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Background

The overall aim of this study is to: 

· Provide a solid basis for discussion of the future perspectives for NGO Networks including a synthesis and analysis of experiences regarding NGO networks in Denmark and aboard

· Discuss the networking concept on the basis of the study and create a framework for common positioning and decision among Danish NGO Networks regarding possible scenario for future networking cooperation. 

The study has been initiated by five thematic networks - The Danish Child and Youth NGO Network, Aidsnet, The Danish Education NGO Network, Gendernet and Thematic Forum.

A Reference Group appointed by the Networks involved has been engaged in the study and has provided input and reflection during the process, including participation in a mini-scenario workshop. Some of the findings have also been shared within the larger NGO Community at a seminar on the revision of the Danida Civil Society Strategy and the observations taken into account. A debriefing has taken place with the Reference Group and the Final Report has been approved. In light of the opportunities presented in connection with the revision of the Danida Civil Society Strategy, the Reference Group is currently considering the most appropriate forum for discussion of the future architecture of the Danish Networks.

The Networks have asked the following questions that have guided the study:

Focus Question One: When and how have the networks contributed most to improving the quality of the Danish NGOs work and performance?

Focus Question Two: Which other aims and long-term visions could there be for the Danish Networks beyond that of knowledge sharing and capacity development?

Focus Question Three: Which structures and processes can be used in networks in particular structures other than the present dominant model?

Focus Question Four: How can the sustainability of the networks be ensured in the long run?

Finally, the TOR request that three different future scenarios for the Networks be identified, which can serve as a basis for reflection and clarification of positions. 

Summary of key statements
S1
Networks are means to an end – unless the distinctiveness is really called for or seen as the solution then it need not be a networking model that is required. A very centralised network with particular functions should perhaps rather be considered an umbrella organisation. 

Finally, networks are more than anything else about relationships and the fostering of conducive relationships for various purposes.

S2
The context in which the Networks operate has changed over the years – not least due to the increase in the number of technical networks and the recent formalisation of a political advocacy network, NGO Forum. The PRNGO has developed and increased its services and scope and is now managing a small networks appropriation. Moreover, the developments that have spurred the revision of the Civil Society Strategy also influence the framework conditions of the networks and their challenges. Consideration of new scenarios for the Networks is thus warranted.  

S3
The most fundamental distinction or characteristic of a network is whether the network defines itself as a support and capacity developing network or as an agency and advocacy network. The first is a facilitative function mainly focussing inwards within the network and helping network members perform their own functions better. The latter is an outward directed network seeking to obtain changes through joint action in societies (RAPID, 2005a). The raison d’etré is fundamentally different from the support network.  

It is clear that the Danish Networks are presently mainly support and learning networks and they are by design stripped of any direct advocacy or agency function. However, several policy and agenda setting initiatives have been undertaken.

S4
When looking into the future and considering anew the purposes and the matching means, the question of advocacy and agency gains new relevance. 

The Needs Assessment Report commissioned by Thematic Forum indicated at the time a tentative agreement within the Danish NGO community, that the NGO Forum is the political organ and the Networks are devoted purely to technical competence development. The consultations in connection with this study showed both openness and necessity of reconsidering the prudence of this arrangement and especially to seriously considering a closer link between the thematic networks and NGO Forum.

S5
Many advocacy networks host from the establishment certain support functions or develops support functions over time. However, a support and CD network cannot turn into an advocacy network – that is, if it was to turn into an advocacy network it would imply a rebirth of the network, with new mandates and authority and possibly also new funding sources.

Experience also shows that advocacy networks, by their very nature, engage the leadership of the members in deciding on the position and claims to be advocated, and the participants in an advocacy network mobilises both the constituency and the leadership – both upwards and downwards. However, learning and CD networks mainly mobilise at the vertical dimensions – among the participants themselves and among potentially new members - and more seldom at the horizontal dimensions.

S6
“Networking is the most attractive and effective form of learning” and ICCO coins it the following way: “We would like to postulate that learning-oriented networks represent civil society’s answer to the challenges of the emerging knowledge society”(ICCO, 2004: 16).

S7
The many evaluations and reviews undertaken of the Danish NGO Networks reach very positive conclusions with regard to the Networks instrumental role in building competence among member organisations. They are praised for their relevance, for their smooth running, for the knowledge products developed, and for delivering according to the multi-year plans submitted to Danida. 

However, evaluations and reviews have not systematically considered the outcomes in terms of changed behaviour, relationships or actions among members, let alone if the education programmes of member organisations education programmes or HIV/AIDS programmes significantly improved and delivered better results in the South.  Thus the very first question of this scenario study cannot be easily answered: “When and how have the networks contributed most to improving the quality of the Danish NGOs work and performance”? 

There is clearly scope for investigating and exploring evaluation methodologies of the Danish Networks, which encompass the relational and the impact perspective and also for undertaking joint thematic evaluations. New functions of the Networks within evaluation management could also be considered thereby contributing to increased independence of the evaluation management and the furthering of best practices.

It is relevant in the future to consider how more links between the Danish CD Networks and the Alliance programmes could be established and how the artificial separation between learning at home and testing abroad could be overcome.

S8
Diversity is, by some evaluators, seen as a fundamental characteristic of networking and almost a precondition of success. However, networks may be designed both by heterogeneous actors as well as homogenous actors. Success for the network is the right match of purpose, contextual conditions, capabilities and member needs and motivation. 

S9
Experiences from networking in the United States indicate that the art of networking is now being upgraded to ‘version two’ to use a computer metaphor
. The past practice of convening people in networks in order to identify ideas and joint activities is replaced by networking on the basis of ideas, which people and organisations gather around.  The velocity is high as constellations emerge around new ideas. Networking is about organisational culture.  People and organisations enter networks in the realisation that networks provide access to what they cannot name or even plan for.

S10
It is now generally agreed that regarding capabilities, the quality and nature of facilitation is key to bringing out the true successes of networks and enabling members to share, give, take and make commitments for change. The ECDPM study emphasises the crucial importance of leadership of networks and especially leadership with vision, credibility and legitimacy to convene and mobilise in pursuit of a vision. The Steering Committees of the Danish Networks are in principle there to both coordinate and lead. It would be interesting in a future scenario for the Steering Committees to consider if and how they could enhance their leadership of the voluntary element prominent within the networks.  This would initially imply consideration of how the Steering Committees could drive forward and instill joint knowledge visions and joint visions about the levels of impact of the networks. It would also imply exploring the leadership styles and tools suggested by Anders la Cour and other writers on this subject.  

S11
There is no rule saying that the network organism or the network organisation is the better choice. It all depends on the purpose, member profile, etc. what is really key is that the Steering Committees, Coordinators and the Members are alert to the pro and cons of each modality and are ready to tackle the drawbacks, respond with appropriate mitigation measures and nurture the driving forces within each model. For example, in the network organism one challenge is that structure is to be created simultaneously with the process and the product. In the network organisation with higher levels of formalisation the challenge is to avoid stifling, business as usual, and the network organisation becoming an end in itself. 

S12
From another perspective a prime objective of the Networks could be seen as driving forward and nursing strategic initiatives and be agenda setting. Again this function requires the mandate of an agency type network to really succeed. In a future visioning of the Networks it will be relevant to decide on the responsive versus the driving profile of the networks.

S13
One of the key issues for the Danish Networks appears to be located in the set-up of the networks as “projects”, with all the implications of predetermined objectives, indicators, activity types, time-lines, etc. where there is a great risk that the members are instrumental in attaining the goals of the network and not vice versa.  And a risk that the emphasis on joint projects undermines the added value of networking.

S 14
ECDPM addresses the issue of path dependency as the ‘straight road to death’. They caution against model network or blueprint strategies. It is noted that there is a  “tendency among

donors in search of success stories to exhibit irrational exuberance about certain institutional arrangements…and given their quest for homogeneity and risk aversion, the chances are that donors will tend to propose models that facilitate monitoring rather than innovation and serendipity”. The question is, has the Danida model in fact, unintentionally, turned the networks into projects and has the path-dependency ring-fenced the types of innovation that are possible?

S 15
There is no basis for concluding that bonding or bridging is more valuable or attractive than the other. Nor is there a basis for considering heterogeneous networks more productive than homogeneous. The crucial issue is that the purpose matches the membership and level of diversity. If the NGOs really want to explore new modalities and diversity in competence development it would be interesting to question the rationale of keeping all Danida training separate from NGO training and keeping the training undertaken by Danida Fellowship Centre separate from both Danida Staff and Danish NGOs; and to explore if just some of the training would benefit from engaging the actors that are to cooperate in reality around development changes.

S 16
In the upgraded version two, networking is close to the heart of the organisation. It implies leadership and strategic decisions around networking, encouraging a networking culture within the organisation, considering networking as a dimension in recruitment and staff development appraisals, and in the overall strategic five year plans of the organisation. ‘Waterholes’ in different locations and of different scale is made available – right from the access to marketing ideas, to facilities for holding ad-hoc meetings and training, to support from a process consultant right to access to decision makers.

S17
For a future scenario it is warranted to look much more in depth at how these three aspects of power can be developed for the betterment of learning and change. It is relevant for the Networks to recognise the dynamics between innovation and control and be able to mitigate or exploit as relevant the power dynamics always at play within networks. 

S18
Networking is no exception from the rule that competition is healthy.  Healthy competition can even co-exist with different forms of cooperation, as long as the unique product of the networks is not undermined by the cooperation.  However, turf struggles are just as common as healthy competition and cooperation (Simmons, 1998). Due to the ’soft’ incentive of reward and recognition, the open boundaries of networks, the participation challenge etc. turf struggles are in fact common among networks – in other words turf struggles denote the power dynamics among networks. From another perspective, networks are one means to help defend the turf of the overall collective NGO development community, and to harness the quality and lasting results for the poor, which are indispensable for survival, development and the maintenance of a cutting edge of the NGOs.

S19
There are many indications that the Danish Networks, contrary to the idea of networking with few strings attached and open avenues, have had to walk a very narrow path and continuously had to avoid the many ‘no-go areas’ due to path dependency, financial modes, avoidance of overlaps, no mandate for agency functions, project type regulation and institutional sanctuaries. From another perspective, the narrow path may be a sign that the Networks have managed to define their operations very specifically and avoided a burgeoning in all directions.  The Networks have been loyal to the tasks, which the members could identify as the common denominator and have taken care to act within the agreed borders between the NGO community and the individual organisation. 

In any case, it is a relevant to ask if the life of networking and the virtues treasured in networking can continue unfolding within a narrow path surrounded by no-go areas?

S20
The ICCO report is very articulate about donor preparedness to support learning networks: “Donors should recognise this central role of networking initiatives in boosting the knowledge base, learning processes and the civil society actors’ capacity to generate and advocate proposals, and relate their funding to the relative importance they attach to it. Capacity development, institution-building, advocacy and societal change, to name just a few, are unthinkable without a considerable investment in improving networking and learning among relevant development actors. Donors should invest in learning-oriented networking amongst their partners because they want to enable civil society both globally and locally to play a strong role in shaping the ideas and knowledge that determine our future. Besides, such investments are vital to sustain their own learning; sponsoring learning-oriented networking can not be lacking in donors’ global knowledge for development strategies”. (ICCO, 2004, 16)

S 20 
It is relevant to ask how app. 40 mill DKK over a period of 8 years could best be used to stimulate linking and learning, best practices, cutting edge innovation and capacity development within the civil society sector? It is hard to argue that CD networks of a temporary nature should be a supreme modality in all cases, especially considering the long steady pull and strategic commitment needed for really driving capacity development results forward. The mini-scenario workshop indicated that today the Networks would want to pool such resources in a more efficient and effective manner.

S 21
The Fourth Focus Question about ensuring sustainability of the networks naturally calls for revisiting the assumption that is it desirable or a virtue for networks to continue and to be sustainable. However, if networks are a means to an end, the sustainability of the network is not a virtue in itself! As mentioned above the institutionalisation may imply rigidity and thereby erosion of the very same virtues cherished in networks. 

S22
Also Keijtzer underlines that “rather than being indicative of a network’s inability to sustain itself, the disappearance of a network may be a sign of its vitality and ability to respond to its operating environment” (Keijtzer, 2006, 8). In other cases members simply vote with their feet and move on to other learning opportunities, which is not a defeat but the very philosophy in networking and in open space technology.

S23
Looking abroad there are plenty of networks that could inspire the Danish Networks. An overwhelming majority of these have advocacy and agency as their raison d’etre. Very many have joint advocacy and support/learning functions. Yet others are purely learning and knowledge sharing networks. Where this is the case these are often initiated, hosted and managed by one organisation, which sees the networks as a strategic important pillar in their knowledge management system. UNDP for example runs HURITALK with moderated discussions, queries etc. which involves UNDP’s global system as very many professionals in the human rights and development community. Justice for the Poor, J4P, is a Dgroup jointly initiated by a number of organisations including Bellanet, DFID, Hivos, ICCO, OneWorld, UNAIDS and World Bank. J4P gathers planners and professionals around legal reforms and access to justice systems. MandENews is a portal facilitating knowledge sharing in monitoring and evaluation (M&E) initiated by a specialist in M&E and provides a platform for knowledge sharing. All these knowledge networks are web-based, but clearly draws on the cohesion established in other ways (conferences, trainings, etc). 

It is interesting to note that in Sweden, Norway, Great Britain, Germany and the Netherlands the support functions co-exist with advocacy and agency. The networks strongly articulate their role in monitoring, in standard setting, in building reciprocal accountability mechanisms, in influencing policy and in nourishing the development of civil society. In those cases where the support functions are run in isolation with emphasis on skills and competence development, professional upgrading within thematic areas, etc. these mainly unfold in competence development centres.

The relatively high level of formalisation into umbrella organisations, alliances or network organisations in turn provides opportunities for engaging in significant and large undertakings – the initiatives of VENRO, Germany, is an example of this. Another interesting finding is the strong South perspective and collaboration. 

VENRO and BOND are the two examples that most clearly express a mission around networking from the perspective that networks are about relationships. BOND’s motto is: “BOND facilitates relationship” and VENRO’s motto is: VENRO creates networks.  Thereby they present a vision of having a strong epicentre and institutional capacity and at the same time nourishing networks and relationships in many forms.  

By comparison, the Danish NGO cooperation landscape appears quite dispersed, more decentralised with few epicentres and vertical dimensions of engagement with policy makers and constituency. The recent codification of the NGO Forum is a first step towards more agency functions and a joint perspective on civil society developments.  A closer examination of the experiences in other countries beyond what has been possible within this report will problaby be very stimulating.

S 24 
Scenarios for NGO Networks

The following three scenarios were the result of the Scenario Workshop and do not reflect the suggestions of the author of this report. The Scenarios are primarily meant to stimulate discussion and reflection about the future of the Danish NGO Network Landscape. It has been agreed that it would be premature in this report to outline particular implementation models of the various network scenarios, but hopefully future network dynamics will build on the reflections, experiences and perspectives presented in this report. Moreover, any future operationalisation of the one or the other scenario should be a result of a planning and negotiation process among the involved parties.  

Scenario I: Continuation of the current set-up

The Networks have developed their own identity and constituency and will continue in the current mode. The emergence of new networks or dismantling of existing ones will depend on their ability to survive within the NGO community. Cooperation among networks will also continue.

Scenario II: A Joint Support Network hosting all current networks (and future ones)

The existing networks functions unfold within a joint network platform, portal and house with joint administrative and coordinative functions, joint Steering Committee and joint fund-raising on core funding. The profile on technical expertise is maintained while the art of networking is improved. Dialogue with Danida, NGO Forum and the NGO Counselling Service is enhanced.
Scenario III: A Joint Advocacy and Support Network for Danish NGOs

Scenario III builds on Scenario II and carries the vision of a joint NGO network platform that caters for both the political dimensions of the current NGO Forum and the support function of the technical networks as well as a forest of small crosscutting initiatives. A close relationship exists between the political and strategic levels and the capacity development levels. While building on scenario II, this vision reaches further to reflecting the future role of Civil Society Organisations in the face of current development challenges, and harnesses both support and advocacy network functions as well a broker, monitoring and accountability functions.  

These three Scenarios were in no way exhaustive of the possibilities, and the discussions highlighted the need to consider the dimensions of effectiveness and the need/risk of institutionalisation in all three or more scenarios. Further, while the need for some networking structure and a joint platform is recognized, the need for dynamic, organic and sparkling networking activities, which do not necessarily conform or match a certain structure is extremely important. The idea of an NGO Competence and Learning Centre was seen as being possible both under Scenario II and Scenario III, but warnings of creating new structures have also been made. The need to consider closer cooperation with the NGO Counselling Service has also been mentioned. 

The discussions at the Scenario Workshop and overall consultations indicate that:

· The Thematic Networks are considered in a positive light and they are seen as instrumental for capacity development.

· Continuation of the current set-up is neither viable nor desirable.

· The relative importance accorded to Danish Networks vis-à-vis international networks varies greatly from organisation to organisation, but the globalisation of CD and advocacy is a fact.

· A joining of the present networks will address many of the weaknesses and overlaps currently being experienced while also future-proofing the network architecture.

· Plenty of “water-holes” and flexible support mechanisms and platforms should exist to nourish local networking initiatives and to avoid monopolisation.

· A visionary and viable future set-up requires the preparedness of all concerned parties to reconsider their role and mandate in light of the ‘common good’ concerning both joint advocacy and capacity development within the NGO sector. 

· There should be a balance between bonding within the NGO sector and reaching out and bridging to other communities and actors.

· A joint structure of the current networks could be seen as a medium-term goal (Scenario II), while a longer-term vision could lie in unifying advocacy and capacity development (support functions) under the NGO Forum (Scenario III).

· An NGO Forum, with a policy/advocacy leg and a support and capacity development leg will help build the bridges between capacity development and organisational change, enhance leadership and serve as a strategic eye on capacity development, provide a channel for up-stream influence from the thematic/technical networks and a down-stream prioritisation from the political level to the operational level. 

· In Scenario III a good balance and interaction should be ensured between the advocacy leg and the thematic and capacity building leg drawing on the current strengths of the thematic networks. Risks should be carefully considered.

· The future relationships should be envisaged beyond networking and be open for other forms of cooperation as deemed most fit for the purpose.

S. 25
Broader perspectives beyond networking 

The last observation regarding moving beyond networks is perhaps the most visionary, as it depicts a situation where the relationships are characterised by many forms of cooperation including networks. It is important to move beyond the path-dependency of the established networks and think anew: What will characterise the relationships between the Danish NGOs in 2015? What are the platforms, modes of cooperation, what is needed and what would be ideal?

The Network Review 2006 also posed the question, if networks (the form) were the right match for the purpose, or if many of the services and activities including the intended impact could be achieved better and more effectively through another form of organisation. (Danida, 2006) Moreover, the context in which the Networks operate has changed significantly over the years.

As noted earlier in the report networks have certain distinctive features and qualities that make them a good means for certain purposes.  In many other instances a programme cooperation, alliance or joint-venture may be more appropriate.  

The on-going competence development (staff level) and capacity development efforts (organisational praxis) among the Danish NGOs is an example of a task that clearly calls for longer-term cooperation, planning in a strategic perspective, responsiveness to local and international developments and solid budgetary predictability. Some of the learning modalities may be learning networks or linking with thematic networks, but the overall task is perhaps more suited for a Joint Capacity and Competence Programme Cooperation in which a certain institutional and technical expertise is also being developed. It is premature to consider if such a programme is best taken care of by boosting and up-grading the training and competence functions of the NGO Counselling Service, by establishing a competence centre or by the NGO Forum hosting/delegating this support function. 

Another visionary and longer-term image is the appreciation of the complementary roles played by civil society organisations both in the South and in the North within policy participation, advocacy, capacity development, service provision, information sharing and accountability. For the Danish NGOs the challenge is to break out of the artificial separation between information and advocacy and between capacity development, advocacy and service provision. The vision is that the forms of collaboration within the Danish NGO sector will encompass all these complementary roles and that the Danish Government will apply the same principles in the civil society support in the North as in the South. This vision is close to the present situation in Norway where NORAD naturally accepts that organisations supported and financed by NORAD may also scrutinize the government and use public funds for an informed debate and representation of views and claims from all interest groups in society. This vision is also in line with the demand from partners in the South that Danish NGOs will enhance their role as change agents within their own political establishment in Denmark, in Europe and within the international development institutions. 

In connection with the revision of the Danida Civil Society Strategy, respondents have argued that collaboration among the NGOs in CD and in advocacy should not be confined to networks only. In light of the above it could be envisaged that the revised CSS should facilitate a conducive framework environment for joint-ventures, cooperation and networking within the Danish NGO Sector with a view to 

· Developing the competencies and capacities of the Danish NGOs to engage in rights- and results- based development cooperation with civil society actors and governments and 

· Enhancing their role as change agents both in Denmark and in the Global South through strategies of advocacy, information, learning and monitoring for accountability.

· The framework should facilitate:

· The interlinkages between Danish Networks and international learning and advocacy communities and cooperation partners in the South

· Flexible support to dynamic networks and initiatives (waterholes) and longer-term support to on-going competence and capacity development programmes. Both Scenario II and Scenario III can materialise here. 

· Joint decision-making among the Danish NGOs on the future architecture of NGO relations in Denmark and the existence of key strategic learning and advocacy networks.

Regarding the fate of the Scenarios or rather of the Networks, a quick force-field analysis at the Scenario Workshop concluded that the Network Steering Committees (including member organisations), the NGO Forum and Danida all have a stake in taking decisions regarding the future landscape. Most consultations have pointed to the need for moving beyond taking decisions at individual network level towards a more comprehensive view of the networking and broader cooperation architecture, and most respondents have pointed to the NGO Forum as the relevant ‘forum’ to take these deliberations forward.

� Consultation with Wogn (www.wogn.dk)
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