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Introduction 
 
A study of interactions among scientists at seven different laboratories found that the 
likelihood of communicating began to decay noticeably when two people were more than 
three feet apart. Place them thirty three feet apart, and interaction was squeezed to a 
trickle. (1) 
 
Development workers sometimes feel isolated in their jobs. They are often the only 
member of staff doing hands-on work with groups. Their managers are often busy and 
can’t always give the time they should to support their staff.  
 
Networks offer 
 

• a way to reduce isolation 
• the opportunity to talk to others who understand the specific frustrations of the work 
• mutual support from other people in similar roles 

 
This report looks at similarities and differences in development worker networks, and 
explores the range of existing models and approaches. The main purpose is to find out 
what makes a network of development workers successful. 

SKiLD is a learning project for development workers based in local infrastructure 
organisations across England. There's a wide range of people out there doing all sorts of 
things with local third sector groups. Development workers might be called anything from 
a small groups advisor or funding advice worker to a training officer or legal consultant. 
We're using the term development worker to mean people whose job involves giving 
hands-on support to local, frontline third sector groups. 

The overall aim of SKiLD is to equip development workers with the skills and knowledge 
they need to give accessible, relevant and high quality support to local third sector groups. 
We hope that identifying critical success factors for networks – and highlighting key 
challenges faced in network development – will lead to more relevant and localised 
support for people who provide hands-on support to groups.  

The report was commissioned by the UK Workforce Hub, the Performance Hub and the 
Governance Hub. It draws on findings from fieldwork visits and desk research, in 
particular from 
  

• SKiLD surveys and network evaluation reports 
• face-to-face meetings with network co-ordinators and development workers 
• informal observation of network meetings and events 
• evaluation reports about networks, in particular, G. Speciale’s study of STAN (2) 

and M Conroy’s report on Cumbria Governance Advisers’ community of practice 
pilot (3) 

• relevant academic research 
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Networks and communities of practice 
The majority of knowledge shared in learning sessions is based on the experiential 
learning of one of its members, and even if the presenter at a session isn’t a STAN 
member or isn’t an advisor, much of the learning comes from the contributions of 
participants. (2) 
 
This report uses two terms to describe the getting together and sharing of information 
between development workers.  
 

• Communities of practice is the term used by academics to refer to groups of 
people who share information, insight, experience, and tools about an area of 
common interest. (4) 

 
• Networks is the term usually used by development workers and staff in the third 

sector to describe the getting together of development workers. 
 
SKiLD found that all development worker networks function as communities of practice and 
therefore we can use these terms interchangeably. 
 
 
Purposes of networks 
Development worker networks around the country are different and locally distinctive. That 
said, there are a number of typical network purposes, including 
 

• informal learning opportunities 
• a point of contact for regional and national development work and projects 
• a focus for future planning and wider development 
• exchanging information about local circumstances and groups that are being 

supported 
• spreading good practice 
• discussing and sharing ideas relating to development work 

 
All the networks we looked at covered all of these elements, but the emphasis placed on 
them varied greatly from one network to another. 
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Benefits of networks 
 
Our knowledge is largely invisible and often comes to mind only when we need it to 
answer a question or solve a problem. (5) 
 
We found that it was often difficult for development workers to articulate precisely why 
network events were so important to them. They often find it hard to predict how useful 
attending a network event will be. Because of this, network co-ordinators can find it 
difficult to write specific learning outcomes for particular networking events. However, 
development workers did identify these benefits 
 

• informal benchmarking and comparing yourself with others doing similar work can 
improve self-confidence 

• enjoyment, fun and creativity and problem solving 
• making new contacts who can help work in new areas or with new groups 
• increased motivation at work 
• improved partnership working by breaking through organisational politics and 

competition to work collaboratively for the benefit of groups. 
• better knowledge and understanding about the role of the development worker and 

the skills needed to do the work well 
• increased skills and personal effectiveness through personal reflection and 

understanding of how others approach the work 
• relevant and up-do-date news and information 
• reassurance and mutual support – problems are not unique 
• sharing information about groups and the help available to them means 

development workers can make a greater impact 
 
 
Crossing boundaries 
Membership is based on participation rather than on official status, these communities are 
not bound by organizational affiliations; they can span institutional structures and 
hierarchies (4) 

 
…we were not starting from a point of shared practice: each adviser, in the main works 
independently even those employed by the CVS. There was a level of joint practice within 
each CVS but nothing that binds people together. (3) 
  
Network meetings are made up of workers from a wide range of organisations. They often 
have different job titles, and can’t always see the difference between second-tier 
infrastructure development work and community development work.  
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A balance between learning and support 
Gaining new skills and knowledge is often the hook to attract development workers to 
attend network events. Support, reassurance and empathy may be “softer” benefits, but 
they are as worthwhile – as this case study from the STAN evaluation shows.  
 
“And there’s that thing where you are constantly questioning ‘Am I giving the right advice?’ 
‘Am I missing something?’ It’s just the nature of the job! And if you compare yourself with 
hundreds of other people and they are saying the same thing, it does reassure you.” (2) 
 
Throughout this research we found networks struggled to balance providing a learning 
activity with the opportunity to meet others and talk about common issues. This causes 
difficulties in promoting, running and evaluating networks. 
 
One development worker interviewed said, “I get bugger all support from my manager so 
it’s the only way I really get to find out if what I’m doing is right or not.” 
 
This is backed up in the network research in Cumbria, which says, The case studies 
session with advisers offering blow by blow accounts of specific client work really stood 
out as the one where advisers were most engaged. (3) 
 
Networks have to strike a balance between learning and sharing.  As one respondent in 
the STAN evaluation puts it, “Getting together with others in the same role and realising 
that the others have the same challenges and that I’m not the only one! Supporting each 
other – even if it’s only moral support (though it’s often practical too).” A personal network 
can also be a safe space for personal development and as such can provide a foundation 
for strategic networking. (2) 
 
Development workers jobs usually involve a great deal of direct contact with individuals 
and groups of people. So it not surprising that nearly all development workers in this study 
focused on the benefits of meeting face-to-face.  
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The greatest danger to growing communities is for them to lose energy and drift into 
apathy, letting the coordinator carry all the responsibility for community care-taking. (5) 
 
Models 1, 2 and 3 all have a main person – a co-ordinator – responsible for making 
network events happen.  
 
In an ideal world, all networks would be as well resourced as Model 1. However, current 
third sector funding means that this is rarely the case, and resourced networks are more 
likely to be as Model 2 or 3.  
 
That said, there may actually be disadvantages to being well-resourced. The evaluation of 
STAN picks up on the fact that members of very well-resourced networks seem to lack 
ownership: There are some indications that some members see STAN as a provider of 
free training rather than a self organising peer learning network. Firstly, only one 
participant referred to STAN as “we”; every other participant referred to it as “they” or “it”. 
(2) 
 
 
Model 4: networks led by a steering group of workers 
Advantages 

• Responsibility shared 
• Resources shared 
• Less focus on individuals to run the network 
• Potentially more sustainable in the long term 

 
Disadvantages 

• Difficult to identify who is in charge and a general lack of leadership 
• Network may drift due to lack of time or commitment 
• Time spent in planning meetings 

 
Examples 

• Wokingham 
• Leeds 

 
Steering group members are not always leading experts on networks. But they can be 
effective in their care for, and commitment to, to their networks.  
 
Co-ordinators can develop a steering group by involving workers in planning events, 
asking them to run some meetings or host subgroups. Steering group members are more 
likely to stay involved if their role is recognised and the time commitment isn’t too great. 
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Model 5: networks funded for a specific piece of work 
Advantages 

• Focused work and clear reason to attend 
• Final ‘product’ to disseminate at end 
• Seen as time being spent constructively 
• Dedicated acquisition of specific knowledge and skills 

 
Disadvantages 

• Networks risk winding up when funding ends or product is produced 
• Emphasis on wider learning is limited 
• May not be sustainable in the long term 
• A closed group that may not be willing to open up to new members 

 
Examples 

• Staffordshire Consortium of Infrastructure Organisations 
• Cumbria Governance Advisers’ Community of Practice 

 
The value of team-based projects that deliver tangible products is easily recognized, but it 
is also easy to overlook the potential cost of their short-term focus. The learning that 
communities of practice share is just as critical, but its longer-term value is more subtle to 
appreciate. (4) 
 
These networks usually say that they will continue to meet beyond the lifetime of the 
project or funding. However in reality the other pressures on workers and the absence of 
such a previously clear focus usually results in the network fizzling out. 
 
This model is really a ‘project’ and therefore time-limited and focused on goals. Managers 
and co-ordinators of networks should be careful of suggesting longer term sustainability 
whilst first identifying people who will take the lead co-ordination roles. 
 
 
Model 6: informal networks of development workers who meet with no 
pre-planned programme or agenda and don’t actively recruit new 
members 
Advantages 

• Meets the needs of individuals involved 
• Easy to organise and very cheap to run 
• Relationships can become very strong over time 
• Greater levels of support may be available 

 
Disadvantages 

• Can be exclusive and unwelcoming to new members 
• Unwillingness to let go when more formal networks come along 
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Examples 
• London networks prior to STAN 
• Countless undocumented networks currently in existence 

 
Informal networks often end when formal ones are created in the same area. For instance, 
before STAN was established, there were a number of information and development 
worker networks. But according to the evaluation of STAN, There has been a diminution in 
the formation of informal advice networks contiguous with the growth of a network. (2) 
 
On the other hand, if an informal network is very strong, then the creation of a formal 
network by an outside agency or worker may fail, as suitable support is already in place. 
 
Informal networks are often valued, as in the case study from the STAN evaluation, 
“Because it was small you got to know people and keep in touch with them because you 
experience difficulties in an area that someone else had a strong point in and visa versa. 
So there was this whole exchange going on.” (2) 
 
 
Model 7: virtual networks managed by a host agency and supporting 
development workers through posting of questions and answers 
Advantages 

• Greater reach, if promotion is effective 
• Independent of geographical and working hours or days 
• Development workers can use it as much or as little as they want 

 
Disadvantages 

• People are less likely to feel like members 
• Style of communication restricts wider learning opportunities and spin-off benefits 
• Information and email overload 
• No face-to-face contact 

 
Examples 

• DW Net (NAVCA) 
• Performance Advisers Network (Performance Hub) 

 
Within a year the database was populated, but little used, an empty library. Most people 
found the information to be too general to be useful. The help they needed was still in the 
experience – the tacit knowledge -- of their peers. (5) 
 
There is a danger that virtual networks risk focusing on information rather than 
dissemination. However, virtual networks were felt to be most useful for posting of 
questions and getting responses from practitioners. This online ‘expert’ system is a useful 
service, but lacks human interaction and wider knowledge and skill sharing.  
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One network member said, “Development Worker Net is alright, but it’s nowhere near as 
good as a network where you actually get to meet people and talk things through.” 
 
A case study in the STAN evaluation said, “There’s NAVCA which is not a physical 
network: it’s e-mail basically which is sometimes really useful and sometimes really 
annoying because you get hundreds of e-mails which are not relevant. I would never 
switch it off because every now and then you get the pearls.” (2) 
 
Another virtual network member also felt inadequate when reading responses of others 
who were deemed more knowledgeable: “I’m too scared to post a question on one of 
those virtual networks. I’d be worried that my manager might get to see it and think I didn’t 
know what I was doing.” 
 
The National Trust created an e-learning network for workers based in different locations. 
It failed to take off when it was only promoted through existing in-house magazines and 
email bulletins. Take-up only increased once the scheme was promoted by meeting the 
workers, where the benefits of e-learning were described face-to-face. So if a virtual 
network is to succeed for isolated workers, it requires face-to-face contact to talk about 
the benefits of joining the network. 
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Critical success factors 
 
Leadership 
(Communities of practice) grow and thrive as their focus and dynamics engage community 
members. But to make them really valuable, inclusive and vibrant, they need to be 
nurtured, cared for, and legitimated. They need a very human touch. (4) 
 
Although networks vary greatly around the country, leadership is the most important 
aspect of the network. Successful networks are driven by people who see the benefit and 
purpose to networking.  
 
All the networks researched for this report had one or more individuals who understood 
the point of their network, were committed to it, and kept it going.  
 
Studies and research have shown that leadership can take many forms. 
 

• The inspirational leadership provided by thought leaders and recognised experts  
• The day-to-day leadership provided by those who organise activities  
• The classificatory leadership provided by those who collect and organise 

information in order to document practices  
• The interpersonal leadership provided by those who weave the community’s social 

fabric  
• The boundary leadership provided by those who connect the community to other 

communities  
• The institutional leadership provided by those who maintain links with other 

organisational constituencies, in particular the official hierarchy  
• The cutting-edge leadership provided by those who shepherd “out-of-the-box” 

initiatives (4) 
 
We found that network co-ordinators usually have a complex role, and often instinctively 
swap between these different styles of leadership.  
 
 
Driven by a bottom-up identification of need 
Between meetings the coordinator “walks the halls” connecting people with others who 
share similar concerns, following up on the meetings topics, and finding topics for the next 
meeting. To keep discussions focused on cutting edge topics and to keep senior 
community leaders engaged. (5) 
 
Successful networks balance strong leadership with a bottom-up identification of need. 
Network co-ordinators are usually development workers, or have been development 
workers in the past. So they probably do this ‘walking of the halls’ instinctively as part of 
the development worker role.  
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Having an individual or a group of individuals, who see the benefit of a network and 
promote and facilitate it is important. Networks have succeeded where local development 
workers have been able to feed their needs and concerns in to the co-ordinator.  
 
 
A sense of common purpose, history and behaviour 
For a community of practice to function it needs to generate and appropriate a shared 
repertoire of ideas, commitments and memories. … It involves practice: ways of doing and 
approaching things that are shared to some significant extent among members. (9) 
 
Networks can take many months or years to establish themselves and work well for their 
members. During this time, common customs and ways of operating develop.  
 
That said, networks evolve very differently, and have varied culture and behaviour. Some 
find it effective to be informal and relaxed. Others are more formal, with meetings 
including boardroom layout and information via, for instance, Powerpoint presentations. 
The key factor for a successful network is that members all recognise and share their own 
particular culture and ways of operating.  
  
 
An environment of trust and mutual support 
Having frank and supportive discussions of real problems frequently builds a greater 
sense of connection and trust between community members. As they share ideas and 
experiences, community members often develop a shared way of doing things. (5) 
 
Initially people have to join communities and learn at the periphery. As they become more 
competent they move more to the ‘centre’ of the particular community. Learning is, thus, 
not seen as the acquisition of knowledge by individuals so much as a process of social 
participation. (9) 
 
Development workers report that networking events can help boost confidence and offer 
support. In order to share problems and challenges, development workers also say they 
need to build trust with others. This is especially important when there have been previous 
conflicts or competition between development workers and their employing organisations.  
 
However, developing trust and mutual support takes time and repeated meetings. The 
development workers who gained most from network events were the ones who attended 
regularly, and felt most involved. Successful networks also benefit from having dedicated 
co-ordinators who encourage honesty, trust and a sense of community. 
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Active and open recruitment  
Networks that stop recruiting new members will shrivel and eventually stop functioning 
altogether. Membership needs to be reviewed periodically, and new members actively 
recruited. One network co-ordinator that we interviewed said, “I always try to think about 
who isn’t a member of the network rather than just being pleased with who comes along.” 
 
 
Learning hooks 
Development workers find it easier to “justify” attending network meetings to their 
managers if they include some training or learning. A respondent from the STAN 
evaluation said, “It’s about keeping up with the changing environment.” (2) 
 
Examples of such learning hooks include 
 

• demonstrating toolkits and resources, for instance the Governance Hub’s  A-Z of 
Good Governance 

• updating on new legislation, for instance, changes to charity law 
• reporting back on pilot studies and projects 
• presentations on funding available to groups 
• discussion of case studies 
• development of new resources for use by the network 

 
 
Resources 
Communities of practice are mostly self-sufficient, but they can benefit from some 
resources, such as outside experts, travel, meeting facilities, and communications 
technology. (4) 
 
Networks can be a cost-effective learning activity. Successful networks typically have 
resources to pay for promotion, refreshments and speakers.  
 
However, the cost of a dedicated network co-ordinator or to set up a virtual network costs 
substantially more. 
 
 
Continued attendance 
Communities are held together by people who care about the community. (5) 
 
Continued attendance is an obvious critical success factor for networks. If development 
workers continue to attend – then the network is successful! Without members, networks 
cease to exist. People who attend may vary, but a successful network is one where 
development workers – despite heavy workloads – still prioritise attending.  
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Recommendations 
 
Recommendations for network coordinators 
“Most have a core group of high contributors, a large group of “lurkers” who listen but add 
little, and a larger group of peripheral members who only participate occasionally.” (5) 
 

• Focus on providing interesting, attractive and relevant learning hooks.  
• Consider making greater use of resources being developed by National Support 

Services. 
• Keep in touch with, and research, other relevant resources for development 

workers. 
• Balance time for both learning and information with time for informal information 

sharing and networking.  
• Provide strong leadership when facilitating events – allowing time for 

acquaintances to catch up but making sure that new people are welcome and 
encouraged to become involved. 

• Meet and greet new members and introduce people to each other, either informally 
or through structured group exercises.  

• Gather and provide more evidence about the effectiveness of their network, for 
future planning and funding.  

• Identify longer term finance, including funding where possible, and more 
entrepreneurial methods. This might include specific fundraising, charging a 
membership fee or bidding for project work tenders. 

• Publicise learning hooks and evaluation findings widely to development workers 
and their managers – as one way of trying to overcome the block that managers 
might pose.  

• Discuss professional development to improve facilitation and other skills in 
supervision or appraisal.  

 
 
Recommendations for development workers 
“My post is only 18 hours/week with very limited funding for extras and most of my time 
has to be at grassroots. I really enjoy networking but need to be able to justify it.” 
 

• Keep up-to-date with relevant changes and information via networks, in order to 
provide the best, most up-to-date service to groups.  

• Include attending network meetings in work plans and learning and development 
plans, as a way of gaining low-cost, time-effective ways of gaining new skills and 
knowledge.  

• Understand the importance of continuous professional development, and how 
being part of a network can fit this. 

• Report back on the effectiveness of network events in supervision and appraisal.  
 



 18

Recommendations for national support services 
A community of practice's life cycle is determined by the value it provides to its members, 
not by an institutional schedule. It does not appear the minute a project is started and 
does not disappear with the end of a task. It takes a while to come into being and may live 
long after a project is completed or an official team has disbanded. (4) 
 
The art is to help such communities find resources and connections without overwhelming 
them with organizational meddling. (4) 
 
“There are so many networks being set up for us that it’s impossible to get to them all. 
Instead of telling us what we need the hubs should spend their time asking us what we 
want,” development worker interviewed by SKiLD.  
 

• Work with, and build capacity of, existing development worker networks rather than 
investing in new networks.  

• Note that networks may exist beyond the lifespan of national projects and 
initiatives, and therefore prioritise their work.  

• Allow networks to remain independent and encourage honest feedback.  
• Place greater emphasis on disseminating resources to development workers to 

avoid current problem of them going unused.  
• Try not to overload development workers with emails, and find more effective and 

targeted ways of reaching people, such as face-to-face interaction. For example 
SKiLD’s tools for development workers are on the SKiLD website, but have been 
successfully demonstrated in person. 

• Consider providing a network development fund to provide resources for new and 
stalled networks. 

• Respond to local need as and when it arises, and recognise the need for locally 
distinctive network models rather than imposing national models.  

• Support network co-ordinators as a key way of communicating with development 
workers.  

• Prioritise national meetings of network co-ordinators, as proved popular and 
effective when facilitated by SKiLD.  

• Prioritise the professional development of network co-ordinators to improve 
facilitation and other relevant skills. 

 
 
Recommendations for managers 

• Recognise the value to development workers of being part of a network, and 
encourage them to be committed to them. 

• Include attending local networks and registration to relevant virtual networks in any 
induction plans.  

• Recognise that networks are helpful ways of breaking down barriers between local 
infrastructure organisations and statutory organisations and so providing more 
consistent and better quality support to groups.  
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• Be aware of how information from networks about what is happening on the ground 
can be useful for possible strategic work elsewhere in their organisation.  

 
 
Creating new networks 
Building a community usually starts with finding, nurturing and developing the networks 
that already exist. Typically there are key players who either have an important 
specialized knowledge or who are well-connected and influential members of that 
network. (5) 
 
Those wishing to create a community of practice for advisors should therefore be 
prepared to invest resources, time, find the right individuals, and create a strong team 
dynamic backed up by a clear sense of the values of the network. (2) 
 
From our research, we have found that key factors to consider when setting up new 
networks for development workers include 
 

• Local leadership is vital.  
• Development workers have competing demands on their time. There are already 

many other learning opportunities on offer to them. So network events need to be 
relevant and attractive. 

• Network events need to balance information-giving with support. 
• Developing a fully supported network takes time. Often the first meetings are well 

attended, but time and investment are needed to ensure the network becomes 
properly established.  

• A small, strong steering group is an important asset for sustainable networks.  
• Work with existing networks rather than creating new ones.  
• Be careful that new networks don’t undermine existing informal networks.  
• Only set up a new virtual network if you are prepared to invest time promoting it on 

a face-to-face basis. 
• Development workers have busy jobs, so duplicating existing networks is likely to 

fail.  
• Ensure a clear vision for the network that values diversity. 
• Varying location, day and time of meetings may encourage part-time workers to 

attend.  
• On the other hand, holding meetings at consistent time and place may make 

people feel comfortable with a familiar routine. 
• Creative approaches such as organising breakfast meetings with toast and fruit 

juice might be worth trying. 
 
A set of 11 recommendations for setting up new communities of practice is also included 
in the evaluation study of the STAN network. (2) 
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Conclusion 
 
Development workers are always going to meet up to share new information, help each 
other out, and chat about work and problems. But with leadership and a bit of planning 
and resources, development workers can have organised, useful and flourishing networks 
to support them.  
 
Just as the third sector as a whole varies enormously according to local circumstances, so 
do development workers and their networks. The most successful networks remain locally 
distinctive and define their own geographical boundaries.  
 
Stong leadership combined with identifying need from development workers themselves is 
vital for keeping networks alive and relevant. These vibrant communities of practice help 
development workers who may be isolated and unsupported, as well as being an effective 
method of updating skills and knowledge. The ultimate gain is to local third sector groups 
who will get a better service from development workers who are themselves better 
supported and informed. 
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