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1. Summary

»  GARNET's networking experiences, though small in terms of impact, have been well documented and relate
to generic principles of networking, irrespective of scale or subject. The lessons leamed fromeight yearsof
facilitation are presented in this report for organisations considering the establishment of a network, or those
individuals already charged with the responsibility of facilitating, managing and reporting on network activities.

e GARNET's core mission has remained largely unchanged since its inception. Its modus operandi has altered
significantly however, inwlving the process of local decentralisation, embracing information communication
technologies, and emphasis on monitoring and evaluation of network operations and impact.

» Keylessons learned during the co-ordination of GARNET include:

= Careful attention to those factors that motivate participation in a network (‘incentives’);

= Emphasis on explanationand demonstration of the tangible benefits arising from participation in
networks;

= Decentralisation of network operations is a slow and resource intensive activity. The dynamismoflocal
co-ordinators can significantly impact on the success or otherwise ofthe decentralised management
structure;

= |nformation communication technologies have transformed networking operations and impacts, and will
continue to do s0. Unless carelul consideration is given to mechanisms by which those without Internet
access can contribute to network dynamics, there is adanger of a network ‘second class citizen’
emerging;

= Regular, 'minievaluations are required to maintain the network’soverall direction. More substantive,
periodic evaluations (extemal or internal) are valuable checks on progress and can bring about more
formal reorientation of the network’s objectives and mode of operation. Adequat monitoring data and
monitoring systems are a critical part of the process of reflection for networks;

= Aculture of networking and communication has to be developed and fostered between co-ordinator and
network member, especiallyduring the network’s infancy;

= There isa fine balance between maintaining the quality of network activities and restricting network
dynamismz

»  Severalissues hawe been identified as priorities for future networking dewelopments, including:

= The need to orientate the information user to the right network for the right type of information;

= The potntia of co-production of networking events to achieve greater synergy and wider impact from
donor funds;

= The useof Internetand decision support structures with more traditional forms of networking knowledge;

= Emphasis on refining methodologies to uncover impact assessments with networks;
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2. Preamble

The Water, Engineeringand Development Centre (WEDC) has acted asproject manager for GARNET with
Department for International Development (DFID) support since late 1993, when ittook over from WASH.
Although operational aspects of the initiative have developed and changed over time (through local network
centres, conducting an evaluation of activities in early 1998 and embracing new information technologies), the
conceptual basis to GARNET has remained largely unaltered.

GARNET's reputation in the sector has continued to grow as a credible and effective networking operation. Itwas
noticeable thatthe Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC) Secretariat tabled a paper on
networking lessons leamed for the Montreal 2000 co-ordinators meeting with a view to mainstreaming GARNET
expefiences across WSSCC activities. In the Iguacu Action Programme, GARNET is listed as one of nine Manila
Action Programme (MAP) activities to be selected as a priority for WSSCC mandated folow-up. The current
Council emphasis on adwocacy, communications and media is firmly anchored on networking ex periences.

To mark the end of the current funding cycle (April 2001), this document reviews networking experiences gained
over the last eight years of project management. Itis based primarily on actual experience and lessons leamed
fromthe operation of an information exchange network, but also draws on contemporary thinking in this field
beyond the water and sanitation sector.

The reportis structured in six short parts. Partone offers a succinct, bullet point summary of the key points to
emerge fromthe report. Parttwo provides background as to why the report has been produced, how itis
structured and who is the intended target audience. Partthree is a brief history of the development of GARNET,
which marks changing emphases over time. Detailed lessons learned are offered in part four, whilst part five
presents some points for discussion based on accumulated experiences. The document ends with part six, which
includes several detailed papers of practical value to network facilitabrs.

The documentis intended both for organisations considering the establishment of a network in the secbr, and
those individuals charged wit the responsibility of facilitating, managing and reporting on network activities. Itcan
be used bot in the planning and implementation stages of networking.

Itis not designed to be a blueprint of how to network, but should provide a frameworkofissues and conditions that
need consideration during the planning, design and management stagesof network operation.
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3. Brief history of the development of GARNET

The Global Applied Research Network in watker supply and sanitation (GARNET) is anetwork of researchers,
academics and fieldworkersinteresied in promoting currentand proposed applied research in he water supply and
sanitation secor. The method to achieve this is through informal, low-costand decentralized networking links.
GARNET is structured around topic networks (TNCshased on themes), localnetworks (LNCsbased on regions) and
a Global Network Centre (GNC).

Itwas atits Oslo meeting in Sepember1991 thatthe Water Supplyand Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC)
identified applied research asone of seven priority issues to be addressed byits working groups. The Working
Group on Applied Research, which was estblished after Oslo, acted as the advisory committee to the Global Applied
Research Network (GARNET) formulating terms of reerence and guiding developments until he Rabat meeting of
the Council in 1993. In Rabat, a mandate was conkrred on GARNET that expanded the existing activities to indude
GARNET as a focal point for the WSSCC's activitiesin applied research in he sector.

Following the expansion of its role, GARNET's terms of reference were revised to include the bllowing:

» To continue to promote networking amongst researchers and field workers in the sector as per the original
mandat and terms of reference;

» Toactasa focal pointfor applied research in the Coundl’sactivities in the watker supply and sanitation secbr;

» To collateand publicize the existing research-related output frompast and present Coundl working groups /
activities and toact as a clearing house forenquiries;

» To promote increased levels of support for applied research;

» To liaise with other groups acting under mandate fomthe Council which are involved in applied research
activities.

The main thrust of GARNET’s activities between 1993-1995 were to rationalize the networking framework, a process
which inwolved removing inactive and inefiective topicnetworks and establishing minimumstandards amongst topic
network centres. Through hese and other activiies, new impetus was invested in GARNET, and the level of
networking activity showed considerable improvement asa result. Both the reported activities of topic network
coordinabors and the wlume of enguiries to the GNC grew significantly.

In the period leading up to the Manila Forum (1995-1997), emphasis was given to consolidating the progress that had
been made wit topic networks, decentralizing the operations of the GNC to more locallyappropriate units (ie.,
LNC's), and strengthening electonic forms of networking.

Between Manila and lguacu Forumin Brazil (1997-2000), the emphasis wason addressing the key recommendations
arising fromthe March 1998 evaluation of GARNET, and consolidating the electronicnetworking activities of the
network, which hawe taken greater prominence.

In the period following on from Brazil, the future of GARNET will be in stronger emphasis on synthesisof sectoral
knowedge, cross-fertiization of experience between networks and language constitienciesand the continued
dewelopmentof electronic means of information exchange.

Atimeline for GARNET, indicating keyproject milesiones, is featured in the Annex 4 es.
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4, Lessons karned

This section of the reportis broken down into several sub-sections, which have been identified as key areas of
leaming fromthe operation of GARNET. The issues below are not an exhaustive listing of all networking concems;
rather they representthose issues that have been found to be critical in the development and sustenance of
network operations.

Greater practical information on the stimulation, development and management of networks can be found in
Annexes 1 and 2.

Incentive structure

By far the mostimportantand intractable of issues surrounding networking is that of participation, or more
specifically, the incentive structure that triggers and fosters participation. There are obvious parallels here with the
widerhardware-software debate within the sector, and inessence the same principles apply: networking is as
much about people and their behaviours as itis about the systems, procedures or infrastructure that enables them
to function. During the period of managing GARNET, this issue is the one that has exposed the mostlessons to
be learned, and these are summarised as follows:

»  Potential and actual network members need to have a strong perception of the benefits of joining the network
and participating in networking events;

e Tangible outcomes fromjoining networks need to be clearly stated and quickly delivered in order to convince
members of the value arising fromthe effort of participation;

» Incentives need to be sufficient for the effortinwlved in participating, otherwise networks will not gain the
momentumrequired to become self-sufficient;

» Incentives will vary over time, and according to the target audiences inwlved. Regular user surveys and
feedback is one way of ensuring that network incentives and participation remain adequate;

» Incentives for co-ordinators will be significantly different fromthose of the members, butare no less
important. Voluntary inputs for co-ordination can work when the co-ordinator’s institutional host has a remit
that coincides with that of the network. Otherwise, experience indicates thatin order to enable consistent
inputs and high quality outputs, network co-ordination needs to be funded.

Decentralisation process

In 1996, GARNET's advisory committee recommended decentralising the networking structure to GARNET,
primarily through the establishment of 'local’ centres in developing countries. The rationale behind such a decision
was to enhance the relevance of research networking locally and to broaden the language of operation beyond
English. Criteria for the choice of centres were drafted and agreed, and three institutions, who had worked with
GARNET in the pastwere approached and accepted the role. Terms of reference and minimum activity levels
were mutually agreed and the Global Network Centre provided some shorttermseed funding in order to trigger
networking activities.

The experiences wit decentralisation have been mixed. Networking activities emerged following the firstinjection
of seed funding, butin some cases are now dormant as seed funds are exhausted. The strategy of triggering
activities as a prelude to raising local sources of funding has not generally succeeded, and the opportunities for
self-sustaining networking centres have been limited. The reasons for this are threefld and vary fromcase to
case, butinclude:

» Higher lewels of seed funding were required to initiate networking activities;

e The notion of knowledge management and information dissemination has recently become a sector priority.
The centres were established at a time when seauring funds for such activities was difficult to achieve;

» Insome cases, a culture of networking was already well established, in others it was not, hence the difficulty
in dewveloping a momentumto networking activities.

Some lessons learned fromthe decentralisation process include:
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» Decentralisation is a slowand resource intensiwve activity. Immediate, beneficial results, or a commensurate
reduction in staff costs from the network’s centre of operationsare unrealistic expectations;

» ltisnoticeable that one of the local centres (South Asia) continues to be extremely successful and productive
as a catalyst for localnetworking. A charismatic co-ordinatoranda local contextin which networking is seen
as a necessity for the sector have helped to create this situation;

e The lewls of network outputs diverged significantly in comparison to the levels of inputs.

Use of information technology

The dewelopment of new forms of information communication technologies (}&¥sICTs) (such as electronic mail |
and websites) provides many opportunities for extending and transforming networking operations. In particular, the
speed and immediacy of networking improwes significantly as compared to reliance on hard copy/postal network
formats. Many network co-ordinators have viewed ¥&FsICTs as an opporunity to enhance network incentives |
and to reduce costs. GARNET has beenno exception, and has deweloped electronicnetworking interfaces via a
website (www.boro.ac.ukigarnet) and electronic discussion fora, or listservers.

GARNET has continued to lay emphasis on a dual systemwhere both hard copy and electronic networking

formats have equal status. Network newsletters, whether global, local and topic based continue to appear
periodically and various types of outputs are available ashard copy documents fromthe Secretariat. Itis clear,
howewer, that the emphasis is changing and that electronic interfaces have become the driving force behind

network activity. Hard copy outputs are produced, but they are primarily a function of information exchanged from
on-line discussion or initiatives. Unless carefully facilitated, this arrangement has the potential to exclude those
lacking ¥&¥sICTs fromthe genesis and dewelopment of the network. |

Itis importantthat network co-ordinabors continue to facilitate inputs by hard copy to information exchange
between members. In the compilation of periodic network outputs such as case study documents or newsletters,
this necessity can be addressed through simple administrative mechanisms. The more significant problem
becomes when on-line debak on a topical subject is underway. The only provision that exists for such wider
inputs is via face to face workshops or seminars on the subject organised by a third party and related to the
subject of the on-line discussion. Such an approach has been successfully pioneered during the first phase ofthe
OneWorld Water Think Tank electronic conference series, of which GARNET was a co-founding partner.

Evaluation/s

There is little published work on how to evaluate networks per se, and little on this topic froma sectoral
perspective. This poses methodological problems for network co-ordinators that are faced with requests from
funding agencies oradvisory committees to conduct a reviewof network operations and impacts. The resultis
that many evaluations lack the rigour required to ensure a thorough analysis of strengths and weaknesses. Itis
encouraging to note that the Development Planning Unit, University College London is conducting a DFID funded
action research project on the evaluation of networks. The GARNET Secretary is actively co-operating with the
research teamand sharing experiences where possible.

In general, network operations are much easier to monitor and evaluak than network impact, where difficulties of
causality are commonplace. Annex 2 ‘Issues Paper on Networking Development’ (section 6) deals in more detail
with evaluations. In the past, GARNET has conducted a series of ‘mini-evaluations’ on specific topics (such as
listserver use) and to daie, one major evaluation.

GARNET gained some limited experience on this topic from conducting an inernal evaluation of the network in
1998. The purpose of this exerdse was to assess the exentto which GARNET was achieving its stated
objectives, and to review the potential of the initiative to achieve its objectives. The outcome fromthe evaluation
was a reorientation of network activities and priorities, based upon a matrix of problems identified and
recommended actions to address these concerns. The work plan that emerged fromthe evaluation is currently
still in operation. Some of the lessons learned fromthe evaluation included:

e The identification of operational and structural difficulties with the network;

e The identification of two previously unrecognised issues, namely the importance of incentives fornetworking
and user perceptions;

e The marketing opportunities that arise fromsuch a periodic exercise;
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e The evaluation acoounted for roughly 1.5 months of staff input fromstart to co mpletion of report (inputs which
were not originally budgeted for)

Itis clear that mini-evaluations need to continue as a way of regularly checking network perormance and user
satisfaction. They also provide needed user feedback that helps to promote and market the initiative.
Additionally, a programme of more substantive evaluations should be introduced, but the timing and perieeHteiy
frequency of such reviews needs to be determined between advisory committee, funding agency and Secretariat
staff. Athree to five year interval should be considered sufficient for such an activity.

Messages to/from network members

Regular contact with members is an integral part of developing a culure of networking and communication, as
frequent exchanges fromthe network co-ordinator will demonstrate to members a degree of concern with, and on-
going maintenance of, the initiative. This is of particular importance in the initial development of the network,
whena networking momentumneeds to be established. Thus, co-ordinators need to be seen proactively
networking and bringing the benefits of that networking to other members. This may manifestitselfin various ways
for a network co-ordinator, and some examples of these are detailed in Annex 2 ‘Issues Paper on Network
Development’ (section 3).

The frequency of contactis a finely balanced equation. High volumes of network messages will lead to
information overload and an inability for members to collate or synthesise information. Low volumes of network
messages and members lose interest as there is insufficient new information being introduced. In conventional
hard copy exchange networks, the co-ordinator has some control over the volume of information that is released
through the compilation and physical publication of a newsletter or some other document. With electronic
networks, this role becomes more critical and conentious. If unfettered on-line access is provided, then the
network may be easily misdirected according to every member’s idiosyncratic concerns. Ifthe messages are
‘moderakd’ the charge becomes one of censorship or too authoritariana control. In its electronic fora, GARNET
has dealt with this issue by moderating, but only for relevance of topic to the fora.

Network co-ordinatr interventions that explicitly address the information needs of target audiences, regular
stimulus of network members and synhesising of exchanged information are key lessons leamed fromthe
operation of GARNET.

Add something about the rebroadcasting activities?- there has been a certain amount of positive feedback on this
from members who see this as auseful service.

Quality control

Irrespective of the magnitude of information exchange, good quality, timely information should be a key priority in
all network operations. The dilemma facing many networks is how to assure quality without restricting network
dynamics. In resource constrained situations, the default response is to defer to members to exercise their own
quality control. However, this is a rather unsatisfactory position, as it may further burden the membershipand lead
to disaffectionandannoyance at network operation.

Prescribing ordelimiting response fields in information exchanges is one mechanismto address this difficulty.
Examplesinclude initiating a debate on a relevant network topic, but within a framework of agreed, key questions.
Similarly, requests for case study style information can be framed by adopting standardised response fields or
headings. Such an approach has the added benefit of facilitating synthesis and analysis of information
exchanges, as there is a degree of standardisation in responses.

In more structured forms of on-line networking debate (i.e., electronic conferences), there is scope for higher
levels of quality assurance, primarily through review of messages prior to exchange for relevance, learning,
innovation, etc. Such a procedure is not widely practised, as the inputs necessary to faciliate such an approach
may be prohibitively high (implying as it does some peer review mechanism) and the negative impact on
networking dynamics may be significant.

Monitoring data
In an effort to provide a baseline by which to measure networking levels, the GNC introduced various types of
monitoring systems, so me quantitative in nature, others qualiative. These systems, and the dat drawn from
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them, have been used in various ways beyond simple monitoring of operations, most notably for pubiicity,
marketing and reporting functions. Areview of the monitoring systems in place with GARNET isillustrated in the
following table:

Quantitative and qualitative monitoring systems used by GNC for GARNET

Quantitative Qualitative
Website = Longitudinal analysis of hits, by month = Periodic, but limited peer review of site
structure, design, content
Listserver = Longitudinal analysis of exchanges, by = Periodic survey of user satisfaction,
month information use, value
= Analysis of repeat postings to listservers
Information requests = Analysis of response times, by speed of =  None
response
Users = Analysis of user profile (organisation, =  Periodic survey of users’ ex periences with
designation, region of origin) GARNET
= Analysis of repeat users of GARNET
information service
= Analysis of information provided by users,
by category
Document requests = Analysis of document types requested = Periodic survey of users’ feedback on
content and value of document

These systems are not particularly innovative or sophisticated; but neither do they need to be. Given the
constraints imposed on the GNC, they provide adequate indicatorsof the health or otherwise of the initiative.
Lessons learned fromthese systems are that:

»  Website trend data needs to be inerpreted with caution, asitis nota clear indicator of separate user
sessions. This tends to be a structural problemwith the software employed to analyse website hits;

e The volume of listserver messages exchanged is a bluntindicator of networking, since it provides nothing
beyond a numerical count of activity. Some additional content analysis of subject, and categories willbe
required to add value to this type of dat. Such analysis could add much to GARNET electronic networking
fora, asitwould help to demonstrate macro-trends in content and faciitate research ‘gap’ analysis;

» The dat obtained generally tends to concentrate on activities under GNC control or sphere of influence. An
important category of data thatis missing is that related to topic and local network centre users and feedback
on their experiences;

» Longitudinal analysis of the available monibring dat has not been adequately collaied. Such an analysis
would provide an important process indicator on the initiative;

» Indicators of network sustainability, such as repeat users of information services needs to be better
developed and monitored.

Response times

Linked to earlier sub-sections concemed with appropriate incentive structures fornetworking, the GNC developed
a simple spreadsheet based systemof recording the dak of information requests received, and the dak at which
requested information was processed. The lag time between the two is the assumed performance indicator. In
operation since late 1998, this systemhas provided a motivating factor to improve response times fashion and has
added to the range of monitoring data that can be reported on to GARNET's principal donor agency. Additionally,
the information has been useful for marketing pumposes.

Although a valuable innovation for GNC operations, it was (a) not accompanied with suitable targets or
benchmarks for response times, and (b) not replicated elsewhere within GARNET's structure, such as with topic
and local network centres. The former is relatively easy to establish, and could be determined in consultation with
other information centres in the sector. The latter is more difficult to implement, as co-ordinators elsewhere within
GARNET are operating largely ona voluntary basis, and the GNC has been cautious in overoading co-ordinabors
with additional reporting procedures.
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Aresponse rate goal of 75% all requests processed within 1-3 days is suggested, on the basis of experience. The
relative proportions of responses falling in the slower response rak (i.e., 4-6,7-9, 10-12, and 13 days or more)
categories needs to be carefully monitored, as this may negatively affect users perceptions ofthe initiative.

5. Discussion

Networks are frequently viewed as a relatively straightforward activity to initiate and manage, which may partly
explain why the development sector is awash with these typesofinitiatives. However, experience tends to suggest
thatthere is considerably more to successful and effective networking than is often first thought.

Much of this report has sought to look back critically atlessons learned fromthe practical day to day operation of a
network in the water and sanitation sector. Butthe reportalso offered the authors the opportunity to look forward
and consider whatissues are likely to become importantin networking terms in the near future. The following
iinitial thoughts on this subject are highlighted for consideration by those planning or funding new networks:

1. Awider concern is how can networks in the WS&S sector fitinto a broader framework of co-operation and
collaboration. There are problems raised by the proliferation of information initiatives in the secbor in that this
may lead to significant duplication of effort, and lack of clarity to the end user. There is a need for an
information-brokering role to point sector professionals to networks and their specialist areas of interest. The
international community needs to function more as an efficient connectorand facilitator of information
initiatives to promote the creation and dissemination of knowledge.

2. ‘Co-production’ of networking events (jointly sponsored and managed by collaborating network secretariats)
is one way in which DFID orotherdonor agencies can influence the impact of networks, and extend the
footprint of these initiatives. In the future, donor agencies may wish to consider ring fencing a proportion of
funding for networks which is reserved for joint events to promote collaboration and synergy.

3. Information (research) networks need to provide timely, authoritative and readable research digests and
syntheses, openlyaccessible and at little or no cost. Additionally, such networks should provide two-way
channels for knowledge providers to confer with knowledge users, who can help themre-focus research
proposals, methods or oufputs.

4. Theincreased use of Internet (web/e-mail) and decision support structures (on-line/telephone help desks) to
provide ‘ust-in-time” information services will help to complement more traditional methods and forms of
disseminating and networking knowledge.

5. It may be possible to appropriately package research/knowledge and streamitin the generaldirection of
targetaudiences for networks; the trouble is there is no certain way of judging wheter or notany impact has
been achieved. Continued work on methodologies for impact assessment will be required.

6. Donorsand funders canbetter support knowledge networking programmes by developing codes of conduct

for their establishment/management and by benchmarking examples of good, betterand best practice for
future initiatives to emulate.
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6. Annexes
1 Keynote paper on management and maintenance of networks
2 Issues paper on network development
3 Briefing paper on planning electronic conferences
4 Timeline for GARNET

1 (Just a thought- would it be better to putIssues paper before Keynote paper as it
includes lots of background and this would then read from themore general to the

specific?)
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Keynote paper on management and maintenance of networks

How to use this paper
Who is it for?
» Both currentand prospective topic and localnetwork co-ordinators.

How should it be used?
» Asareference documentfor planning networks, their activities and evaluating progress
* In conjunction with GARNET'’s existing guidelines on establishing networks

When should it be used?
» Immediately after the creation of the network to guide early development, and subsequently on a periodic
basis

Network objectives
» Networks need clearly defined objectives that will guide orientation, focus, activities and membership. Ideally,
the objectives should be formulated and agreed through consultation with potential members

» Reviewthese objectives yearly in order to assess progress and to clarify need for re-orientation

» Networks can and should adapt with time - this means that objectives may change as initial goals are
achiewed.

Suggested action points:

1. Clarify and develop a network objectives statement (ideally, this would be short and concise)

2. Through appropriate communication channels, consult members on objectives and activities. This may be
done by including the objectives statementin a network newsletter

3. Periodically review objectives (in conjunction with members) after1-2 year period

Network activities

* Inan active network a wide range of activities are likely to be on-going atany one time. Notall these activities
have to be arranged by a co-ordinabr - some could be specific to regions or thematic sub-groups, which
report back to the whole network membership once their task is complete. Likewise, electronic networking
initiatives need to have concrete activities (electronic conkerences, directed discussion)

» Asan incentive to participation, network activities should be interesting and produce an identifiable benefit for
members. Superficial activities lead to superficial networks

» Active networks encompass more than distributing newsletters, but embark on activities which bring about the
resolution of common problems

Participation

» The degree to which individuals will contribute to any network is in large part dependent on the perceived
benefits which membership brings. Members should be stakeholders in the objectives of the network,
possess an interest in specific activities, want to contribute, and have confidence in network management

» Asense of ownership is vital for network success. In general, decision making processes, activities and the
means for implementing these activities should be open and transparent, allowing al members to feel they can
influence events. Fostering a non-confrontational framework in which information exchange can occur wil
encourage debate and co-operation between members
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» Conflicts of interest may arise, with competition over limited network resources, or representation on steering
committees. Maintaining open and transparent decision making systems, and regular consultation eases such
conflicts in the mediumand long term

Membership

» Widespread participation is critical to prevent domination of activities by network elites or cliques. Howeer,
committed core members, willing to share some of the responsbility for taking initiatives and being responsible
for co-ordination, can facilitak network development

» Those involved in any core group or task group activities need to be able and willing to dewote time to the task.
Core groups need to be representative of the entire network’s members, and should be able todraw on their
knowledge of wider network membership views and opinions

» The leadership group of any network needs to undergo periods of renewal, possibly through rotation or
transfer of responsibilities between individuals or organizations

» Network membership needs to be consulied periodically and asked to self critically review the progress of the
network

Decentralization

» Inorder to prevent excessive centralization of activities and responsibilities, network management should
endeawour to faciliate independently organized activitiesby network members. This enhances boh members’
professional experience and improves the prospects of achieving sustainability

Resources

» Although funding is clearly integral to the success of a network, there are clearly other factors affecting
network sustainability. There are several examples of networks that lack central funding achieving remarkable
impact due to the wilingness of members to dedicate time and effort to networkactivities. Nevertheless, the
ideal situation is one in which member enthusiasm, involvement and adequate funding are combined

» Networks should plan for the funds required to implement activities. In general, guiding principles should be
to: keep overhead and operational costs to a minimum; funding needs to be managed by a broad range of
members (to maintain credibility); and networks require a recognized structure to secure and manage funding= |

» The greater the degree to which a network is user supported, the stronger itwillbe. User supplied resources
do not need to be financial, but can stress contribution ‘in kind': i.e., through submission of written articles,
references etc for inclusion in network outputs

» Ifnetworks become associated with sympathetic local / international agencies prepared to provide funding,
safeguards need to be builtto prevent domination of network agenda. Networks relying on a single institution
or funding agency are vulnerable to domination, or sudden termination of its resources

Legitimacy
 Inorder to maintain credibility, a network and its management need the trustand confidence of all members.
Legitimacy in tum attracts participation and faciliates funding

» Legitimacy can be enhanced by involving respected sector individuals at networking events, or in wel targeted
publicity

» Crucialy, the shortand long termreputation of a network will depend on the quality of the information

provided, the regularity of information exchange and the value of those networking activities to members.
Attention should be paid to the reliability and validity of information disseminated
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Complementarity and linkages

There is scope fora range of networks to be working within the same sector or sub sector. Networks will have
their own niches that can, and should, be complementary. The basis for complementarity is typically
geographical (national, regional), horizontal (NGO, farmer groups, research institutions) or discipline based (by
topic). Such networks can hawe different, but overlapping objectives, programmes, membership and
management systems, reflecting the particular scope and target audience

There is an important need for vertical networks, which promote information exchange between different
audiences (researchers, fundersof research and practitioners)

The value of establishing links between networks are many and varied: to enhance information exchange,
encourage constructive collaboration, awid competition, reduce duplication, improve the targeting of network
benefits and allow maximumbenefitto be drawn fromdifferent comparative advantages of network
membership

Formal and informal activitiesneed to be fostered and maintained through joint activities and mutual
representation at relevant workshops and co-ordination meetings

Monitoring and evaluation

Networks require regular and thorough monitoring and evaluation. Work plans should be continually assessed
against stated objectives and network progress and achievements should be periodically evaluated.
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2 Issues paper on network development

Abstract

This paper reports lessons leamed fromnetworking experience in relation to several key topicareas: network
establishment, stimulation, management, sustenance and evaluation.

1. Introduction

Networking is a recenttermthat describes anage-old activity: people meeting to exchange information,
knowledge and skills which are of mutual benefit. In the water supply and sanitation sector, networking was given
considerable impetus by the Intemational Water Supply and Sanitation Decade, that acted as a stimulus for sector
professionals to build on the momentum made during that period. The establishmentand development of several
sector-oriented networks (such as the Global Applied Research Network (GARNET)) was testament to this fact.

The apparent popularity of networking can be explained by examining the benefits that it offers to the sector’s key
stakeholders. Funders, practitionersand users gain significantly fromnetworking and have an incentive to nurture
and encourage its development. Funders adwocate their use asa way of facilitating dissemination across country
and regional boundaries and permitting resource sharing which may deliver cost savings. Practitioners support
networks because they reduce professional isolation and deliver insights into the discipline which may otherwise
be lost. Users gain fromhigher quality and targeted information sharing.

Networks have much to offer, and at times the development sector can seemawash with them. Butdo we fully
understand what they are for, what they mean and where their value lies? In the rush to be part of the latest
network, are we sure we know why we are joining and what the likely benefit will be? This paper wil examine
whatis meant by ‘networking’, describing some of the basic types of networks, reviews the critical steps inwlved
in networking, and draws on lessons learned from co-ordination of networks.

1.1 Networking: a brief overview

Networking is difficult to explain simply and clearly. Itis frequently used in conjunction with other terms (research -
,information exchange -, co-operative -) which may breed confusion about the general purpose of networks. In
addition, common usage implies widely divergent meanings - to some it refers to exchanging business cards and
talking informally at conferences, for others it is a formal mechanism by which opportunities within a given field can
be tapped and exploited. Networking can mean all things to all people - a fact that may have diminished its value
asatool for education and communication.

This lack of clarity is compounded when examining the many ways in which the concept has been defined.
Wesley (1993) sees networking as the transfer, and promoting the transfer of inormation; Parker (1979) considers
networks as the organisational structure which facilitates information resource sharing; Plucknett etal (1990)
define networks according to criteria which include participants, purposes and mechanisms. Starkey (1997)
suggests networking includes, ‘any group of individuals or organisations who, on a voluntary basis, exchange
information or undertake joint activities and who organise themselves in such a way that their individual autonomy
remains intact. Borba (1999)argues that networking focuses ‘on organised intraction between members with a
common interestwho look for an added value to their activities'.

Despite this divergence, certain common features are recognisable. Typically, networks include associations
(formalfinformal; individuals/institutions), who share a common goal or purpose (open-ended/task specific); and
who contribute resourcesor time in two-way exchange or communication.

12 Networking typologies

There are three basic typologies of networks:
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Information exchange

Rely on the sharing of information between members and a co-ordinabr, and are normally either passive or active.
With the former, a co-ordinator distributes information to allnetwork members, usually through a newsletter and
there is minimal communication between co-ordinaibr and members. Active information exchange networks
attempt to collate comprehensive information frommembers and encourage frequent communication between
members and co-ordinabr. Active networks are based ona healthy two-way exchange of information, views and
practice. The rise of information communication technologies such as electronic mail, the Intemet, and CD-ROMs
has transformed the experiences of this type of network.

Consultation

Rely on face to face meetings of members in order to share information and ideas, normally through workshops or
conferences organised periodically. Such networks can be established quickly and are unencumbered by the
bureaucracy and hierarchical structures that can hinder the effectiveness of other networks.

Collaboration

Conducts activities that are jointly planned and implemented. Typically, they share resources, participate in
design and planning and work together. In developing countries, collaboration networks offer the greatest
opportunities for building the capacity of personnel, and as such are looked on fawurably by the stakeholders in
the research process. However, not all networks necessarilyevolve into collaborative ventures, nor should they
since the degree of co-ordination and management required makes this type of network relatively rare.

To some extent, GARNET can be seen to be drawing fromall three of these traditions, although primarily it is
based on an active inormation exchange network model.

The rest of the issues paper deals in turn with feufive critical areas of networking, respectively establishment,
stimulation, management, sustainability and evaluation.

2. Establishing the network

Agency experience with the establishment of networks points to several key (common) issues underpinning
network es@blishment. Clearly, there needs to be a strong reason for networking in the first place. A prerequisite
therefore is a perception that the lack of access to relevant knowledge ina particular sector is a factor that
constrains the development of that sector, or groups operating in that sector. Likewise, the desre to co-ordinate
and awid duplication of activities or outputs may also be reasons leading to network formation. In other cases,
networks are established in recognition that an approach failed to achiewe its pupose and hence needs to
evaluate and consider alternative methods. Other networks, for instance those with a lobbying or advocacy
pumpose, might be established in response to threats to livelihoods, sustainability, the environmentor to a
particular vulnerable group. In essence then, many actors and agendes forma networkaround an issue or
problem, one that has been identified and lends itself to solution only through joint action.

The concept of developing a network is usually undertaken by a small number of founding members. This group
might decide on a series of fundamental network issues; the objectives and means of operation, membership
criteriaand commitments, and how the network could be sustained in order to achiewe its objectives. Many
networks begin with a critical number and inclusive range of dedicated participants. Butwhatis the lowest
number? Whatis the critical range? Ultimately, the number and range depends on the issue and scope of the
network. Ata minimum, there must be sufficient numbers to sustain basic information sharing, network
management and technical support. In terms of the range of members, numbers can be small (if committed), but
a majority of the key representatives of the wider sector need to be part of this core group in order to draw
adherents as the momentumdevelops.

The participation of opinion formers (influential agents — is this your altemative termor is there a reference for it?)
and the timeliness of the establishment of the network are factors that play a role in the development of many
networks, whether they are ultimately successful ornot. The association of key sector professionals or agencies
with particular networking initiatives can infuence the perception, or seriousness with which the network is
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considered. The high lewvel support behind the recently initiated Global Development Network (with both Kofi
Annan and James Wolensohn endorsing the initiative) has clearly galvanised and motivated support for the GDN.

The timing of network launch can be important if the network is to gather momentumquickly. Good examples of
such timeliness include Mountain Forumwhich was strengthened by the UN Earth Summit and GARNET which
was seenas one mechanismfor building on the momentumdeveloped during the International Water and
Sanitation Decade.

Other, secondary level points importantin network establishment are listed below.

e The identification of technical, managerial and other expertise is an important preparatory step at this stage.
Ensuring thatranges of skills are available to the network secretariat willhelp with subsequent consolidation
and operation of the network. In some instances, these skils may need to be drawn in fromoutside the
stakeholder group, alhough this has obvious cost implications.

»  Throughoutthe process of establishing and consolidating a network, a degree of democratic and participatory
practices are essential if network members are to develop a sense of ownership, and for the initiative to be
responsive to new dewelopments.

*  Building and maintaining trust among network participants must be evident, especially when those
participating in the network represent competing interests. Typically, trust can be built through open and
transparent means of communication between network management, and face to face meetings for wider
network members.

»  Networks require a start up location (physicalor virtual) fromwhich the network can be administered.
Clearly, this location requires the appropriate technical infrastructure to ensure efficient and effective
communication. In some networks, the perceived neutrality of the host organisation has played a role in
drawing members to the network.

3. Stimulating the network

To develop, and imporantly, maintain interest, the network requires proactive, positive and frequent stimulation.
Analysis of experience indicates that a specific unitigroup/individual should be responsble for implementation of
network activities and daily liaison with network participants (i.e. a network secretariat or co-ordinabr). Asin the
case of GARNET, this secretariat might operate attwo levels: inernationally and regionally. The international unit
has respongbility for gathering, collating and re-broadcasting information to network members froma cross-
section of international sources; at the regional level, spedfic activities that are consistent with regionally defined
aims and objectives canbe actioned.

Responsibllity for stimulating networks needs to be assigned to someone who can respond, participate and
organise action for the network on its behalf. On occasion this mightinvolve a group of network participants,
rather than the network co-ordinator acting alone. Devolving responsibility for network stimulation in this way is to
be encouraged as it not only reduces the work burden for network co-ordinators but sends a message to the
network about the importance of shared responsbility and collective action if the network is to succeed.

There are many strategies that can be employed to physically stimulate networks. Abrieflisting of typically
mechanisms employed indude:

Typical mechanisms for network stimulation

» ‘Frontloading’ networks with relevantinformation abstracted fromother sources (including news, rerences, case

studies)
»  Posting technical queries to the network on topical subjects of interest

*  Requesting information fromall network members which is collaied and re-broadcast by the network secretariat (e.g.,

requests for profiles of research projects)

e Suggesting ‘directed discussion’ topics to be debated informally via e-mail by all network members with an interest
»  Organising electronic conferences on topical subjects in the sector, with a view to developing a state of the art synthesis

paper.
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Network stimulation is a critical activity in the early stages of network development. Akey consideration is that
members perceive that activities are on going and can recognise that the network has potential. Initially, this may
imply significant inputs fromnetwork co-ordinators, but this will lessen as network members begin to recognise its
value and participate independently.

4, Managing the network

Once established and initial networking activities are underway, there are on-going, periodic network management
issues to consider. Atthe beginning of this paper, a series of network typologies were reviewed. In addition to
these categories, networks can also be considered as ‘hard or ‘soft' with regard to managementtasks. ‘Hard’
networks impose a set of agreed conditions or ways of working on the members in network related activities. With
‘soft’ networks, activities are undertaken on much more of an informal and less systematic basis — generally as
needs for such activities arise. Most networks, even the softest, do have some formof management structure,
although this structure might be unwritten and at a level of common understanding.

Networks, once established, might be faced with the decision of whether to establish a formal secretariat or
management structure, or whether to take analtemative approach to managing the network such as:

e Managementtasks undertaken by members in rotation
e Managementtasks divided between network members
*  No formal management

In considering which of these typesof structure to adopt, itis importantto considerand anticipate the types of
management tasks that are expected at this stage of network development:

e Publicising the network

e Introdudngnew members

»  Organising meetings and planning future activites

» Development, in collaboration with the members, procedural arrangements for undertaking joint activities

» Undertaking other network related activities such as production of a newsletter, e-mail foumand website
development

e Training of members

e Fundraising and donor reporting

e Monitoring progress against objectives

» Representing members’ interests to official bodies

»  Settlementofdisputes

»  Ensuring that the network is officially registered and recognised, if such registration is deemed necessary.

Critically, the network members themselves would need to decide how important these management functions
would be and whether they could themselves take these on, or whether a formal secretariat would need to be
established. Additional factors thatinfluence this decision include those listed in the box below.

Additional factors to consider in determining how a network would be managed and operated include:

»  Geographical spread of membership

e Total number of network members

» Levelofsynergy between the objectives and activities of the different members

» Resources - financial, staff and access to communications media, available to the network members

»  Whether the purpose of the network is to enable information exchange between members or to achieve more global

outputs

» The extentto which the network is made up of different types of organisations - so called vertical networks made up of

research organisations, N6S:sNGOs and grassroots for example, or made up of organisations of similar type -
horizontal networks of NG&:sNGOs only, for example.
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Regardless of the types of management structure or tasks envisaged for the network, there are a series of
crosscutting issues to be considered:

»  Adopting standards for the provision and exchange of documents and other material is an important step in
bringing about effective information sharing. Typically, this means adopting the lowest common denominator
with regard to proformas for contributing and technology options (ensuring that options are avaiable to all for
day to day document sharing)

» Regular contact between members and network co-ordinabrs (i.e., regional, national, etc) is an important
way in which to develop a sense of ownership in the network, and to enhance commitment to the success of
the initiative. For the network secretariat, this implies a formalised procedure for contacting network nodes /
members (e.g., e-mail bulletin, hard copy update)

»  Participants must have the vision, capacity and willingness to allow for a delegation of power within the
network, primarily to enable effective strategy developmentand guidance. Likewise, ifthe network is
particularly large it will require an operational management structure to which al participants must agree.
The delegation of power within a network canbe amongst the most difficult of tasks to achieve, and cultural
and linguistic divides can compound this activity.

»  Participants must define their goalsand objectives through a democratic process. Statements of objectives
need to be chosen carefully - they may need to be valid for the long term, and existing and newnetwork
members will need to have a common understanding of what they are pursuing.

»  Provide channels for disagreement/conflict resolution and opportunities for self-assessment. Review
processes allow for the resolution of conflict and for the next steps to be taken in the evolution of the network
(i.e., GARNET was able to redefine activities following its intemal review).

» Reasonably stable and sufficient funding is a critical element for anynetwork, especially where there is a lack
of resources at national and/or regional level. Funding must be adequate to the task of bringing people and
organizations together ona regular basis to solidify relationships.

» The network secretariat ideally should be seen to be neutral (i.e., not assodated with any sector agenda or
funding agency). Wherever the Secretariatis based it will require stable infrastructure and technical capacity
to communicate with all network members. The co-ordinating unit should be able to host the initiative for
several years in order to alow for network momentumto build (@and to cope with the capacity strengthening
process involved).

5. Sustaining the network
Beyond the operational tasks of management, networks need to consider how sustainability can be fostered.

Many development sectors can point to examples of networking initiatives that started with great expectationsbut
that failed in the longer term.

Reflection on the sustainability of networks

“The costs of networks in money, time and energy are high, especially at the front end, making any network which does not
lastbeyond 2-3 years especially wasteful. Often to the frustration of donors and members who want quick results and clear
impacts, networks take time to ‘take off, (estimates are 5-7 years) to establish links with policy makers and to generate
legitimacy within the sector. Pressures puton networks to show concrete products and progress in the shortterm, and
decisions to withdraw support quickly where they don't, ironically risk undermining the very capacity and impact for which
they aim. Networks don't produce much fruitin only a few years, the foundation is set and opportunitiesexist, but the risk is
that everything wil disappear if donors back out too soon”.

Bernard, AK. (1996) IDRC Networks: An Ethnographic Perspective. Evaluation Unit, IDRC

Experience with networking indicates the following:

*  The long-ermsustainability of the network needs to be discussed fromthe beginning of the initiative,
especially ifthe network structure is complex and involves decentralised (e.g., regional) nodes. Thisis
particularly important when these decentralised nodes are based in southern countries where more sustained
levels of funding and capacity building may be required.
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»  Networks that plan for the funds required to implement activities are more likely to be successful in achieving
those activities.

e The initial costs of networkdevelopment and consolidation are high, but networks should aimfor self-
sufficiency where possible. Clearly, some networks, particulary those induding local groups in developing
countries, may never be self-sustaining and here the task may be to understand the level of subsidy that may
be required to sustain activities. This underlines the importance of building links to financial and human
resources that are available to the network, such as interested government departments in the nort, existing
knowledge networks, privak entrepreneurs, and businesses.

» Ifnetworks become associated with sympathetic local / international agencies prepared to provide funding,
safeguards need to be builtto prevent domination of network agenda. Networks relying on a single institution
or funding agency are vulnerable to domination, or sudden termination of its resources.

»  Obviously, sustainability goes beyond basic considerations of funding. The development of a sense of
ownership, and the presence of the right type of incentive structure for participation are importantin ensuring
thatthe network dewelops a momentumofits own.

e Crucialy, the shortand long term sustainability of a network will depend on the quality of the information
provided, the regularity of information exchange and the value ofthose networking activities to members.
Attention should be paid to the reliability and validity of information disseminated.

6. Evaluating the network

During its operational phase, there should be opportunities for network assessment, with a view to amending
focus, objectivesand operations, and in the process to create openings for other members to join and contribute
to activities. The importance of evaluating the network comes froman understanding that networks are not static
initiatives. Networking activities may have the potential to be significantly expanded or curtailed by specific
events, e.g. achievement of an objective, limitations of a funding constraint, a change of leadership in the network,
a change in extemal or external events. All these elements can impose changes in the direction of networks, and
those networks unwilling to change direction in response to extemal change mightlose relevance, influence and
pumpose. In short, the lesson is that regular review and evaluation helps to maintain a network’s focus.

There are two aspects to the evaluation of networks. First, consideration needs to be given to networking
operations (i.e., the internal operations of the network) and second, to the impact of the network. Both are difficult
to measure with any certainty, although the latter is the more intangible of the two. Many of the benefits of
networking are associated with the potential for operational improvements to organisations / individuals, which is
clearly a subjective area to explore and identify.

Networking operations can be captured in a variety of ways, some of which can be measured quantitatively, others
qualitatively. The following generalpoints illustrate the type of indicators that might be applied to this first
category:

Measures to be considered when evaluating network operations

»  Website statistic figures, by month

e Listserver statistic figures, by month

»  Diversity of network member contributions to network forums (measure of herogeneity)

»  Number and type of information referrals at network secretariat

»  Number of repeat referrals fromindividual members (measure of repetitive use)

»  Number of network members, by organisation, position, country, region (measure of reach to target groups)
»  Time taken by network secretariat to respond to information query (measure of responsiveness)

» Coverage of topics and languages

The main difficulty with the second aspect of evaluation (hat of impact), is the problem of causality. Ifthe
intention is to understand changes inan organisation /individual's practices, then itis problematic to disaggregate
the beneficial impacts of networking from other possible infuences on the operation of organisations / individuals,
such as changes in funding, management structure, and training. Previous evaluations have tried to measure
impactin a variety of ways, including:
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Measures to be considered when evaluating network impact

Extent of name recognition witin the sector
»  Perception of network by cross section of actual and potential users
e User satisfaction levels, including questions such as:

= How hawe you used network outputs?

= Have oufputs met with expectations?

= What constraints have there been to participation?

= Whatwere your expectations on joining the network?

= Have your expectations been met?

= Isthere a particular reason why you have not yet used, or do not use, the network?
= In whatways has the network helped to make an impactin your daily work?

= What are the network’s strengths and weaknesses?

»  Extentto which tasks have been shared between network members
» Case studies/histories indicating operational level changes, or instances describing how networking had made an
impact.

Networks require regular and thorough monitoring and evaluation. Work plans should be continually assessed
against stated objectives and network progress and achievements should be periodically evaluated.

7. Summary: Lessons learned from networking experiences

The following represents lessons have been learnt about the planning, implementation and management of
networks based both on directand indirect experiences of this process.

. Sustainability: The key to sustainabhility of a network is whether the members perceive the benefits of
membership to outweigh the costs of contributing to the network. Enthusiasmfor networking activities
depends on how useful the members perceive the objectives of the network to be and whether they consider
these objectives to be achievable.

»  Member participation: Network members should be inwlved in the planning, goal setting and work plan for
networks. Asense of ownership is crucial if the network is to be vibrant, dynamic and meet the needs of its
members. The degree to which people and organizations contribute to network building willdepend on the
calculation of future benefitthey perceive.

» Membership is not participation: Although a network may list hundreds of members, in reality a small core
group may be drivingand shaping the network’s agenda. Ifthese individuals lose interest or leave, the
network may flounder. Fostering comprehensive participation and providing a sufficientincentive structure for
participation is a major (and problematic task) of any network.

» Define objectives: Defining goals and objectives firmly will help establish the parameters for who participates,
and help prewventthe network frombeing re-aligned;

* Networks need to be user driven: Networks should arise froman expressed need within the secbr to which
individuals or organisations are prepared to commit time and resources. Creating networks without identifying
the expressedneed is an empty exercise and commonly leads to limited network sustainability.

» Think holistically: Networks should not restrict membership only to those who are perceived asits natural
targetaudience. GARNET, for instance, endeavours to include all the key stakeholders in the research
process including the funders and users of research, in addition to practitioners. An inclusive network is one
which may develop greater long-rmsustainability and achieve higher quality outputs through the insights that
such inclusion can bring.

» Evaluate, monitor andreflect: Evaluation and feedback fromnetwork members needs to be constantly
soughtand incomporated into network activities and terms of reference. Networks do not existin a vacuum,
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8.

rather they are likely to shift theiremphasis over time. Networks need to be able to identify such shifts and
know how to respond to changing needs.

Clear focusand remit: A clearly stated problemor subjectwill help define the network’s purpose and
objectives. This will reduce confusion among network members and enable all to work towards common
goals.

Operating languages: If networks are to draw on the experiences of members drawn fromdiverse regions
internationally, some provision must be made to allow for different operating languages other than English.
There is a danger of raising expectations within a sub-region if networkoutputs or dialogues are offered in
several languages. Crucially, networks must avoid tokenismand possess a mechanismwith which to operate
multi-lingually.

Specific funding: Network co-ordination takes time and resources for it to be effective. Funding (or
assistance in kind) is a crucial part of enabling the work of co-ordinators. Ideally, co-ordinators should receive
some formofincentive for the work that they undertake (this simply represents the reality of co-ordination -
which is frequently voluntary and additional to existing workloads). Networks thatrely on surplus funds and
voluntary labour will suffer as a result.

Flexibility and openness to new ideas: Networks need to be prepared to adopt new practices and to adapt
to change, otherwise they are likely to become locked into obsolete ideas and practices which do not serve
anyone’s interest.

Communication channels: Networks should not assume that the mediumby which they communicate exists
or operats reliably in other countries where network members are resident. New developments offered
through information technologies may not be available to the NGO network member working in rural Tanzania,
for instance.

Networks should endeavour to use electronic mail, listserver forums and discussion group variations to build
the network into a participatory structure and help to confirmstrategy and policy.
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3

Briefing paper on planning electronic conferences

These notes are designed to outline:

(i) Critical stepsinplanning an e-conference for agencies interested in this type of consultation
(if) Whatinputs are required by what parties, by when.

Critical steps

1. E-conference topic selection

Need to clarify what the topic of the conkrence is going to be - ifthere are several partners involved in the
management of the conference, is there a consensus on subject matter?

Is the topic readily understood amongst a variety of potential participants? This may affect the inclusiveness
of participation.

Isita topic that will capture participant’s interest? Is it provocative / controversial? (this may be an
advantage)

How much information / literature is publicly available on the topic? How does this conerence fitinto whatis
already known on the subject?

Notes from experience (perhaps need to outline nature and extent of experience briefly)

Itwas clear that one reason why the volume of messages washigh for previous conferences (which?) wasbecause the
topic was controversial, on which many different organizations had specific, and attimes, conflicting perspectives.

There is some advantage ifthe topic had not been covered in other electronic fora elsewhere in the sector. This gives the
conference a nowelty value that will probably lead to many joining and subscribing.

2. Setting e-conference objectives

Establish the objectives of the e-conference in order to guide the planning and design of the conference. Is
the objectto peer review / validak key work? To encourage sharing of experiencesand practices? To
facilitate others to introduce a particular conceptual / practice based perspective to watsan projects?
Deciding on the conference objectives will impact on the phases of the conference (i.e., the importance and
lengh of a ‘case studies’ session)

Be aware of who the key target audiences are for the e-conference

Notes from experience

Atthe planning stage, encouraging the organizers to focus on the objectives of the initiative helped in identification and
explanation of conkrence phases

3. Deciding discussion themes and the e-conference timetable

Once objectives have been decided, sub-themes can be determined. This would typically be the
responsihility of those persons with the most significant contentinput to the conference (i.e. conference
facilitator, or possibly core group)

Anumber of conference days (and exact dates) are usually fixed for each sub-theme. Typically, an electronic
conference may start with a general introduction of participants, and thereafter, general topics are covered to
trigger discussion and generate conference momentum. Since electronic conferences of this kind are
attended by inernational participants sufficient time must be keptto overcome time zone differences. Our
expefience suggests a minimumof seven days for any thematic discussion.
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Notes from experience

Each phase ofthe conkrence (which?) was preceded wit some key questions, which in theory were designed to he|p
participants structure their comments. In practice, most participants contributed against theirown agenda, and ignored this
framework. Conference faciitators need to be aware of this trend, and be prepared to intervene to ensure that discussion

remains focused.

The length of conference phases (typicallyat two weeks) might at first appear overly long. Howe\er, longer duration of
phases proved to be useful given that many participants were unable to respond immediately due to time lag in recei#ing
messages, or because of backlog of work. It was noticeable from previous e-conkerence evaluations that participants felt
there had been insufficient time to discuss a full range of issues, and that debate had been cut shortin some cases.

4. Deciding on e-conference team responsibilities
» There are three key roles for the organizing team: content facilitator, listserver operator, and core group.
» The regonsibilties of the teamneed to be divided in the following way

Content facilitator Listserver operator Core group
e Develop background paper Create listserver e Provide content
Responsibilities | «  Help identify core group of Maintain listserver inputto
participants Help identify core group conference
e Provide contentinputto participants e Stimulate
conference Publicize conference (reflects discussion
¢ Introduce conference on day more accurately Box 10) during
1; summarise discussion at Add/delete members conference
end of each phase; close Add background files
conference Send material to participants
Publisize-senierense
Circulat evaluation
questionnaire; collate findings
and feedback
Timing of inputs | «  Planning /design Planning / design e During
e During conkrence During conkerence conference
Post conference
Who? e Lead agency WEDC /listserver lead agency | ¢  Miscellaneous
core group

e The conkntfacilitator’s role is critical to the success of the conference. The qualities of a good faciliator for
electronic conferences do not differ markedly fromthose required at face to face conferences. Ideally, this
person needs to possess: (i) a good understanding of the subject of the conference, (i) a repufation wihin
the field which will attract core group members and participants, (iii) an ability to digest the contributions and
make a concise summary which can be poskd to participants periodically. All conference participants,
irrespective of whether they are passive or active participants therebybenefit froman effective facilitator's
input.

Notes from experience

Core group support on the content side of the conerence has been difficult to achiewve in practice.

The facilitabr may experience difficulties in timing postings to the conkerence, particularly if their work schedule and access
to e-mail overseas intervenes.
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Summarizing phases is critical both as a way to facilitate the final synthesis/summary document, and to enable ohers who
cannot participate on-line to respond (via a third party) to the summaries.

An unexpected outcome from previous conferences has been that some participants have objected to the facilitaiors’
summary of events, leading to the posting of ‘alternative’ summaries. This should be encouraged as it stimulates debate
and widens the range of perspectives being considered.

5. Preparing background material for an e-conference

e Previous experience indicates that the use of a background paper for the conference helps formthe basis
and foaus for discussion.

e The paper needs to strike a delicak balance between providing sufficientinformation to enable and trigger
discussion and be concise and simple enough to ensure that all participants actualy read the document prior
to the conference. The paper should be well structured with clearly numbered sections that all participants
can easiy refer to during discussion.

e The background paperneedsto be available to all participants at least two weeks in advance of the
conference, eiher sentout by e-mail, fax, or accessed through a website. Participants will need adequate
time to read, digestand prepare their contributions.

Notes from experience

Although background papers have been made avaiable inadvance of discussion, itis unclear to what extent participants
actually refer to the paper’s questions or to any of the background references? This indicates that background papers need
to be written in an engaging and stimulating style.

6. Announcing the e-conference

»  Experience indicates that the conference needs to be well publicized in advance. Asa minimum, publicity for
the conference should go out one month inadvance, through a variety of printand electronic media.

» Ideally, ‘key contacts’ listneeds to be established, and these persons contacted directly before the one-
month deadline. One month before the conference begins, a general publicity campaign should proceed,
designed to attract anyone interested in the subject (this assumes that the conference willbe entirely open,
rather than ‘closed’)

» The confrence should be publicized widely, through the respective networks and links of various
stakeholders connected to the topic and sector. Ifthe conference is to be regionally focused then an agreed
list of contacts needs to be dedded upon quickly. Fliers could be printed (atlow cost) and distributed by post
to these contacts. Followup can be made through e-mail and websiks.

»  The confrence announcementwould include fairly standard information such as title of conference, dates,
purpose, brief desaription of topic, who should participate, detils of how to participate, statement of benefit of
joining, outcome fromthe conference, avaiability of outputs, contact addresses, etc. |

Notes from experience

Previous e-conference have been publicized through related sector based electronic listserver, and via several sector / topic
specific websits.

If possible, the initiative as a whole and separat e-conferences should feature ina press release through sector specific
outlets (Waterlines). Southern resource centre newsletters such as InfoCREPA, IW SD News, Water and Sanitation News
will all help to spread the word.

7.During the e-conference
* Ingenera, the expecation is that the faciitator introduces the conference and its various sub-hemes;
summarizes the main discussion points at either the end of each week or the end of each thematic session
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and provides concluding remarks at the close of the conference. The KIS conference raised guestions about:
whether moderation should include clearer classification / streaming of messages (awiding cases of RE: {x}
Re: [V]); whether the author of the message could be more easily identified in the header.

»  Finally, the e-conference should end with conduding remarks in the formof clearand coherent statement/s
aboutthe conference theme/s. Ideally, participants should feel thata definite end has been reached and that
the conference themes have been substantialy addressed. The facilitator should compile the key points and
hisherown analysis as a synthesis fromthe conference. Later a synthesis paper containing more details
couldbe circulated to participants and placed on the conference site.

» __Potential difficulties over delay between end of conference and completion of summary paper- maintining
interest in the list/ continuation of conference discussion or related issues.

» _ Also,whathappens to a list which was set up exdusively for an e-conference- Should it continue? What do
participants want? Who will manage it?

8. E-conference evaluation

The conference should be judged in terms of participant satisfaction and achievement of set objectives. Asimple
questionnaire could be circulad as a way of evaluating the event. In addition to user satisfaction, other indicators
of success include:

» Number of relevant messages posted to the confrence;

 Availability and actual participation of a qualified chairperson;

 Availability and actual participation of core group members;

» Number of participants other than core group members;

» Relevancy ofthe messages posted with regard to the conference theme/s.

» Ratio of messages posted to number of participants (to assess the degree of activity amongst the participating

group);
» Ratio of active to passive participants (measure of the degree of inclusiveness of the conference)

Notes from experience

The evaluation should carry examples (short case studies) of how participants used the information gained during the e-
conference, and how it reached a wider audience (if atall)

9. E-conference outputs

»  Participation in any type of conference takes time, money and effort. Clear incentives should be stated as a
‘reward’ to participation. Hence, production of a synthesis document that summarizes outputs fromthe
conference is advisable. This should be made available electronically and asa hard copy conference output
(since itis not always possible, nor do participants alays want to access outputs through Intemet and e-mail
archiwes).

10. E-conference timeline

Notes from experience

Week 1-4 Clarify key questions outlined in this paper
Establish listserver and prepare websites
Identify facilitatorand core group members
Determine conference objectives, themes and timetable
Identify potential conference participants
Decide on publiaty material and media

Week 4 Publicize e-conkrence

Week 6 Distribute background papers to participants
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Post background papers to website/s

Week 7 Send conference protocols document goveming
conference procedure

Week 7 Reminder to all participants

Week 8 Welcome statement fromfacilitator
1% conference phase begins

Week 14 Conference concludes

Week 15 Conference evaluation

Week 17 Synthesis paper circulated
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4 Timeline for GARNET

September: First Global Forum, Oslo.
Seven working groups established includng applied research.
Applied Research group co-ordinated by IRCWD and WASH

Intemational Conference on Water and Environment, Dublin.

Earth Summit, Rio de Janeiro. Agenda 21 emerged and water
and sanitation seen as critical elements in human and
economic development

September. Second Global Forum, Rabat.

Working group on applied research dishanded and Global
Applied Research Network (GARNET) constituted and given
formal mandate by Council. Focus to promote current and
proposed research, with strong emphasis on advocacy and
cross-cutting nature of GARNET

October: Third Global Forum, Barbados
GARNET identified as one of 10 mandated activities at the
Forum. Agreement to seek to decentralise operations.

April: Applied Research Workshop, Cairo

= WEDC acts as global co-ordinator with financial support
from DFID and SDC.

=  Emphasis on rationalisation of network topics, and
production of publications, namely: Directory of UK
Based Research and ‘Why Applied Research?’

= Newsletters from GNC re porting on activities across the
framework published.

=  Electronic listserver and website created for GARNET

=  Three Local Network Centres formally established in
Latin America, West Africa and South Asia

November: Fourth Global Forum, Manila
GARNET provided with a mandate for a further three years, as
one of WSSCC's four networks

Gender issues and wastewater management networks
consolidated within TNC framework. Evaluation of GARNET
listservers conducted as part of preparation for substantive
intemal review.

Development of Vision 21: research knowledge synthesis
paper

GARNET one of the coproducing partners for the OneWorld

Intemal evaluation of GARNET, conducted by GNC.
Recommendations incorporated into further re-orientation of
network objectives and activities.
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Water Think Tank electronic e-conference series

November: Fifth Global Forum in lguacu.
GARNET endorsed as one of eight mandated activities for
follow up within the Council structure.

Networking reflections report prepared and published

Page 29



