
‘secretariat’ or institutionalised function
becomes synonymous with the network, and
the secretariat begins to become more and
more ‘operational’, doing more of the work
itself. This is where traditional core costs start
to take on greater prominence, more staff and
equipment are needed.

Networks take time to consolidate, and get
established. Network co-ordinators working
over the long-term increase the whole
network’s capacity to understand its
environment, the potential contributions of
members, and the connections and
relationships that need to be built along the
way. Medium to long-term thinking is essential
if institutional memory is to be retained and
relationships nurtured.



5. Being inventive: providing something fresh
and interesting

6. Being clear and transparent: clarity of aims
or objectives helps people to see where
they fit in; letting people know what they
get out of it, so that they can see the
benefit.

7. Assisting members in their own
environments: helping members to ensure
that they have institutional support for their
participation, supporting them in internal
lobbying in their own organisations

8. Keeping people engaged: making each
participant at some time feel they have
your attention and that you know who they
are; knowing the usual players and finding
ways to include those who are often
excluded; encouraging, listening to needs
and desires

9. Delivering on expectations: making sure
activities proposed are feasible, and
achievable

10. Mediating and building consensus: helping
to bring all perspectives into the frame, so
that all can see that their contribution is
meaningful in the overall context

‘There is tension between the co-
ordination person /office taking on a
leadership role, seeing the big picture, and
giving people the space to be self-
directing. How far does the co-ordinator
lead and how much do they facilitate and
help build capacity? The tension between
the two is real and continuous, and in
many ways is the nature of the job.’
(Action Research Group 4 Notes 2001)

The Checklist for Networks (see Figure 9)
is a guide to the overall process aspects of
network building, and includes the kinds of
evaluative questions networks could begin to
ask of themselves on leadership and trust. As
Reinicke et al point out,

‘The intangible outcome of networks — such as
greater trust between participants and the
creation of a forum for raising and discussing
other new issues — are often as important as
the tangible ones and they may endure even
longer.’ (Reinicke et al 2000:xv)

4438 Participatory
analysing change

story-building -

Understanding participation through the work
many networks do on lobbying and influencing
is probably one of the biggest challenges.
What do we want to be able to explain through
evaluation in this context? How can we
monitor what we do, when defining change in
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this arena is complicated enough in a standard
project environment? Networks necessarily
work in many complex contexts and spaces at
the same time. Identifying causality is an
impossible task. As the quotes suggest, the
best we can hope for are reasonable
approximations about the effect of what we do.

‘Were our interventions timely or influential
among circles of influence: I'm not sure we
shall ever know this. Diplomats don'’t often
share when they think they have heard a good
idea or received a ‘usable’ intervention. The
only test is if you see them doing something
which looks like what we suggested.’ (Member
of Network S)

‘One need know little about research to
appreciate the elusiveness of definitive,
pound-your-fist-on-the-table conclusions about
causality. Our aim is more modest: reasonable
estimations of the likelihood that particular
activities have contributed in concrete ways to
observed effects — emphasis on the word
reasonable [emphasis in original]. Not
definitive conclusions. Not absolute proof.
Evaluation offers reasonable estimations of
probabilities and likelihood, enough to provide
useful guidance in an uncertain world (Blalock
quoted in Patton 1997:217)

At the same time, attempts to disaggregate the
‘impact’ of the work of the individual members,
and that of the network in a lobbying/advocacy
environment misses the point. The important
issue is to determine how far a network helps
to foster co-ordinated, reciprocal action, action
that can be replicated in a number of countries
simultaneously. How it can be a repository for
the combined analytical intelligence of its
members, and stimulate better, more creative
and debated responses in the very challenging
work of human rights protection, peace-
building and development.

The initial premise of this research was to
begin to find ways to build the practice of
evaluation into the normal routine of network
working. In seeking to illuminate the lobbying
aspect of our work, this very routine, regular
evaluation is almost certainly the only way we
are going to be able to be able to trace the
changes we initiate through what is dynamic,
organic and linked work.

Jordan and Van Tuijl did a typology of
linked campaigning work in 1998. While many
lobbying networks would probably not see
themselves as campaigning organisations,
these criteria are none-the-less helpful for
illuminating the processes at work in any
networked lobbying and advocacy project.



o Extent to which objectives of those
involved are linked

o Fluidity of information exchange

e Level of collaboration in review and setting
strategies and levels of risk

¢ Accountability to most vulnerable actors

These criteria help to make explicit certain
factors that indicate that lobbying work is
‘networked and linked’.

o Shared objectives, collaboration in
setting and reviewing the strategies being
used to advance those objectives, and
joint evaluation of that work. These
indicate that the work is networked

¢ Responsible relationships between
those in the network and those Jordan and
Tuijl describe as most vulnerable. These
might be peace activists, the rural poor,
those monitoring arms flows in unstable
countries. This indicates that the value
based underpinning the work is happening
in practice

¢ Flows of relevant and useful
information and analysis between those
who need it to do the work.

We would add these further criteria:

e Respect for autonomy of mandate and
action. As mentioned in the above section
on relationships and trust, the freedom to
act autonomously but in concert with
shared objectives is essential if the
networked nature of the work is to survive.
In many ways this comes down to the skill
of the co-ordination and leadership. Part of
this skill is to know the mandates and
limitations of the participants well enough
to be able to provide information and
analysis, texts and ideas, to enable them
to work together without compromising
their autonomy.

e Mechanisms to facilitate trust-building

The participatory story building idea (see
Figure 10) helps to illuminate our linked work
and our capacity to influence change in more
detail.

It is intended to reveal:

e How far our strategies and understanding
of the context is shared,

e How far the information, ideas, documents
and analyses circulating in the network
have helped us in the critical moments

e How far our individual mandates have
allowed us to work creatively

e How connected we are to other actors in
the chain.
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It therefore deepens our shared understanding
for future work. In this way, the exercise in
itself is intended to build trust and linkages.

4.5 Progress

During the course of the research we have
sought to use the Contributions Assessment,
the Channels of Participation and the
Participatory Story-Building ideas to help us to
‘see’ and ‘explain’ networked working
differently. The move toward assessment of
contributions has been embraced as a simple
but novel way of understanding what the
essence of a network is, and some, like
Creative Exchange, are intending to build it in
to their annual procedures. It is hoped that the
data will provide a solid base for assessing
how far the network is able to circulate and
exchange those resources. The focus on
contributions is also generating some
resistance. Some network co-ordinators are
concerned that members will feel coerced or
pushed into making further contributions
above and beyond their current work load.
Others are concerned that if they cannot
demonstrate they are meeting a need their
importance or existence, or funding will be
threatened.

The Channels of Participation idea, is also
simple and has been used with the IWG on Sri
Lanka to document the interaction of the
members of the network, and the reach the
network has. The IWG regularly does this kind
of mapping exercise, although it has not used
it up to now as an evaluation tool.

The Participatory Story-Building has been
more complicated to trial, and has, in the
context of the ABColombia Group, been used
by the co-ordinator as a tool for analysis with
key actors in the international networks
working on Colombia. Discussions have been
held about key moments of change, key actors
and strategies, but largely mediated through
the co-ordinator and documented by her. A
joint evaluative meeting has yet to be held.

In all cases, the tools we have developed
are intended to be simple enough to be
generically useful, but able to reveal quite
complex dynamics. They are designed to be
used as part of a network’s routine practice.
They all need further refinement and that can
only be done through working with them, trying
them out, and changing them to fit the specific
characteristics of the network.



Figure 9

CHECKLIST FOR NETWORKS

The idea of this set of criteria is to provide a broad checklist of characteristics that networks tend to share and some
potential questions you might like to ask when thinking about doing monitoring and evaluation. Some will apply to the
capacity-building functions of a network, others to a lobbying function. Many networks have combined goals. Similarly
some will be more relevant to a tightly-focused limited task network, in which membership might be limited to those with
relevant contacts and skills, and others to looser and more open-ended exchange networks.

This list is the result of extensive reading done for this project, and is intended as guidance only. To be useful in
understanding the process aspects of working in a networked way. How you decide on what work to do, who does it
and how you do the work together. And, of course, what questions you need to ask about its value.

1.  What is a network?
‘Networks are energising and depend crucially on the motivation of members’
(Networks for Development, 2000:35)

This definition is one that is broadly shared across the literature, although it is more detailed than some.
A network has:

e A common purpose derived from shared perceived need for action

e  Clear objectives and focus

e A non-hierarchical structure

A network encourages
e  Voluntary participation and commitment
e  The input of resources by members for benefit of all

A network provides
e  Benefit derived from participation and linking

. What does a network do?
. Facilitate shared space for exchange, learning, development — the capacity-building aspect
e Act for change in areas where none of members is working in systematic way — the advocacy, lobbying and
campaigning aspect
Include a range of stakeholders — the diversity/ broad-reach aspect

What are the guiding principles and values?

Collaborative action

Respect for diversity

Enabling marginalised voices to be heard

Acknowledgement of power differences, and commitment to equality

e o 0 0o W

. How do we do what we do, in accordance with our principles and values?
uilding Participation

Knowing the membership, what each can put in, and what each seeks to gain
Valuing what people can put in

Making it possible for them to do so

Seeking commitment to a minimum contribution

Ensuring membership is appropriate to the purpose and tasks

Encouraging members to be realistic about what they can give

Ensuring access to decision-making and opportunities to reflect on achievements
Keeping internal structural and governance requirements to a necessary minimum.

w >

Building Relationships and Trust

. Spending time on members getting to know each other, especially face-to-face

e  Coordination point/secretariat has relationship-building as vital part of work

. Members/secretariat build relations with others outside network - strategic individuals and institutions

Facilitative Leadership (may be one person, or rotating, or a team)

Emphasis on quality of input rather than control

Knowledgeable about issues, context and opportunities,

Enabling members to contribute and participate

Defining a vision and articulating aims

Balancing the creation of forward momentum and action, with generating consensus
Understanding the dynamics of conflict and how to transform relations

Promoting regular monitoring and participatory evaluation

Figure 9 Cont:../
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Figure 9 Continued.

Fostering diversity and dynamism

‘too loose a structure ..drains potential and continuity, and too heavy a structure .. stifles initiative and innovation’.

(Networks for Development, 2000:28)

. Have the minimum structure and rules necessary to do the work. Ensure governance is light, not strangling.
Give members space to be dynamic.

. Encourage all those who can make a contribution to the overall goal to do so, even if it is small.

Working toward decentralised and democratic governance
e Atthe centre, make only the decisions that are vital to continued functioning. Push decision-making outwards.
. Ensure that those with least resources and power have the opportunity to participate in a meaningful way.

Building Capacity
. Encourage all to share the expertise they have to offer. Seek out additional expertise that is missing.

5. What are the evaluation questions that we can ask about these generic qualities? How do each
contribute to the achievement of your aims and objectives?

Participation

e  What are the differing levels or layers of participation across the network?

e Are people participating as much as they are able to and would like?

. Is the membership still appropriate to the work of the network? Purpose and membership may have evolved
over time

. Are opportunities provided for participation in decision-making and reflection?

e  What are the obstacles to participation that the network can do something about?

Trust
. What is the level of trust between members? Between members and secretariat?

e  What is the level of trust between non-governing and governing members?

. How do members perceive levels of trust to have changed over time?

. How does this differ in relation to different issues?

e  What mechanisms are in place to enable trust to flourish? How might these be strengthened?
Leadership

. Where is leadership located?

. Is there a good balance between consensus-building and action?

. Is there sufficient knowledge and analytical skill for the task?

e  What kind of mechanism is in place to facilitate the resolution of conflicts?

Structure and control

. How is the structure felt and experienced? Too loose, too tight, facilitating, strangling?
Is the structure appropriate for the work of the network?

How much decision-making goes on?

Where are most decisions taken? Locally, centrally, not taken?

How easy is it for change in the structure to take place?

Diversity and dynamism

e  How easy is it for members to contribute their ideas and follow-through on them?

. If you map the scope of the network through the membership, how far does it reach? Is this as broad as
intended? Is it too broad for the work you are trying to do?

Democracy
. What are the power relationships within the network? How do the powerful and less powerful interrelate? Who
sets the objectives, has access to the resources, participates in the governance?

Factors to bear in mind when assessing sustainability

. Change in key actors, internally or externally; succession planning is vital for those in central roles

e Achievement of lobbying targets or significant change in context leading to natural decline in energy;

e  Burn out and declining sense of added value of network over and above every-day work.

. Membership in networks tends to be fluid. A small core group can be a worry if it does not change and renew
itself over time, but snapshots of moments in a network’s life can be misleading. In a flexible, responsive
environment members will fade in and out depending on the fit' with their own priorities. Such changes may
indicate dynamism rather than lack of focus.

. Decision-making and participation will be affected by the priorities and decision-making processes of
members’ own organisations.

. Over-reaching, or generating unrealistic expectations may drive people away

e  Asking same core people to do more may diminish reach, reduce diversity and encourage burn-out
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Figure 10

PARTICIPATORY STORY-BUILDING

This is a process to use with network members who together are doing lobbying and advocacy work. Each member
will have different levels of access to decision and policy makers at one end of the chain, and to local partners and
constituents at the other. Such strategic entry points are pooled to ensure the greatest coverage. Joint strategising,
thinking and acting across space and time is what makes it ‘networked’ work.

However, each participant will have a different story to tell about the work they have done, the moments of change
they have perceived and the obstacles they have faced. This exercise seeks to bring these stories together into one,
without losing the richness, and then examine it. By looking critically, together, at who or where the main points of
influence are, and what the key moments of change have been, the network as a whole learns about the scope of its
work, the reach and access it has, and the strategies that have been influential. This can help in the next round of
strategising. Telling the combined story is intended to reveal how we work, and help us to do it more effectively.

ABColombia Group has started to use this approach to identify the ‘story of change’ about networked lobbying and
advocacy on Plan Colombia. Those most centrally involved have been asked to identify the key moments of change,
key actors, and key strategies used to move the work forward. This includes several networks in Colombia, national
and Europe-wide networks, and grass-roots and policy networks in USA. A broad picture is gradually being revealed
against a timeline, a picture of the who, how, where, and when. It has also revealed how far that work was
coordinated, who the key players in the networks are, and what the interlocking networks did to faciliate the timely
provision and use of key documents.

We have been plotting this against parallel time-lines, as a way of linking action in each region to action in another.
Strategies can be identified in discussion.

A key actor moment of change

Europe

Date/place

A

Colombia

The skill is in selecting the strategically important events in order to construct a story that is meaningful with regard to
real change. Like any mapping exercise, you can easily fill the paper with narrative activities. What is important is
being able to detect significant shifts and reveal their meaning.

The suggestion is that this exercise be undertaken with as many of the network participants who are doing the work,
in the same room at the same time. In this way, you can capture the richness of networked working and better
understand the relationship between one activity and another.
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SECTION 5

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
AND IDEAS FOR FURTHER
EXPLORATION

5.1 Building evaluation into the routine of
networks

The initial premise of this research was to
begin to find ways to build the practice of
evaluation into the normal routine of network
working. Given the variety of participants and
often far-flung nature of networks, evaluation
needs to be conceived as an exercise built into
the daily functioning. In seeking to illuminate
the lobbying aspect of our work, routine,
regular and shared evaluation is almost
certainly the only way we are going to be able
to be able to trace the changes we initiate
through what is dynamic, organic and linked
work.

‘Populations shift, goals shift, knowledge about
program practices and their values change,
and external forces are highly unstable. By
internalizing and institutionalizing self-
evaluation processes and practices, a dynamic
and responsive approach to evaluation can be
developed to accommodate these shifts.’
(Fetterman 2001:3)

Most networks evaluate constantly. This
evaluation not only changes the process of
acting, but also alters the outcome next time.
As such they are dynamic and evolving
entities. However, they rarely ‘write down’
such evaluation for external consumption, or
make the ‘evaluative’ aspect of their work
explicit. People want to know that their time is
spent effectively. This means that time and
energy must be set aside for joint reflection,
analysis and evaluation, otherwise the
important benefits cannot be achieved

To build evaluation into the practice of
networks, in such a way that it can be used to
‘account’ for the resources invested by both
participants and funders, we need to do
several things:

o Make sure that evaluation of our work is on
the agenda at network meetings, and
doesn’t get pushed aside in the dynamic
drive to ‘act’.

e Value and understand the unique nature of
what a network does. Its linking, co-
ordinating and facilitating function are
process activities. This work needs to be
recognised as an explicit outcome of a
network operating effectively. Good
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process indicators and evaluation are a
priority.

e Use interactive, dialogic methods to
understand the change we are effecting.
This demands time and creativity. We need
to be able to trace our joint working through
joint evaluation practice. That way we
accumulate learning and skill about how to
be more effective in the future

¢ Engage the services of evaluation
specialists not at the ‘endpoint’ or ‘crisis’
point, but as accompaniers to the process
of network development. Such
‘organisational accompaniment’ will help to
document and reveal how networks work,
where their strengths lie and what can help
them evolve.

o Secretariats need the assistance of
members in monitoring the work of a
network. One way members or participants
can ‘contribute’ to the work of the network
is by offering to do small quantities of
monitoring and evaluation work in
collaboration with the secretariat. For
instance, other networks use ‘participant-
observer’ methods at international
meetings, which can be generalised to
ensure that all network members ‘report
back’ on their linked work.

5.2 Cost-Benefit

Networks fundamentally fulfil a process role.
The maximum benefit at minimum cost comes
when the members work separately but
together, pursuing institutional objectives
which are affected by the joint strategic
thinking of the network, and can put to the
service of the network’s shared understanding
and analysis. The members do the work, using
the capacity of the co-ordinator/ facilitator to
foster creative thinking, share ideas, support
one another’s lead activities when they can.

Thus the real financial resource
requirements of a network are what's needed
to enable the facilitation and relationship
building function to happen. This includes the
essential aspects of face-to-face network
meetings, appropriate communication
technology, and space for exchange, dialogue,
resource-sharing and evaluation. Networks
take time to consolidate, and get established.
Long-term commitment by co-ordinators is
essential if institutional memory is to be
retained and relationships nurtured. Time
needs to be dedicated to establish trust, in
order to build the relationships that allow
powerful networks to flourish. Good
communication and interpersonal relationships
are important but not enough. Networks and
their secretariats or co-ordinators must



enhance their competence in network
processes in order to find, join and participate
fully in the activities of the network.

This process activity should be
complemented by funds which allow for
flexible emergency response, and for renewing
and rethinking the direction the network is
taking faced with complex and rapidly
changing contexts.

Costs starts to rise when the ‘secretariat’ or
institutionalised function becomes
synonymous with the network, and the
secretariat begins to become more and more
‘operational’, doing more of the work itself.
This is where traditional core costs start to
take on greater prominence, more staff and
equipment are needed. There are networks
which are minimally institutionalised, to allow
for maximum commitment and participation by
members at minimum cost. This works well,
and it needs long-term basic core funding.

What creates internal tension, confusion
and misunderstanding about ‘who or what is
the network’ is the ‘project thinking’ that we are
all so used to. Unfortunately, in a general
climate of core funds being reduced, and
process activities disguised amongst activities
budgets, the network has a real dilemma.

5.3 ldeas for further exploration

5.3.1 Networked working

This research has deepened our
understanding of the complexity involved in
networked working. Few who co-ordinate or
participate in networks have time to dedicate
to reflection, yet if we are to improve our
practice, and thus make more of a difference
through our work, further research of this kind
is necessary. Those working as network co-
ordinators have an enormous understanding
and breadth of knowledge about how networks
grow, develop, evolve and function that could
be made more explicit and available to others
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doing the same work. This can be done in a
networked way, provided sufficient time and
resources are allocated.

5.3.2 Relationships and conflict

Following on from Taylor (2000) and
Chambers (1997), we need a more
sophisticated “relationship” vocabulary’, to
understand and dialogue about how we are in
relationship with others. In particular we need
deeper understanding of how respectful
relationships are built and maintained across
cultures.

Networking done for this research has
confirmed that most networks experience
conflicts between participating individuals, yet
few, if any have mechanisms in place to help
them to resolve them. Networks, like other
organisations in the field, are full of strong
personalities. Perceptions and approaches to
participation and decision-making may differ
across cultures. This may well be a fruitful
area for further research work.

5.3.3 Power relations

We have not had time to devote to examining
in any depth how power relations work in a
network, above and beyond discussions about
the importance of trust and relationship-
building. If one objective of networks is to
provide a meeting point for large institutions,
often financially powerful and smaller, poorer
representative groups from the majority world,
then issues about how power relations work
are paramount.

5.3.4 Evaluation

The evaluation tools we have thought through
and developed in this pilot project would
benefit from being tried and refined in a wider
context, with a broader group of networks.
This project certainly opened up space for new
ideas and thinking which show promise in the
search for more appropriate methodologies.
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ENDNOTES

All quotations from evaluations of networks have been anonynised to preserve confidentiality
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