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“The idea of networking is good. We can do more when we work together. We can make a big difference because we have more power. But it’s a big challenge – how to work together?”  Vietnamese Health Program Manager, US NGO, Hanoi, Vietnam 

I. Introduction

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), governments, and international donor agencies collaborate in networks and partnerships with visions of improving the delivery of social services and catalyzing transformative social change. Partner organizations expect benefits such as increased outreach to poor communities, improved quality of services through more rapid development and dissemination of ‘best practices’, and greater efficiencies through resource-sharing and coordination of activities.  The inherent value of collaboration seems to resonate deeply with board members, senior leaders, and staff members of these agencies, especially when faced with the scale of current social crises such as HIV/AIDS.  In practice, however, performance can fall short of expectations, at times with such negative consequences that some NGOs have begun to abandon ideas of organizational partnership and collaboration altogether.

This paper offers a research-based and field-tested conceptual framework and methodology for planning, monitoring and evaluating social development networks and partnerships. The methodological approach seeks to foster effective collaborative relations through action research by consultant-practitioner teams (Reason & Rowan, 1981; Argryis & Schon, 1982; Stringer, 1996). The conceptual framework is derived from cross-sectoral research in inter-organizational relations (Alter & Hage, 1993; Gray, 1989; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Saxton, 1997) as well as specialized research and evaluation in the field of international development (Ashman, 2001; Ashman 2001; Biddle, 2000). 

The framework is intended to be both intellectually rigorous and user-friendly for managers and staff of NGOs and government agencies. Although it is quite challenging to address complex multi-organizational systems with meaningful yet manageable tools, frameworks like this can foster learning and organizational change processes that bring collaborative practice closer to achieving its promises.  

II. Initial Conceptual Framework and Methodology

The initial conceptual framework and methodology for evaluation were developed by the author in conjunction with an innovative five-year collaborative project among five major international NGOs based in the United States. The project sought to improve the reach, scale and quality of global health programs in reproductive health, HIV/AIDS, and child survival. Framed as an “unprecedented opportunity” to achieve tremendous impacts at its inception, the project was launched with much public fanfare and funded with an original budget of US $45 million.
The framework was derived from research on collaboration among organizations suggesting seven broad factors that are associated with effective collaboration (Biddle 2000; Ashman 2001; Alter & Hage, 1993; Saxton, 1997). Collaboration was defined very simply as two or more organizations working together for common goals. The main difference between networks and partnerships for the purposes of this framework is the number of organizational members; networks include multiple organizations, while partnerships include only a few. 

Networks and partnerships are defined as effective when they achieve their goals and satisfy partners or members and their major stakeholders (Ashman, 2001). The extent to which goals are achieved must be assessed from the point of view of the collective goals of the partnership or network and from the individual organizational perspective of each of the partners or members. The managerial mandate driving the framework was to develop a concise list of key factors to permit action learning and organizational improvement. Effective networks and partnerships are associated with:
(1) Pre-existing social capital.  Networks and partnerships founded by groups or networks of people and organizations that share a history of working together and who have relationships characterized by mutual trust and common norms that facilitate cooperation.

(2) Strategic fit.  There are four main elements to a sound strategic fit: 

(a) Project goals address needs and issues perceived to be significant by all of the important participants and stakeholders of the project.

(b) Project methodology is based on a successful model for addressing social needs that is shared by the partners and major stakeholders.

(c) The project represents a meaningful value-added to the organizational portfolio of each partner. It enables each partner to achieve benefits that they could not alone. 

(d) The functional roles of the partners in the project are complementary, e.g. each partner contributes competencies and resources that together make up a project that can function smoothly without excessive internal competition or overlap. 

(3) Donor relationship. Donors provide resources and other forms of support in ways that facilitate the growth of genuine joint agendas and autonomy, avoiding over-direction and unilateral control. Mechanisms for control of networks and partnerships by donors, such as formal agreements, monitoring and reporting procedures, etc. are flexible and promote mutual accountability, avoiding burdensome reporting and one-way accountability. 

(4) Leadership commitment.  Strong and unambiguous support from senior leadership in partners to project managerial and technical staff stabilizes and legitimizes the partnership. It provides assurance that the partnership is in the long-term interests of the partners. Such leadership motivates staff to participate in and be accountable to the larger partnership.

(5) Governance and management. Partners share control. They are represented at the policy-making level, whether formally or informally.  Operational management coordinates, rather than directs partners’ joint activities.  Partners feel they can influence major joint decisions. Effective cross-organizations systems for communication and information-sharing are developed. 

(6) Mutual trust.  Partners have confidence that each of the others will carry out agreements and joint activities with quality.  Trust can develop or weaken through repeated cycles.

(7) Joint learning.  Partnerships tend to involve new experiences, e.g. new program goals and activities, expansion into new geographic areas, and working with new individuals and organizations.  Partners benefit from joint assessment of partnership processes and structures in addition to the program or project activities.  Conflicts and problems are viewed as opportunities for learning and improving systems and impacts. Joint learning does not need to be extensive or very formal.  

The original methodology was based on an action research model in which the author and the project staff would work as a team to assess network development experiences, discuss the findings, and identify improvements.  In practice, for a number of reasons, the author functioned as more of an individual evaluator working out of the Washington DC-based office. In consultation with project managers, the author used the key factors described above and project documents to develop interview guides to focus data-gathering and analysis. Site visits were made to each of the three non-US countries and interviews conducted with representatives from the partner NGOs, the donor agency, the host government and other key stakeholders identified at the national level. The assessment reports were validated with participants before being circulated within the project and the funding agency.   

The author assessed the network development processes using the framework in four countries where networks were established: Nicaragua, Malawi, Vietnam, and the United States (the coordinating partnership among the global headquarters of the US NGOs). The framework has been useful for understanding some of the major challenges the project faced, especially once the proposal was funded and the start-up planning and implementation began.  The next section highlights several of the major insights produced with the evaluation framework; the following section presents a number of revisions to the framework and methodology to make it more robust for use by practitioners in the future.
III. Reflections and Analysis: Applying the Framework to Foster Network Development  
The main reflection about using the framework is that four of the original seven factors proved to be most relevant in understanding and explaining the effectiveness of the network development processes. These four factors - - social capital, strategic fit, governance and management, and the donor relationship - - may be considered as relatively ‘hard’ structural factors, as compared to the ‘softer’ factors such as mutual trust and joint learning.  
This is an important insight because many US NGOs tend to assume that effective collaboration is basically a function of good interpersonal relations, as demonstrated by the practice of assigning partnership responsibilities to gender coordinators or by statements like “someone is either a good partner or not, you can’t teach it”.  Instead, the experience of this project, like other research conducted by the author (Ashman 2001), suggests that ‘hard’ factors such as the links to structures of previous relationships, strategic program design, governance arrangements, and the terms and conditions of funding have far more to do with effectiveness than interpersonal relations.  
Table 1 below illustrates three of the major misconceptions that led to inefficiencies and ineffectiveness, along with the associated factor that was most useful for understanding that particular aspect of the network development processes. Due to the brevity expected in this paper, discussion is minimal and the analytical information is summarized in the table. Following the table, recommendations are suggested for ways in which future projects can address the specific issues highlighted by the analysis of the four key factors. 
It is significant that none of the three highlighted misconceptions were intentional. For the most part, project managers and staff seemed to believe they were being collaborative and acting as they should in order to develop effective networks.  The factors, as elaborated in the framework, were very useful for pinpointing key aspects of the processes as they unfolded and explaining why some of these decisions and actions led to relatively inefficient and ineffective results.  

Table 1: Major Misconceptions and Consequences for Network Development 
	Major Misconceptions of Network Development by NGOs & Donor
	Consequences for 
Network Development 


	Relevant Factors to Understand Events

	(1) Centralized planning & start-up implementation at global level.


	Alienated country offices of US NGOs & national NGOs. Country offices of funder drove plans, leading to poor fit with global project. 


	Social capital; strategic fit; donor relations

	(2) Use of a single (highly institutionalized) model for governance & management.


	Meetings were inefficient & absorbed resources. Organizations were not coordinated effectively. 

NB: In time, self-organized mechanisms in 2 cases were less institutional & more flexible.

	Governance & management; social capital; donor relations

	(3) Underestimated the logic of prime-sub funding terms & conditions that instills hierarchy between donor & NGOs, & among NGO ‘partners’.
	Created management dilemmas: donor control vs. network autonomy; egalitarian governance vs. management control by the ‘prime’ NGO; rational governance by single NGO vs. exit of other NGO partners.
	Governance & management; donor relations


Recommendation #1: Shift from centralized planning and start-up at the global level in the US to decentralized planning and start-up at the country level with national institutions from both governmental and nongovernmental sectors. Assess existing social capital and link the new project accordingly. Frame overall project goals, expectations, and funding terms and conditions broadly at the global level, with the expectation that they will be fine-tuned, planned and implemented at the country level with the participation of all the relevant actors, including the US donor, US NGOs, national institutions in government and NGO sectors. This will create a better strategic fit. 
Interestingly, the project was more effective in involving national government institutions than NGOs, largely because the US donor agency coordinated with official counterparts in health ministries.  In Malawi, contributions to HIV/AIDS programs were cited: (1) technical staff worked in national committees to develop national program guidelines and (2) the management arrangements for grant-making to NGOs were seen as a model for the government to take up itself within a few years.  In Nicaragua, the government representative appreciated the extent to which the NGOs and NGOs coordinated in standardizing health program approaches and in linking government clinics with rural communities through mobilization and education.  These kinds of actions represent small but significant advances in levels of coordination in public health among US and national agencies as well as among governments and NGOs.   
The shift in understanding and practice from a US-centered approach to more nationally inclusive planning is consistent with other calls for greater harmonization of donor policies at the national level.  The lessons learned from this project reaffirm that such harmonization needs to take place not only among donors and national governments, but also with national NGOs and civil society participation.  US NGOs, in general, seem to be slower than their counterparts in other donor countries to fully grasp the implications of this trend.

Recommendation #2: Shift from relying on a single governance and management model to selecting the best fit from multiple models, based on criteria found in typologies of network organization, e.g. purpose of collaboration, expected time frame, etc. Also, when networks are based on new relationships, build in time to develop the understanding needed to collaborate effectively.  
US NGO and government practitioners may not have had much experience with alternative forms of governance and management in which coordination is achieved through ‘light’ mechanisms such as through relationships, meetings, and voluntary effort. Such mechanisms permit negotiation, flexibility and responsiveness to changing conditions even as they require few resources in terms of staff and administration.  

In no case, at either country or global levels, did most of the NGOs enjoy working relationships with one another prior to the project.  In other words, there was little or no social capital to provide necessary norms and networks of trust and reciprocity.  In each of the countries, the NGOs were joined in the networks because of either the US funding agency (donor relation) or the global offices of the NGOs. Although some tried to build in time for network development, the drive for a short-term, high performance model was strong at the highest levels of the project.
In the future, expectations for network-building could be planned in sequences of goals and activities with associated results frameworks that frame expected outputs and outcomes accordingly.  Early years can be devoted to information sharing, relationship-building and creating the readiness to cooperate. Middle years can be seen as the ‘start-up’ of joint projects and programs to achieve significant if still relatively small scale program outcomes. Only with the successful completion of these phases would later years see the development of joint programs with the degree of scale and sustainability envisioned by the project’s framers. One five year cycle is not likely to be sufficient for extensive relationship and capacity building.  

Recommendation #3:  Recognize the implications of project control arrangements that assign responsibility to a single agency. The suggestions are different for NGOs than for funding agencies.  NGOs should recognize the influence of project control arrangements on related governance relationships and behavior among their organizations.  Even when individuals wish to collaborate as equals, the official responsibilities to manage finances, progress and reporting will create pressures for the prime to emerge as a more dominant actor.  Some, but not all of the NGOs in the project accepted the associated inequality in relations as ‘the way things are done’, both among the US NGOs and between the national NGOs and the US network managers. 
The suggestion to donor agencies is to reconsider project management arrangements that assign responsibility to one partner. Foster more collaborative behavior with alternative mechanisms. They can provide direct funding to national NGOs who in turn hire US NGOs for technical assistance, or make funds available in equal amounts to each organization for participation in collaborative activities.
IV. Further considerations in the framework and methodology for planning, monitoring, and evaluating social development networks 

This section presents some further considerations in the conceptual framework and methodology, based on the experience of applying the framework in four cases at the country and global levels of network development.
  In general, the framework addressed critical factors in actual network development.  By focusing on seven key factors, the author was able to investigate targeted areas of experience known to be associated with successful network development.  Although this paper emphasizes the negatives, the actual assessments highlighted the strengths and processes that were working well in addition to those that needed improvement.  

First, as noted above, four of the seven factors were most important in explaining the network development trends in each of the cases: social capital, strategic fit, governance and management, and donor relations.  These four factors may have emerged as most significant because of variables peculiar to the project, but those familiar with the planning and start-up practices of US NGOs will recognize general behaviors. The factors direct our attention to underlying structural features of the planning and start-up phases that some would argue determine, or at least shape, the course of network development.

Reflections about the remaining three factors must also be considered, e.g. leadership commitment, mutual trust, and joint learning. Leadership commitment to the joint project activities by senior individual NGO leaders was an important factor at the global level and in one of the countries, but it can be folded into the broader factor of governance and management. The lesson is that collaboration grows when senior leaders or managers of NGO network members give their program staff strong messages that the joint activities with the network are as important to them as are their own individual organizational activities.   In some situations, it is easy for program staff to feel torn between loyalty to the joint project and loyalty to the organization.  Senior managers need to step in to help address conflicts and communicate the importance of the joint activities. 

The two remaining factors, mutual trust and joint learning, are significant primarily because of their relative absence from the project experiences. They appear to be derivative, rather than explanatory. Joint learning, here, refers to joint learning about the processes of network development. Whereas there was a good deal of evidence that the NGOs found the networks very useful for promoting joint learning about technical health-related issues, there was little or no evidence that they found it useful to reflect together about the ways they were working together.  Although most of the individuals who were interviewed cited numerous ‘lessons learned’ that they had attained through reflecting on their experiences in the network projects, the learning was implicit and articulated only at the individual level.   

The revised framework will be useful only under certain conditions. First, it is aimed at senior managers in NGOs who are leading project planning and proposal writing processes.  Technical staff may not be involved in determining managerial arrangements, so they may not understand or have the skills to address each of the factors.   
Second, the framework is designed to be used as part of an internal process of planning monitoring and evaluation. It presumes that managers and technical staff are interested in monitoring and evaluating their own experiences so as to learn and improve performance. They must be open to and interested in learning; the larger context of project management must also create positive conditions for learning. 

Given the complexity of network forms of organization, the framework is probably most useful when facilitated with the assistance of an external specialist who can help interpret experiences in the context of the framework.  Although it could be more cost-effective to use the framework without any external assistance, it is probably only possible when there is significant expertise in network development and evaluation within the project management.

The timing of the monitoring and evaluation should coincide with management cycles so that learning and recommendations can be acted on most smoothly. Finally, the institutional or management data should be considered together with program performance data, so that the links between management issues and program performance can be identified (and addressed).  Although that was the intention of this initiative, it did not take place in practice, partly because of complexity and timing issues. 
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� For the actual project, a more comprehensive revised framework is being developed with suggested issues, questions, and possible indicators. 
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