[image: image2.png]


     [image: image3.png]NetworkingAction
Organizing for the 21st century




Telephone +1 617-388-7658           www.networkingaction.net             Boston, USA (GMT -4/-5)


Sustainable Networking Competencies

The Framework
“Competencies” is a concept usually applied for individuals…what are the knowledge, skills and attributes necessary for an individual to successfully fulfill a role?  The concept is equally valuable to apply to networks and their capacities necessary for success.  The framework presented here aims to be a comprehensive definition of the competencies necessary for a network to be effective.  This arises from working with network participants and outside experts such as academics and consultants.  Experts tend to focus upon one of the competencies;  when this comprehensive model is presented, they commonly say “Yes, but competency X is the really critical one.”  In fact, they all have to be developed for a network to be effective. 
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There are three important additional points to make.  One is that the competencies are, of course, only distinct conceptually – they interact, and they way they interact is also important.  Second is that the competencies suggest implicitly an organizing model for networks.  Most networks have a distinct communications staff, someone occupied with resource mobilization, people focused upon impact measurement, and a something like a “network manager”.  However, the suggestion is that staffing and “departments” should be organized for all of these competencies.  

The third additional point is that although these competencies may appear to be similar to those for traditional organizations, mimicking those organizations’ traditions and basing the competency development upon their knowledge, skills and attributes can be very problematic.  Leadership in a network setting, for example, is very distinct from that in a hierarchical organization.  We are still at early stages of understanding how these competencies play out for networks, but below is a sketch based upon best knowledge to date.  

The Competencies
1) Leadership 

Heroic and hierarchical models of leadership do not work for networks. Dispersed, visionary, collaborative, and entrepreneurial qualities and skills must be nurtured amongst network members and staff for networks to realize their promise. How can these skills be nurtured and developed with the diverse stakeholders and experts that networks engage? What are cultural challenges of leaders in a global world that values diversity, and how can the challenges be addressed? How can ambiguity, dilemmas, and paradoxes inherent in much of networks work be addressed while maintaining visionary direction? 
2) Network Development

The way a network is organized should reflect its strategy and encourage both effectiveness and accountability. Networks have developed a range of approaches to these governance, planning, and structural challenges. How can strategy be developed so it engages and influences a broad range and large number of stakeholders to create a global system? What are the roles for virtual platforms, global meetings, and new technologies to engage people? What are the leading organizing approaches, when should one be used versus another, and how can the current limitations of governance models be expanded? How can we further advance understanding about the various types of networks that make up networks? Such network types include information, knowledge development, project, social change, and generative change. How can leading tools such as social network analysis, partnership assessment frameworks, and complex systems methodologies support Networks development?

3) Measuring Impact

Measuring impact is a critical activity for effectively reaching objectives ‑ both for internal management and for describing achievements. This activity is well developed in businesses and increasingly in governments and NGOs. But networks face particularly formidable challenges in developing measurement methodologies. What are some options?
4) Change & Conflict

To produce innovative approaches and scale them widely, networks must be proficient at addressing problems from a whole-system perspective. This involves various types of change and change processes. It demands addressing critical questions such as: how can networks’ change efforts engage the broad numbers of people, realize the depth of change, and sufficiently sustain the change process for the long periods that are necessary?

Realizing change involves addressing conflict, power and politics – particularly when working with diverse stakeholders. What are the conflict handling strategies appropriate in such situations?  
5) Communications 

What new technologies can facilitate global communications ‑ and reduce travel and personnel costs? How do we introduce new technologies? How do we manage multi-lingual environments? How can global surveys be conducted economically? How do we create effective communications between different parts of our network ‑ rather than having them come through a central channel?
6) Learning Systems

Much of networks’ work involves development of new knowledge and capacity building. Learning is an issue for individuals, particular stakeholder groups, and the entire network. How do we create effective learning processes and routines to build the needed new knowledge and competencies? How do we record and disseminate effectively across very different language and cultural groups? How can concepts like “learning organization” and “community of practice” be applied to Networks? How do we create pilots in diverse locations, and yet have them learn from one another?

7) Policy and Advocacy

Networks embody two approaches to policy and advocacy.  The more traditional is advocating that others change, and urging others to adopt particular policies.  Here the power comes from combining for size and power of voice.  The second approach is to gather diverse stakeholders together as peers who recognize that new policies are needed, and collectively developing them.  Here they act as laboratories where diversity produces innovative, whole-system approaches that can be quickly disseminated through the participating organizations.  Challenges to the first model involve questions about achieving and maintaining scale;  in the second model they involve questions about creating and maintaining sufficient diversity. 
8) Resource Mobilization 

Traditional business is funded by profits, government by taxes, and NGOs by donations. Networks are combining all these strategies to build an economic model appropriate for their multi-stakeholder quality. However, how to do this well is still not clear. Moreover, how to maneuver as global organizations in a world where most funding is at best regional also creates challenges. And what are the emerging models for financing local network activity versus global activity? How can funders’ understanding of the value of developing networks as networks be enhanced?
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