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Executive Summary  
The overall project aim of the RRING project is to bring Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) into 

the linked-up global world to promote mutual learning and collaboration in RRI. This will be achieved by 

the formation of the global RRING community network and by the development and mobilisation of a 

global Open Access RRI knowledge base. The RRING project will also align RRI to the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) as a global common denominator. The RRING project acknowledges, however, 

that each region of the world is advancing its own approach to RRI. Therefore, RRING will not be producing 

a Global RRI framework or strategy that is meant to be enforced in a top-down manner. Rather, increased 

coherence and convergence on RRI and the SDGs will be achieved in the RRING project via a bottom-up 

approach, learning from best practices in RRI globally and from linkages, via the new RRING community, 

to develop the RRI linked-up world. 

RRING project seeks to set up a RRING community network and align RRI to the Sustainable Development 

Goals as a global common denominator. For this to be achieved, it is very important that this is executed 

exceptionally well so as to ensure sustainability and lasting impact, and be aware of the various possible 

challenges and risk factors to come up with strategies and ways to mitigate these in order to ensure a 

successful network. 

Workpackage 7 (WP7) will deliver an enduring RRING community network. People working together is the 

only way to ensure RRI is an embedded part of the linked-up global world. In order to build and sustain a 

linked-up global world of RRI, it is essential to establish a solid foundations by learning from state of the 

art and best practice. 

The specific objectives of WP7 are: 

1. Phase I: Identify the best of breed self-sustaining networks and platforms, and establish state of 

the art (SoA)  in network theory 

2. Phase II: Devise a network model for the RRING community in the linked-up global world 

3. Phase III: Establish the Network for a trial period and complete evaluation of performance against 

objectives. Final modifications and formal handover of the RRING Network as an independent 

entity 

D7.1 (this report) achieves RRING project objective 1 above in two parts: 

1. Part A: Review and establish state of the art of network theory 

2. Part B: Survey and interview relevant networks to determine best practices  

3. Parts A&B: Business Model Canvas Review. 

Part A of this report focuses on D7.1.1, network theory, and Part B reports on the results of D7.1.2, a 

review of relevant existing global networks. The appendices include background information, including 

the questionnaire templates and a full version of the Business Model Canvas review. 
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Part A: Network Theory 

In Part A, a conceptual exploration has been undertaken to explore the optimal possible framework and 

structure to ensure that the formation of the RRING Network has the capacity to be permanent, evolving 

and growing in expertise and experience beyond the project’s end. The theoretical aspect of this report 

provides a set of recommendations for the RRING network model based on figures and models derived 

from network theory literature. The focus of D7.1 Part A is on 

representing the most relevant concepts that can inform and 

reflect practical value to other tasks of the WP and the overall 

aim in the formation of a RRING community.  Part A of D7.1 

was undertaken in partnership between academics and 

practitioners in RRI on the conceptualization, 

implementation and evaluation of inter-organizational 

networks. Workpackage partners suggested literature they 

considered most informative according to the RRING 

project’s underlying heuristic, including consideration of 

stakeholder types, RRI key pillars and issue domains as well 

as partners’ respective realm of knowledge. 

Recommendations and further searches resulted in a review 

of 28 publications. The review aimed to have representative 

coverage of: global reports, national reports, stakeholders 

types, the 5 pillars of RRI,1 and any further RRI themes 

proposed as the project progressed. Further, domains of 

activity were considered, such as ICT, bio-economy, waste 

management, and energy generation were considered. The 

review investigated network characteristics including: key 

concepts and characteristics; network types and functions; 

network governance models; leadership and management 

and structure; network membership models; network 

funding model; budget and roadmap models; risk 

management models; network implementation and 

evolution models; formation, development and growth of 

networks; and maturity, sustainability and resilience. These characteristics were distilled into eight 

themes, which were carried forward into Part B, the review of existing networks.  

Among the findings of Part A were three types of governance structures which informed the inquiry in 

Part B: 1) Shared governance or consensual; 2) Lead agency; and 3) Network administrative organization. 

While In implementing the RRING network it is necessary to take into account the limits of each 

governance network and also the advantages.  The “Shared governance, consensual” governance model 

has, as a main limit, that is a model working well for small and networks with a few specific objectives. 

This model, in general, does have high costs and the members have a common understanding and 

cohesion concerning the network needs and vision. This model has a big limit in RRING's perspective, in 

 
1 The RRI pillars are: (1) STEM education; (2) ethics and integrity; (3) gender equality; (4) inclusive public 
engagement, and; (5) sustainable research. 

Eight Thematic Network 

Characteristics  

1. Key concepts and 

characteristics 

2. Network types and functions  

3. Network governance models, 

leadership and management, 

and structure  

4. Network membership models 

5. Network funding models 

6. Budget models and roadmap 

models 

7. Risk management models 

8. Network implementation and 

evolution models  

● formation      

● development and 

growth 

● maturity, 

sustainability and 

resilience         
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the size of the network. RRING is intended to become a large global network, which would be difficult to 

manage through a streamlined governance model without strong coordination of network management 

activities.  Thus the Shared governance, consensual model would be difficult for RRING to adopt.  

The other two models offer interesting options, but also require centralized funding. The “Lead agency” 

governance model is limited in that it requires a key funder (or a small group of key funders). For this 

reason, to be suitable for the RRING network, it would be necessary to identify the agencies available to 

fund the network implementation and management. However, the advantage of the "lead agency" 

governance model, is that if the objectives of the network coincide with the institutional objectives of the 

lead funder, the lead agency could opt for a free membership favouring the development of the network. 

The “Network administrative organization” governance model requires identifying revenue streams to 

cover costs. As a result, its main limit is the costs of administration and management staff.  

The key lessons focus on initiating networks based on a common purpose, along with governing and 

managing a network with a rich, inclusive and diverse culture(s), linking diverse geographical regions 

worldwide. However, the review also notes that networks are not static: structure and activities of the 

network need to be continuously monitored in order to establish capabilities to adapt to changing 

conditions. 

 

Part B: Promising Practices in Global Networks 

As stated in Part A, the findings of the review of studies, “the openness of networks, an important 

umbrella concept, also makes the endeavour of building a network for implementing RRI practices appear 

particularly challenging, given RRI’s very dynamic and polyphonic nature, versatile interpreted function 

and sometimes contradicting ways of implementation, and also its distributed governance, policy and 

practices. The effort to set up a network for the RRING community therefore carries a special challenge: 

it is both means and an end.”  

Several gaps relevant to RRI became apparent in the networks studies review. These included practical 

aspects of implementation, learning from success in the field, and specific practices that might be relevant 

to RRI. In addition, as mentioned above, gender and diversity were not a featured dimension of reviews, 

but they are critically important to a linked-up global network in RRI and successful achievement of the 

SDGs. Thus, in Part B, our focus was on learning from existing networks.  

The investigation of networks focused on the eight thematic characteristics of networks investigated in 

Part A. These characteristics were investigated in two sequenced parts. Part B proceeded in two phased 

parts, starting with a desktop review of available public information from 35 networks.  

• Part I: Desktop reviews:  

o Thirty-five networks across 9 categories of network stakeholder types  

o Focus on eight network characteristics 

o Review of publicly available material on the network’s websites  

• Part II: Interviews  

o A key personnel in one network of each of the stakeholder types 



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

7 
 

o Repeat of focus on eight network characteristics plus role and insight into non-public 

information 

The selection of networks was discussed among the 17 partners of WP7.2. Partners represented several 

countries in Europe and North America, and advisors were involved in member organisations with strong 

ties in Africa. Through UNESCO, we had good representation with the Latin American and Caribbean 

network, including a network of networks which was very relevant, RedPOP. Our partner consultations 

also included select representations from China, India and Japan. This diversity helped us to extend the 

nature of networks that we included.  

The questions asked in the interviews used a reduced or compacted form of the characteristics to 

investigate information that was not publicly available, particularly around roadmaps and strategic 

planning. This enabled the gaps identified in the desktop review to be systematically filled by the interview 

responses for the networks interviewed.  

For the networks interviews, one network was selected to represent the most relevant and network with 

the richest material. The interviews were semi-structured, recorded, and transcribed. The results were 

submitted to an external consultant for a qualitative content analysis, and then reviewed and thematically 

analysed in combination with the desk top review results. The deliverable summarises the qualitative 

results from two perspectives: 

a. Best practices and barriers 

b. Key Lessons 

A common aspect to all the networks analysed in Part B was the accreditation and accountability 

mechanisms for membership of network organizations. Having a rigorous process that new member 

organisations have to go through to achieve a certain label or accreditation boosts the perception of the 

network standards. This leads to the potential for the label or network membership to become highly 

sought after and valued. 

In Part B, the network funding model was found to be a key aspect for the network implementation. Part 

B therefore focused on learning from the different funding streams of the eight networks types analysed: 

membership fees, projects, professional services, annual conferences, grants, donations, government 

funds. The analysis also highlighted that most of these networks opted for multiple kinds of funding 

streams and this seems the best practice to implement as they enable diversity in opinion, membership 

and activities and reach. 

The reviews and interviews in Part B highlighted the central importance of a roadmap for the long-term 

vision and financial sustainability of a network. The interviews conducted in Part B highlighted lack of a 

roadmap as one of the major risks in failing to sustain expected engagement of members. Lack of a 

roadmap could also lead to an unexpected fall as a result of an unexpected lack of finances. Attempts to 

mitigate this involved focused investment of network resources in engaging members and new member 

acquisition. We concluded, from the reviews and interviews, that a good practice is  to have a roadmap 

and reservoir of funds for unexpected circumstances. 

Budget and roadmap together supported the long-term vision and the financial sustainability of the 

network. First, the budget and roadmap were important for maintaining the confidence of being part of 

a growing network and clarifying who will benefit from investing their time in actively participating in the 
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network. Second, having a budget and roadmap helped to maintain continuity and consistency with 

inevitable change of network management. Third, having a solid budget and roadmap helped to assure 

and therefore motivate staff and core personnel. 

 

Part A&B: Business Model Canvas Summary  

The key findings of Part A and B, which comprise WP7.1, were analysed for their relevance to the Business 

Model Canvas (BMC), which informs WP7.2, the development of a trial model for implementation and 

testing. The BMC components are as follows:  

Business Model Canvas (BMC) Components  

1. Customer segments 

2. Value propositions 

3. Channels of communication  

4. Customer relationships (community and members) 

5. Costs Structure  

6. Revenue Streams 

7. Key Resources  

8. Key Activities 

9. Key partnerships 

The next phase of the project is a trial implementation of the network, based on the findings of 

the review of what is known about networks.  
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1. Introduction: Creating a Global RRING Community Network 
Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) has emerged as a policy framework for the governance of 

research and innovation in Europe - with society (procedural dimension) and for society (outcome 

dimension). In a definition of von Schomberg (2012), RRI is “a transparent, interactive process by which 

societal actors and innovators become mutually responsive to each other with a view to the (ethical) 

acceptability, sustainability and societal desirability of the innovation process and its marketable 

products.” The European Commission (2012) encouraged the development and embedding of RRI in 

research and innovation processes through six policy keys (open science, ethics, governance, gender 

equality, public engagement and science education). Since its emergence RRI has been taken up in 

academia and EU-funded project practice aiming to define RRI and promote its understanding among 

different stakeholders. 

However, discussion and implementation of RRI has mostly reverberated within Europe and North 

America (Macnaghten et al., 2014), while worldwide there are de-facto RRI practices in which research 

and innovation actors may engage when addressing socio-ethical issues in the process of research and 

innovation (Randles et al., 2016). Different geographic regions, cultures and economic zones are 

developing different strategies and good practices for RRI related activities. Essentially, RRI debates 

cannot be dissociated from cultural norms and values (Ludwig and Macnaghten, 2020). 

In the UN General Assembly on 25 September, 2015, countries adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development (2030 Agenda) with the Sustainable development goals (SDGs) as its core. While RRI remains 

a European concept so far, the more encompassing SDGs are important to all countries but can differ by 

geography in terms of importance and priority. In order to bring RRI into the linked-up global word, the 

RRING project has chosen the concept of aligning RRI to the SDGs as the global common denominator for 

all geographies and stakeholders.  

In order to connect the discourse on the role and embedding of research and innovation in society to 

wider debates about social justice, the project aims to promote mutual learning and collaboration in RRI 

and the SDGs by creating a global RRING community network, as a vehicle to further mobilize the adoption 

of RRI-like practice. The UN SDGs will form one of the core foundations of the project, the common 

denominator, where RRI will be aligned and embedded, and will be linked with the new models of RRI. 

The project aims to establish an active and sustainable RRING community. The creation of the global 

network is endorsed by the findings of the ‘The Networks Leadership Summit IV’ which states that global 

networks promote progress by “Strengthening integration, collaboration and coordination across and 

within programs, funders, organizations and sectors, while maintaining the benefits of diversity; 

Leveraging change by increasing shared learning, creativity, and innovation among individuals and 

organizations”(Networks Leadership Summit IV, 2009, p. 22). The simple establishment of a passive forum 

and observatory will fail to gain the momentum and energy required for success. In order to facilitate 

endurance and continuity in sharing expertise and experience in RRI and the SDGs, a solid community 

foundation is essential. Networking de facto RRI practices worldwide, however, is not a trivial endeavour. 

To learn from conceptual insights of network theory may be therefore a way to guide the formation of a 

RRING community. 
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1.1 RRI and Network Theory 
Literature on networks has focused on discussing their value for addressing complex challenges that 

cannot be tackled by individual system actors. Networks are considered to be promising multi-

organizational forms that are different from either informal market-based arrangements or formal 

hierarchy-based organizations (cp. Provan and Kenis 2008; Provan et al. 2007: 504ff.), for problems that 

cannot be solved by traditional governmental organizations. Collaborative arrangements have attracted 

particular interest among scholars of public administration, as government bodies tend to leave the 

traditional “command and control” models of public policy development and rather become part of policy 

networks bridging across public, private, and voluntary sectors as well as organizations (cp. Agranoff and 

McGuire, 2003; Kickert et al. 1997).  

Similarly, networking RRI, implies to tackle a complexity of challenges, that cannot be addressed by 

individual societal subsystems or actor groups, by science or business ideas alone, but only in concerted 

action with civil society and policy arrangements. Networks for implementing RRI therefore appear to be 

both, particularly relevant and challenging. RRI as a policy framework can be viewed, first of all, as an 

expression of networking itself. As a governance effort, it aims to bring different societal actors together 

in order to orchestrate their activities and address “grand challenges”. As a flexibly interpretable boundary 

concept, RRI holds the promise to link very heterogeneous actors in science and innovation processes. 

And indeed, in a bottom-up perspective, actors that develop their own interests in the concept and feel 

appealed, develop their own activities that further practically interpret and flesh out the erstwhile top-

down initiative. Thereby they go beyond the initial governance framework, articulating their 

interpretation of RRI.  

The openness of networks, an important umbrella concept, also makes the endeavour of building a 

network for implementing RRI practices appear particularly challenging, given RRI’s very dynamic and 

polyphonic nature, versatile interpreted function and sometimes contradicting ways of implementation, 

and also its distributed governance, policy and practices. The effort to set up a network for the RRING 

community therefore carries a special challenge: it is both means and an end.  

However, what remains unclear is the actual performance or effectiveness of network activities, the 

determination of influencing factors and successful strategies, and the evaluation of sustainability and 

success. Determinants of network effectiveness are still not known, partly due to silo perspectives, i.e. 

lack of exchange between different disciplinary network studies, but in particular due to the relational, 

interactive nature of network activities that influence each other in situated arrangements. 

In the European area, there is a growing number of often partly publicly funded networks with an RRI-

related dimension, more or less explicitly moving around one or more of the RRI pillars/AIRR dimensions2. 

They usually network different organisations at regional, national or European level through events, 

workshops and other network activities and provide information and other resources to help leverage 

member organisations in their sustainability work. However, it remains unclear what constitutes the 

success of such networks and on what factors it is based on (Kiefhaber 2018). 

 
2 AIRR stands for anticipation, inclusion, reflection and responsiveness 
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In particular, networks are often difficult to form and sustain, with contingent outcomes. In the early stage 

of network formation, lack of internal and external legitimacy and support are influential factors. 

Moreover, network sustainability cannot be taken for granted since the external environment, resources 

and uncertainty are vital determinants. Networks cannot be regarded as the ultimate solution, and the 

pitfalls need to be tackled (Kenis and Provan, 2009; Milward and Provan, 2000; Kickert and Koppenjan, 

1997): networks involve issues such as complex coordination, accountability concerns, instability, 

coordination difficulties and costs, management complexity, loss of autonomy, conflict and power issues. 

In short, it is everything but trivial to form and maintain a network. Therefore, it is important to 

understand whether and how networks for certain purposes really work. 

In order to explore a possible framework and structure to ensure the RRING Network has the capacity to 

be permanent, evolving and growing in expertise and experience beyond the project’s end, a conceptual 

exploration has been undertaken. The report is primarily meant to be a resource document for the 

creation of the RRING model as one of the main objectives of the project. Therefore, its focus is on most 

relevant concepts that can inform a considerate and reflexive formation of a RRING community.  

2. The Review Process Methodology  
The review of conceptual dimensions relevant for building a network of diverse expertise and global scope 

focused to gain conceptual insights networking practices, network(s) as an own entity that coordinates 

social interaction, with an emphasis on network management for sustaining the network. 

The underlying assumption was to gain insights from network theory properties across all kinds of (inter-

organisational) networks and analytical perspectives on networks, rather than to investigate individual 

networks with specific experiences. The review process involved the compilation of literature including 

academic articles, book chapters, review reports and project deliverables across different disciplines 

including business management, public administration, sociology and political science. It was undertaken 

in partnership between academics and practitioners in RRI, on the conceptualization, implementation and 

evaluation of inter-organizational networks. Partners involved in the project, formed the key 

methodological vehicle to incorporate a practice related approach. As experts with diverse notions and 

preoccupations in RRI, embedded in different practice contexts and cultural backgrounds they formed the 

review group. The expert group suggested literature they considered most informing according to the 

RRING project’s underlying heuristic involving a spread across stakeholder types, RRI key pillars and issue 

domains as well as partners’ respective realm of knowledge. The suggested literature was discussed with 

partners and reduced to most relevant contributions, resulting in a set of 28 publications for the review. 

Project partners were conducting the review of allocated publications based on a review template guiding 

the review process with a set of thematic ‘Characteristics’. These eight guiding dimensions were borrowed 

and adapted from a comprehensive literature review on inter-organizational networks on behalf of the 

IBM Center for the Business of Government (Popp et al. 2014). 

Eight Thematic ‘Characteristics’ structuring the Review Template: 

1. Key concepts and characteristics;  

2. Network types and functions;  

3. Network governance models, leadership and management, and structure;  

4. Network membership models 
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5. Network funding models 

6. Budget models and roadmap models 

7. Risk management models 

8. network implementation and evolution models;  

• formation;      

• development and growth;         

• maturity, sustainability and resilience 

Consultation process 

The resulting brief summaries of the literature served as the basis for a follow-up consultation phase 

where findings for each publication were compared and contrasted towards similarities and differences 

of assembled concepts, with a particular focus on relevant dimensions for the formation of the RRING 

model. The following report summarizes these conceptual findings and offers a discussion of central 

implications to the formation of the RRING model. 

The key findings of the review are presented along a condensed version of the eight central dimensions 

that were guiding the review process. The management aspects have been pooled and discussed together, 

the network creation and evolution form an issue as well as the challenge on how to evaluate the 

effectiveness of a network. Gender forms an own dimension as a transversal issue. The presentation of 

results of the literature review is organized into subsections addressing different aspects of forming the 

RRING network model. 

1. Key concepts and characteristics  

2. Network types and functions  

3. Network management and governance  

4. Network creation and evolution 

5. Evaluation of effectiveness 

6. Gender and networking 

 

Limitations 

The review entails methodological limitations, which opens avenues for further research, but advises 

some caution in interpreting the results. The desktop research showed that the existing literature on 

network concepts is mostly Eurocentric and does not explicitly take into account gendered network 

effects. The review process did not follow a rigorously scientomeric or bibliometric approach to the 

measurement of results, nor did it aim for representativeness of disciplinary angles or RRI pillars. Rather, 

the selection of literature on networks has been limited to relevant practical knowledge of partners 

involved, with a specific view on building a network that will be eventually co-created by them as initial 

members. Empirical reports on networks were supplemented by theoretical research publications drawn 

from an extended literature review on inter-organisational networks (Popp et al., 2014) covering the 

predetermined categories.  

Gender and diversity issues in networking were not been sufficiently covered in the initial selection of 

network literature, but explicitly added at a later stage. Within the initial set of publications on network 
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theoretical concepts and empirical studies gender and diversity related aspects in the composition, 

structure and overall performance of networks was widely absent. Questions of how diversity and gender 

essentially impact networks were not originally discussed. Therefore, additional publications on the 

relation of gender and networks were included to complete the review. These involved business and 

entrepreneurial perspectives as well as constructivist-feminist perspectives. Policy network studies were 

not found to discuss structural impacts of gender and diversity issues. 

 

3. Literature Review: Findings 
3.1 Key concepts and characteristics 
Manifold definitions of networks in general and inter-organisational networks in particular exist, 

depending on epistemic interest, methodological focus as well as scale of analysis. It would be only 

descriptive to reproduce all possible network concepts and characteristics in all their variety. They are 

each deriving out of and dependent on multiple other variables, and can only be understood in this 

interrelatedness. However, “despite differences, nearly all definitions have a few common elements 

including social interaction (of individuals acting on behalf of their organizations), relationships, 

connectedness, collaboration, collective action, trust, and cooperation" (Provan et al., 2007: 480).  

Typical characteristics of networks across the reviewed analyses and disciplinary angles are the relative 

equal status and autonomy of the actors within, a certain structure of interactive relationships between 

actors (individual or organizational) and a cooperation mode based on trust. They can be either created 

bottom-up as loose assemblages or rather result from strategic decisions by network members or 

mandated by government bodies in a top-down manner (cp. Provan and Kenis, 2007; Popp et al. 2014: 

10) Trust is the lubricant that makes cooperation between these actors possible, and higher levels of trust 

are believed to lead to more effective collaboration. 

 

3.2 Types and functions of networks  
Manifold network types based on their multiple and diverse functions can give further insights in specific 

approaches such as epistemic interest, level of analysis scope, mechanisms and methods. However, 

similar network types might have different functions. Networks can have multiple functions and do not 

fall neatly into one type. Moreover, a classified network type in one context may be seen as a network 

function in another context. The purpose of classification is to clarify what functions a given type of 

network performs.  

The attempt to differentiate network types by function is inconsistent in the literature on networks; also 

in our sample an overlap between the descriptions of network type and function exists. In the literature 

reviewed here, the terms’ type and function were at times used interchangeably. Similarly, to a general 

notion on the relationship between form and function, this overlap between network type and function 

is inherent: What is important is function, with the network type or form following the function. For 

example, information sharing, knowledge creation and knowledge exchange all contribute to better 

problem solving, more effective service delivery and innovation. However, information sharing, 

knowledge creation, service delivery, innovation, etc. are also viewed as outcomes of networks. It is 

important to consider that networks have multiple functions, even though they might classify as primary 
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and others secondary. Hence, it is not unusual when networks cannot be neatly classified into one type. 

Similarly, functions may develop and change over time to meet the dynamic needs of the network. 

Moreover, depending on the context, types of networks in one context can be viewed as networks’ 

functions in another context.  

The distinction of type, function and outcome is important in practice because it will impact the 

dimensions of network evaluation. The discussion of network functions is strongly related to the 

importance of network composition, and the care and active role that network managers need to adopt 

in establishing the network culture that will support envisioned network functions. It can provide a means 

for network practitioners to think about the purpose of their network. However, precise categorization is 

neither necessary nor possible.  

However, three central themes were prominent in our review across the different types of networks and 

their specific function: the provision of support to leverage change, the diffusion of information and 

exchange of knowledge, and network learning on an individual, organisational and inter-organisational 

level. 

Providing support to leverage change 
A variety of networks from personal community networks to ICT networks were discussed in the review 

with regard to how they are providing support to their network members. Examples identified in this 

section include social networks, women networks and public management networks. While the 

circumstances varied for the different networks, these networks’ role was to offer support that would 

yield leverage to its members that couldn’t be achieved without the network. 

Service implementation networks as stated in Milward and Provan (2006), is meant to provide support by 

delivering services to clients. Funds are given to these services and collaboration is critical as they are 

based on a joint production of services. Furthermore, a similar public management network type is the 

community capacity building network. In the study the network allows a town or city to be more resilient 

and responsive when new problems emerge such as the introduction of new drugs.  

Further examples in our sample are networks with the purpose to leverage change in a given network 

environment or context. For national and institutional networks, noneconomic outcomes such as a sense 

of belonging to the neighbourhood and social trust were equally important to consider (Chua and 

Wellman, 2015). For the legitimacy of the networks, behavioural standards were developed so that the 

network could issue codes of conduct, guidelines or recommendations towards achievement of their goals 

(Mena and Palazzo, 2012). In another case of mandated networks, the authors explore the challenges of 

mandated collaboration between public health organisations (Rodriguez et al., 2007). Wellman (1996), 

discusses the function of using a social network to describe the underlying patterns for social structure 

that will assist in explaining the impact of such social structures on other variables, and accounting for 

change in social structures.   

Different inter-organisational networks, including social, research and trade networks have been found to 

promote a position or agenda. In one example, networks would promote jobs (Chua and Wellman, 2015), 

while for a research network, Rai (2013) discusses the promotion of enabling conversations with respect 

to gender and governance across national borders, while a UN Inter-agency network promotes the 

realisation of gender equality (United Nations, 2004).  
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A recurrent function across a wide range of networks is to provide support to its members in order to 

leverage already existing activities through attempts of interlinking formerly unconnected protagonists. 

Information diffusion 
The focus on information diffusion and knowledge exchange reflects the increasingly prevalent view that 

a major resource in a knowledge society concerns the generation and exploitation of knowledge. 

Networks are increasingly seen as mechanisms for improving the diffusion of new ideas and practices and 

the degree to which they successfully enable them to leverage different stocks of knowledge is a central 

indicator of network performance. The challenge for network practitioners and managers lies in co-

producing new knowledge tailored to address a common mission, while enabling the use of this new 

knowledge.   

Knowledge does not just travel from one context to another, but needs to be continuously 

(re)contextualized, i.e. co-produced and (re)evaluated as applied in different contexts. Knowledge 

exchange is inherently socially mediated and involves continual iterations of knowing and acting in a 

variety of practice settings. Networks, therefore, frequently entail mechanisms for the diffusion of 

information as a core feature and main asset for their members.  

For the community of bird watchers, it is essential that members share information on what they collected 

and manage and store their observations (Sullivan et al., 2009). One of the main functions of the ICT 

network of networks SPIDER (2016) is to disseminate knowledge and to bring actors together to bring ICT 

health-based solutions to their members.  On the other hand, the role of research networks (Cassi et al., 

2008) can be to increase the number of organisations involved in sharing and exchanging knowledge. In 

Paquin and Howard (2013), the orchestration of networks calls for ongoing collaboration between the 

actors creating further dependence than occasional collaboration alliances.  

Information diffusion also involves legitimacy dimensions. One example is Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives 

(MSI) with the function to offer a learning platform for exchange of experiences and display of 

commitment to a certain issue. The resulting social interrelations and cohesion of members through 

information exchange is the key benefit in this example (Mena and Palazzo, 2012). In another case, a 

public management network is an information diffusion network with the central purpose to share 

information across governmental boundaries to anticipate and prepare for problems with a high level of 

uncertainty such as wildfires and hurricanes. (Milward and Provan, 2006).  

Information diffusion is utilized for different purposes and with more or less active participation of 

network members. It can be organised in a centralized way or emerges between network members. 

However, the appropriate flow and dissemination of information as the central function of the network 

concomitantly affects its legitimacy. 

 

Network learning 
Learning is an imminent feature of networks just due to the fact that networks are essentially created to 

learn how to solve problems that individual organizations are unable to tackle, employing mechanisms of 

collaboration and information sharing. Network learning is hence not only a central function for the 

categorisation of network types but can be considered as an internal resource to advance network 

objectives (cp. Popp et al, 2014: 34ff.).The more capacity a network has for learning, the more likely it is 

to create new information and knowledge that the network can exploit.  
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The network’s ‘absorptive capacity’, i.e. its ability to gain knowledge and learn from outside the 

organizational or network boundaries, will enable the network to appropriate, transform and exploit 

knowledge. In network contexts we can differentiate Individual, group, organizational as well as inter-

organisational learning. For our focus on inter-organisational collaboration, organizational learning is 

particularly relevant. It has been described as more than the sum of learning done by individuals; it 

describes social processes between people within an organization co-creating knowledge and learning 

together to achieve a common goal (Popp et al., 2014: 35). 

Inter-organizational network learning can be described as “learning by a group of organizations as a 

group” (Knight, 2002: 428). For a network of organisations network learning can be understood as learning 

on a system level, in contrast to learning processes by individuals or within organizations in a network 

context. All forms of learning (individual, organisational and system-level) may be required to gain 

collective knowledge or transform network goals. Network learning is conceived to have an effect on 

network practices, network interpretations as well as network structures (Ibid, 2002). 

3.3 Management and Governance of networks  
The appropriate form of governance needs to be chosen depending on the type and function of the 

network. In turn this will govern the decisions in how to manage the networks. A range of literature in the 

review discussed structural components and their effects on the management and governance of 

networks. In-depth analysis of regulation and management of networks through their mechanisms 

showed a variety of different structures within and of networks. Management of the networks is closely 

related to the effectiveness of the network. Different networks applied a variety of models such as funding 

models, membership models and risk management to manage the network according to its function. 

Governance and management are intertwined and it is difficult to solely focus on one aspect without 

mentioning the other. However, this section aims for a closer look at how networks can be managed based 

on different forms of governance. 

A typology of network governance proposed by Provan and Kenis (2008), and widely referred to in the 

public administration literature on networks, is described as an important contributing factor to network 

effectiveness The typology involves three distinct types of governance structures within networks (cp. 

Milward and Provan, 2006; Provan and Kenis, 2008); shared governance, governance by a lead agency, 

and by a network administrative organisation: 

Governance type  Description 

Shared governance, consensual  
 

All participants contribute to the management 
of and leadership in the network. There is no 
formal administrative entity.  
 

Lead agency The network manager and administrative 
entity is one of the key network members.  
 

Network administrative organization A separate administrative entity is established 
to manage the network, and a manager hired.  
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Typology of Governance types, according to Milward and Provan, 2006; Provan and Kenis, 2008 

 

Provan and Kenis, (2007) discuss a potential shift to more brokered forms of governance. The authors 

discuss two extreme dimensions, shared governance and brokered networks, where the network is highly 

centralized and managed by a network broker for its maintenance and survival. In this case, a network 

will either be led by a lead organisation inside the network, or a network administrative organisation as a 

separate entity.  

According to the authors, evolution of governance formats within the life cycle of a network, is most likely 

from more shared and distributed to more centralized and brokered forms of governance, rather than 

from lead organization governance to shared governance.  

Governance mechanisms, such as self-governing activities and mandated networks, form another 

important form of governance. Wellman (1992) suggests that the actual size of the self-governed women’s 

network can affect the opportunities for support channels, and points out the need to carefully balance 

between too big (too anonymous) and too small (but socially cohesive). In the case that Sullivan et al. 

(2009) introduce, the self-governed network profits as the members (in this case birdwatchers) are given 

ample reward, creating a self-sustaining flow of avian biological data from around the planet.  

The emergence and development of mandated networks underlies a dynamic process of two analytically 
distinct modes, a design mode and an operating or implementation mode (Rodriguez et al., 2007). In the 
design mode, the mandating actor and other partners collaborate to design a form of organisation 
allowing for enhanced coordination that is sustainable in the long term. Strategies used by actors within 
the network need to challenge and change existing forms of collaboration. This stage can lead to a change 
in rules, incentives and interactions to be used in implementation and in the operating mode. The second 
mode is the operating/implementation mode whereby relationships between organisations need to be 
continuously managed. 
 
 

3.4 Network creation, Evolution and Orchestration 
A variety of decisions, activities and processes affect the establishment of a network. Consideration must 

be given to precursors and respective context, a balanced development of network structures and 

practices, as well as preparing the agenda for ongoing collaboration and negotiation. Initial activities such 

as orchestrating, planning, designing and selecting the initial activities of a network will ultimately 

influence its ongoing development. When a network has begun to emerge, attention should lie on the 

design of the network and on determining what activities or tasks must be done in order for the network 

to develop effectively. The development of the structure of a network needs sufficient provision of time 

for network processes to evolve. In the initial phase of network creation, “there is usually someone or 

some group that assumes the role of ‘entrepreneurial orchestrating’— getting the people together, 

mobilizing them and framing the issue” (Networks Leadership Summit IV, 2009, p. 8, cited in: Popp et al. 

2014: 58). Network managers can control the setting, but management tasks will also be depending on 

the context within which the network is developed and the overall purpose or function of the network 

(see discussion above). However, network managers should not formalize structures too much at the 

beginning in order to avoid impediments in later phases. An important preliminary task is to look for ways 

to help network members become comfortable with the ambiguity and horizontal nature of the network.  
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Decisions need to be made on how the network is created and how it should be structured and governed 

followed by how a specific governance form is to be chosen and implemented (Milward and Provan, 2006).  

The authors suggest this decision can either be made by mandating bodies as a condition of funding or, 

more preferably, by the members of the network who have to live by the structure they have chosen.  

 

Creating initial links between members to form a network 

Some contributions suggest that the link between different organisations in a network as well as the 

relation between the network and its environment shapes the organisational behaviour and performance 

outcomes of the network. Gulati et al., (2011) suggests that the underlying mechanisms that are driving 

these effects, rely on reach, richness and receptivity. Reach means the extent to which the inter-

organisational network links it to a variety of partners.  The mechanism of richness explores the value of 

the resources available to organisations within a network. Receptivity refers to the extent an organisation 

is capable of using resources across inter-organisational boundaries.  

Regarding network creation, Wellman (1992) discusses the issue of multiplexity which describes the many 

role relations connecting two network members. They should have detailed knowledge about mutual 

needs and multiple claims on each other's attention. If members of a network play similar roles, they are 

likely to have more strong ties, which is equivalent to more strong and supportive networks. 

In another example, the SPIDER network’s goal in driving international digital development in innovative 

ways is expanding in new countries within the regions of its focus (SPIDER, 20016; Wamala, 2012). The 

networks are being implemented as projects that are aimed at specific goals, e.g. capacity building, 

education and digitalisation of international development. For networks that have identified the need to 

increase social and professional support among women, the national innovation agency VINNOVA in 

Sweden funded its inception in 2002 (Lindberg et al. 2016).  

The dissemination of information forms another important structural aspect for the initialisation of a 

network. In Gemmetto et al. (2018) both the directionality and the intensity of connections crucially affect 

the process of information dissemination, and should become adequately structured and transparently 

formalized. Ties in networks with a large range, i.e. high rate of members’ interaction tend to form clusters 

that only a few ties bridge rather than that of a uniform distribution of relationships in densely-knit 

networks (Wellman, 1996). Information as a resource does not move evenly and the ties and bridges 

between clusters of network members that will have an uneven distribution of power will act as 

gatekeepers to other clusters.  

Related to the development of networks is the acquisition of social capital. As a core resource it is highly 

context-sensitive and affects the creation of networks. All types of networks usually involve building social 

capital in community settings, and improving the administrative capacity of the network members. For 

example, in West Africa, community leaders such as local chiefs, kings and religious leaders are very 

influential in garnering resources and providing access to valuable information and knowledge to 

businesses (Acquaah, 2007). In Ghana, there are two parallel political systems and authorities: First, the 

formal political system of the modern nation state, and second, traditional political systems that pre-date 

the modern nation state. Successful network creation activities are a reflection of culturally diverse 

mechanisms of acquiring social capital and hence, legitimacy. In the contribution by Chua and Wellman 

(2015), regional networks in East-Asia are initially formed as voluntary networks based on similar interests 
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before perpetuating over time through network routines. The acquisition of social capital is both, a main 

function and an outcome of all networking activities across all types of networks. The authors of this paper 

examine the contested nature and meanings that are associated with ‘guanxi’3 itself (Ibid, 2015). This 

paper also looks into network analysis to invoke the broad general notions of culture and political 

economy across a diversity of national contexts. 

Network orchestration 

Network orchestration can be described as the process of assembling and developing an inter-

organizational network (Paquin and Howard-Grenville, 2013).  

“Much like the conductor of an orchestra, a network orchestrator actively brings along every member to 

his or her peak performance at any given time, and draws out particular kinds of relationships among 

members in the service of creating a comprehensive, harmonious whole. In the early assembly of a 

network, the orchestrator focuses on enabling a network culture where relationships can develop 

serendipitously, essentially to see what of value might arise. The orchestrator also spends time on 

“engagement” and in “sense-making” exposing potential new audiences to the developing network and 

helping them to understand the value of a new set of activities or network processes.” (Popp et al., 2014: 

59) 

Three stages of evolution are discussed for network orchestration, each with different dilemmas that need 

to be solved by network orchestrators (Paquin and Howard-Grenville, 2013).    

• At the early stage, the orchestrator spends a lot of time engaging in sensemaking for external 

audiences and establishing a “broad” external legitimacy for the environment regarding the 

performance of the network. However, the orchestrator also needs to create “pragmatic” 

legitimacy for the participating members, showing how the activities of the network actually 

create value for members.  

• Once the orchestrator has learned sufficiently about the actors in the network and their 

capabilities, the orchestrator will be able to pair up different members for collaboration. 

However, this may prevent the network from serendipitous encounters and hence, potential 

benefits for the network (new resources, unforeseen innovation). This is a dilemma that the 

orchestrator faces.  

• At the later stage, the orchestrator knows not only of the capabilities of the actors, but also of 

the kind of dyads and projects previously collaborating. Therefore, a new dilemma emerges out 

of path dependency dynamics: successful actions are sought to be replicated while new 

innovative relationships and projects need to be established. 

Paquin and Howard-Grenville (2013) also emphasize the importance of face-to-face interactions in the 

development and deepening of connections with network members. On the other hand, the authors 

caution network orchestrators against a possibility of over-engineering, which they describe as overly 

steering a network towards delivering on a particular collective objective. This may result in too limited 

 
3 Chinese term describing a system of social networks and influential relationships which facilitate business and 
other interaction. 
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membership and particularly strong ties with a relatively small group of members (Paquin and Howard-

Grenville, 2013).  

Conditions that facilitate inter-organisational relationships comprise a clear task definition for the 

organizations, similar organizational routines, clear and transparent expectations from member 

organisations involved and appropriate structures to connect (Knoben et al., 2006). Time plays a crucial 

role in duration and termination of dyadic ties, as the risk of termination was found by some authors to 

increase over time, and then decreases after a 4-5 years threshold. Other authors cited in this research 

paper found it only increases, because the domains will move from being complementary to being similar 

which may result in increased likelihood of conflict.  If and why these processes lead to radical change at 

a network level has not been discussed. 

 

3.5 Evaluation of Network Effectiveness 
Network effectiveness can be described as “the attainment of positive network level outcomes that could 

not normally be achieved by individual organizational participants acting independently” (Provan and 

Kenis 2008: 230). 

The determinants of what makes networks effective or successful are to a large extent unclear. While the 

challenges of sustaining a network are discussed in literature, it is difficult to derive good practices 

(Kiefhaber 2018). A variety of networks present different techniques and methodologies in how to 

evaluate the effectiveness of a particular network. Network goals and functions affect the dynamics of 

the network and what it requires to be effective. Effectiveness may be evaluated against very different 

parameters depending on the network’s context, function and objectives, e.g. in Dhanaraj and Parkhe 

(2006), the indicator for effectiveness focused on innovation output.  

Impact assessment of an inter-organizational network is frequently set at two levels: impact on 

organizations participating in the network, and on the level of the whole network. Evaluation can be 

guided through monitoring in how far the network as a whole has achieved to address objectives towards 

which organizations came together in the network. In fact, in order to justify investments in networks, 

monitoring of the overall impact and added value of the network in terms of achieving new outcomes or 

improving efficiency is crucial for assessment of effectiveness. 

Members’ interaction for mutual support and commitment 

The more contact the members of a network have, the more supportive their relationship can be.  

Frequent contact among them is important allowing for negotiation and adaptation of needs and 

expectations. Network managers need to ensure a sufficiently high level of members’ commitment in 

order to attain network-level goals (Brinton Milward and Provan, 2006). The authors look at 

institutionalisation of key network relations that are critical for network sustainability. Critical for 

continuous commitment in inter-organisational networks is moreover, to guarantee that relations do not 

solely rest on personal ties of a single individual in an organisation. Rather, member organisations need 

to commit resources (e.g. personnel, monetary resources) to the network relationships. It should be 

recognised that organisations in the network and all individual representatives are never equally 

committed to the network and its goals. Rather, networks frequently consist of many organisations with 

varying levels of involvement. Within many organisations, multiple programs and services exist where 

only some are related to the goals of the network. Similarly, not all members will be involved to the same 
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extent, and resources and benefits must be awarded according to the level of commitment. Resources 

can also be used as an incentive to build the commitment especially for critical members which may be 

important for the overall network success in the future. Another way to build the commitment of network 

members is to continuously provide information to members about what the network is doing and its 

contribution to community-level goals and client outcomes.  

Geenhuizen’s study (2014) suggests that resource distribution in networks is important. The focus (here: 

product to market) and selectivity in the choice of partners connected to professional (venture) capital, 

market access, credibility and complementary assets are highly relevant when it comes to influencing 

change in socio-technical systems. The study emphasizes complementary assets throughout the network 

such as key services, complementary technology and specific market channels. 

Legitimacy for effectiveness 

Legitimacy of motifs, structures and activities as a means for achieving the network objective plays a 

crucial role throughout all networks’ dimensions discussed above. For the network to be effective and 

sustaining legitimacy is cross-cutting. Input and output legitimacy for multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSI) 

can be established based on the Habermasian idea of deliberative democracy, as shown in Mena and 

Palazzo (2012). For the input dimension, four criteria were established: inclusion, procedural fairness, 

consensual orientation and transparency. The involved stakeholders need to be involved to ensure 

representation of the MSI, making sure that all the stakeholders are included. To ensure procedural 

fairness, each of the various categories of stakeholders must have a valid voice throughout the decision-

making processes. For consensual orientation the MSI needs to promote mutual agreement among 

participants. To ensure transparency, the extent to the decision-making, standard-setting processes and 

performance need to be transparent. For the output dimension, three criterions were established: 

coverage, efficacy and enforcement. The MSI’s need to check on how many rule-targets are complying 

with the rules. To address efficacy, the rules need to be verified to check the issue at hand. These rules 

will also need to be enforced and the procedures verified. Continuous reflection exercises in seminars, 

discussions or lectures on how networks operate and develop can enrich deliberation and interior 

legitimacy (Wamala, 2012; SPIDER, 2016).  

According to Provan and Kenis, (2007), a balance between efficiency and inclusiveness, internal and 

external legitimacy, as well as flexibility and stability, is crucial in order to manage the contingencies that 

arise from how a network evolves. According to the authors, four key structural and relational 

contingencies - trust, the number of participants, goal consensus and the nature of a task - will affect 

legitimacy.  

 

3.6 Gender and networking 
In addition to our review along the eight network dimensions, also literature on gender-related issues 

with regard to network formation and functioning has been included in the sample. As a transversal issue 

that is part of the six RRI policy keys and the SDGs Gender equality holds a pivotal role for conceptualizing 

a network. Gender related aspects may play out along all network dimensions explored; in concepts of 

networking, the initialization of networks, selection of members and activities, in management and 

governance mechanisms and also regarding the question how effective a network is able to operate. 
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In the articles included in our initial sample of the review, the role of gender in networks and networking, 

however was not explicitly addressed. Rather, network structures, activities and interaction were 

described as universal issues, disregarding the context of existing gender and diversity inequality. Gender 

aspects are predominantly discussed with respect to networking motivations and goals trying to tackle 

“women’s issues'' such as networks as a promising vehicle to accomplish gender-related needs. Gender 

aspects are included with respect to the mission or objective rather than being a particular structural asset 

in the design and activities of networks driving the impact. Empirical evidence on gendered peer effects 

is generally scant in network analysis (Foss 2010). The influence of gender dimensions on the effectiveness 

of networks for example, or gender-related management capacities (e.g. quotas, organizational enablers) 

were not discussed. 

Some research papers explore the role of gender with regard to the need to support women such as social 

networks of low-income mothers (Dominguez and Watkins, 2003). Similarly, Lindberg et al. (2016), 

identified the need for increased social and professional support among women, and Rhodes, (2009) 

focused on poverty alleviation by equipping women and children to be self-reliant. ICT was also used as a 

tool to tackle gender issues and reduce the gender divide (SPIDER, 2016; Wamala, 2012).  

Issues of gender equality and diversity regarding culture, societal minorities, disabilities and other 

marginalization in organisations and institutions and their effect for networking approaches, relating 

power struggles and injustices that arise, are not discussed in a comprehensive manner in network theory 

literature, but exist in niches. The few articles presented here give some hints. 

Older research contributions suggest that women’s networks differ substantially regarding composition 

and purpose which manifests in structural attributes accordingly. The composition, size and motivation, 

is the argument, contributing to (re)produce gender differences. For instance, networks as a result of 

having children along with the higher inclusion of kin makes women’s networks less useful for work 

contexts (Ibarra 1992, Aldrich and Moody 2000; Campbell 1988). The flow of information is less likely to 

support finding a job or starting own businesses, because kin networks tend to be fairly dense and local, 

with members closely connected and therefore to know the same information in the same geographic 

area (problem of homophily). Similarly, studies found gender differences also pervasive in organisational 

networks of women since women tend to belong to fewer organizations than men, while the organization 

also tend to be less focused on work-related activities (Booth 1972, McPherson et al.2001).  

Other studies claim to find evidence that major differences in the networks of female and male do not 

exist. They counter research suggesting that empiricist feminism have outplayed their role as approaches 

to the study of gender and networks in business settings. Narratives such as ‘entrepreneurs use social 

networks strategically’, ‘women are disadvantaged compared to men and therefore cannot network 

effectively’, ‘weak ties are the source of men's success; strong ties are women's drawback’ or ‘women are 

inherently relational’, are rejected as discursively limited with regard to both theory and method (e.g. 

Foss 2010). 

Latest developments of feminist movements and the multiplicity of female business networks can be 

viewed as reflexive responses to those different streams of analysis. However, research on latest explicitly 

gendered network formations is still scarce, in particular with regard to activities in technology-based 

ventures (Corrigan and Mills 2012; Hampton and McGowan 2009; Santos et al. 2019). 
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4. Discussion of Implications for Setting up the RRING Model 
The literature indicates that networks should not be seen as a silver bullet for all purposes. Across all 

managerial perspectives on networks authors emphasize the ambiguities inherent in network 

management and leadership in a context often characterized as complex and dynamic. Core challenges of 

making collaboration work in practice exist, in particular with regard to shared strategies and purpose 

within highly diversified networks. In particular, cross-sector collaborations are frequently failing to solve 

the challenges they tackle while increasing problems related to complexity (cp. Bryson et al. 2006). 

Negative consequences cannot become fully anticipated in complex interrelated associations, where 

changes may have unanticipated implications (Morcöl and Wachhaus 2009). 

Collaborations across organizations and domains, although an auspicious mechanism for addressing 

complex and diversified themes such as RRI do not come without inconsistencies, in fact they can create 

as well as solve problems. However, also other organizational formats involve limits and constraints. 

RRING network practitioners thus need to find an answer on the question whether the added benefits of 

the network form outweigh their challenges or limitations, and on which occasions. When establishing an 

inter-organizational network, it is not a decision whether at all but to which degree problems may be 

anticipated, how they can be managed or compensated. In other words, the very lens of potential 

challenges can be in fact a vehicle to promote the navigation for composition, governance and leadership 

of a network. The highly interrelated nature of a network, simultaneously, necessitates continuous 

monitoring and evaluation mechanisms from the very beginning of a network’s creation and also helps to 

anticipate and handle unintended implications. 

This review can only be an explorative investigation of possible determinants and interrelations that may 
inform the creation of the RRING network. It adopts a constructivist approach to network creation through 
stakeholders involved and suggests that perspectives, expectations and interests need to be appropriately 
articulated and discussed. Through the literature review it becomes obvious that different dimensions 
such as network evolution phases and the importance of sensitive and situated steering can be analytically 
differentiated but are highly intertwined. How a network can be developed and sustained is influenced 
by manifold interrelated aspects both regarding the inner network structure and activities as well as 
embedding and relation to the network environment and context. While certain network features and 
formations can be analytically distinguished and investigated it is important to emphasize that network 
functioning must be understood in its dynamic continuous (re)shaping nature. The assessment of success 
and effectiveness of a network is widely discussed in the literature, but forms a particularly interesting 
issue for sustainability- and RRI-related networks and multi-stakeholder initiatives. The possibilities, 
mechanisms and purpose to determine effectiveness of this sort of networks opens interesting avenues 
for future research. 
While the analytical focus, methodology and scope of interest in the different publications vary widely, 

similarities exist and a few issues may be distilled with regard to the RRING model making. The common 

issues that arose across the literature review, relevant for the formation and sustainable maintenance of 

the RRING network are discussed in the following.  

Network creation 

Does the RRING network need to be built starting from personal contacts? On the one hand, personal ties 

can assist in adding volume to the network, but might hinder engagement. This might also result in 

acquiring members that were already somehow connected through other networks. So, personal ties can 
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form a necessary link to engage in the RRING networks, but should be embedded appropriately from the 

outset and accompanied by reflections on the contribution. 

The type of governance and management mechanisms that can be adapted for the RRING model in order 

to be an effective network and identifying for whom it will be effective needs to be taken into 

consideration. It is therefore crucial to set clear goals to decide on the most appropriate governance 

structure - be it participant-governed, lead-organisation governed, or through an administrative 

organisation external to the network.  

Also, networks need to be governed and managed by discovering new tools to help people to find new 

knowledge in networked societies, it is interesting for the RRING network model to consider different 

types of networks with distinct capabilities. Larger networks like RRING will be better at acquiring 

resources but might find it difficult to keep them. Therefore, the intended perpetuity of RRING will need 

to take into account its large size. Another aspect of large network is to understand the relationship 

between the size and the complexity of structures on different levels as well as resulting information flows  

Another interesting perspective to consider is to create the RRING network as a network of networks 

structure, as exemplified in the SPIDER Network. This structure would allow for orchestrated coordination 

of existing or forming (sub)networks with specific relation of autonomy and dependence. In RRING, for 

instance regional hubs could form independent networks that become connected through a larger RRING 

community structure and held together by a common vision and a degree of joint actions. The hubs 

connecting members in turn could potentially complement and strengthen each other on a smaller scale, 

i.e. without abiding by an abstract supra network. 

Another possible structure is to envision the RRING model as an MSI, as MSIs are a sign of an emergent 

regulatory order that is governed but without an actual government. The rules that are set are not binding 

and voluntary and usually not enforced through management mechanisms (Mena and Palazzo, 2012).  

Management and Governance 

The development and growth of a network as emphasized before requires conscious facilitation by 

network managers, attending to network structure, carrying out essential management tasks and 

encouraging distributed leadership. For managers of organizations that are participants in the network, 

balancing the fundamental tension between the needs of the member organization and the needs of the 

network is important. 

Managing activities undertaken during the initial formation of the network, as well as during the network’s 

growth and development, will affect how the network matures, and how it will develop and render 

sustainable. The core early task role for network managers is to provide a foundation for network 

members to develop trusting relationships, to operate and to maintain the required flexibility for network 

members to interact, learn and work together on accomplishing network level tasks. In spite of what has 

been described as the natural tendency to resilience of the network structure, a key issue for a network 

administrative or lead organization is to resist imposing too much central control and to instead 

strengthen network resilience by encouraging members’ engagement and distribution of information and 

resources. 
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Members’ participation 

Another important aspect of maintaining a network is to keep the network members involved and 

motivated. It raises the question of what kind of incentives are needed for active commitment and 

different forms of participation within the RRING network. Organizational members come into the 

network with differing levels of status within the community, manifest in power imbalances. One way to 

tackle these issues, is to utilize a language that reinforces equality among members. Network managers 

should provide early and ongoing capacities that the interests of all members are being considered. 

Resources should be allocated to equalize power and manage conflict effectively. 

The capacity to work collaboratively also affects members’ participation. Organizational members may 

lack experience of working collaboratively because of organizational routines and organizational ways of 

practice. In this case, it is indispensable to cultivate a network culture or an own ‘network way of working’ 

by providing education on community building and collaboration to network members. However, a 

collaborative leadership style can contribute to co-creation. 

Participation is moreover influenced by how information and knowledge in networks is understood and 

used. Network knowledge is interactive and socially facilitated by the members of the network. Therefore, 

developing a common understanding of central visions and key practices is important. Shared 

understanding of information is crucial for the mobilization of knowledge towards a mutual network goal. 

A common language and understanding of information will also help to build the network culture. 

Similarly, providing an environment in which members are comfortable with open discussions and 

diverging perspectives as well as mechanisms for conflict resolution is critically important for ensuring 

participation. The global scope of RRING and the diversity of stakeholders’ interests makes the integration 

of information and knowledge a particularly difficult task and calls for specific efforts and organisation. It 

would also involve the tailoring and (re)evaluation of information diffusion according to practice 

communities’ and other subgroup collaboration levels. 

Effectiveness of the network 

Parameters to define the effectiveness of networks lay with the structure and the activities of the network 

and the capabilities to adapt to changing conditions and are therefore, very individual for each network. 

Moreover, the form of network governance employed, as well as the management of tensions are critical 

for explaining network effectiveness. 

However, activities within the formation, growth and development of networks will affect how networks 

develop and if a network’s development will be sustainable Moreover, the network’s effectiveness 

interferes with the resourcing, e.g. funding, but also other resources. If the network needs to bear more 

than it is resourced, it won’t be effective. On the other hand, also well-resourced and coordinated 

networks may still not be effective if an adequate quality of services is not assured. Ongoing evaluation is 

therefore crucial. The assessment of the effectiveness of the RRING network may be potentially guided 

by the set of questions drawn from Popp et al. (2014: 68), as displayed in the box below. 

Possible network evaluation questions   

• Does the network have a clear vision and goals that are understood and supported by all 

members? 

• Is the governance structure a good fit for this network?  

• Is the network appropriately resourced to do its work?  
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• Does the leadership style fit with what we know about effective network leadership?  

• Are important management tasks being attended to, and is the management focus evolving 

appropriately over time?  

• Is attention being paid to both the management of the network, and management in the 

network?  

• Does the network have both the internal and the external legitimacy it requires? 

• Is the network/relationship structure evolving as expected and contributing positively to the 

work of the network?  

• Is there an optimal mix of strong and weak ties among network members?  

• Are the linkages targeted and appropriate?  

• Is there trust among network members?  

• Are power differentials being recognized and addressed as appropriate?  

• Are there multiple levels of involvement? Is there a balance of stability and flexibility? 

Possible network evaluation questions drawn from Popp et al. (2014: 68) 

 
 

Gender and Diversity 

As a transversal issue that is part of the six RRI policy keys and the SDGs, gender equality holds a pivotal 

role for conceptualizing the RRING community. Gender related aspects may play out along all network 

dimensions explored; in concepts of networking, the initialization of networks, selection of members and 

activities, in management and governance mechanisms and also regarding the question how effective a 

network is able to operate. In the reviewed literature gender is discussed with respect to the mission or 

objective of a network and not explicitly as a particular structural asset in the design and activities of 

networks driving the impact. Lessons for the endeavour of forming a RRING community are therefore only 

limited and call for further research and in-depth studies, e.g. on empirical evidence on gendered peer 

effects or gender-related management capacities (e.g. quotas, organizational enablers for anchoring 

diversity and gender equality). 

In the formation of the RRING network gender and diversity aspects should nevertheless become 

mainstreamed and embedded in all development stages and activities. Crucial factors may be the 

composition of overall membership, but also the acquisition of diverse members in terms of gender, 

background, knowledge bases and challenges with RRI. Moreover, the well-balanced distribution of 

positions and tasks and respect for diverse motivations is crucial. Management activities need to be 

responsive not only to questions of what to do but also of how to act and achieve objectives. Gender and 

diversity integration may be critical for the formation and expansion of the RRING community, for its 

advantage towards other networks and the facilitation of innovative pathways. 
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5. Recommendations for the RRING Community 
The RRING network model needs to be constructed in an anticipatory recognition of complexity of both, 

the nature of RRI and the SDGs on the one hand, as well as the network as a form of coordination. As with 

anticipation in general, this has its limit since contingent futures cannot become fully anticipated. 

Nevertheless, several useful recommendations based on insights from the review are distilled. 

How to initiate and orchestrate the network? 

The development of the structure of a network needs sufficient provision of time for network processes 

to evolve. An ‘entrepreneurial orchestrator’ may assume the role to assemble organizations or 

individuals, mobilize them and contextualize issues, perhaps in concrete common projectivized activities. 

However, initial activities will create path dependencies: planning, designing and selecting the initial 

activities of a network will ultimately influence its ongoing development. 

Members are multiplex actors with different needs and expectations towards other members and the 

network as a whole. Managers or orchestrators should have detailed knowledge about mutual needs and 

multiple claims on each other's attention. A promising starting point for the formation of the RRING 

network would be to base initial activities on similar interests before perpetuating over time through 

network routines. 

The structure should emerge in interaction with members' needs with space for responsiveness towards 

new needs, expectations and context conditions. In particular, the initiation should give priority to 

flexibility over stability. 

In particular, in the phase of network initiation, networking is associated with a series of new 

requirements and tasks for the organisations involved: 

• an orchestrating body should be determined  

• suitable partners must be found; 

• different interests and expectations need to be reconciled; 

• suitable working forms and methods need to be set up; 

• network-supporting infrastructures need to be created; 

• rules for collaboration and cooperation agreements need to be defined; 

• trust between the cooperation partners needs to be build and continuously developed 

• occasions for serendipitous encounters should be established to prevent group routines  

 

What is the purpose of the network? 

The purpose or function(s) will impact the role that network managers need to adopt in establishing the 

network culture that will support envisioned network functions. The function also forms a significant 

indicator for the evaluation of effectiveness.  

Focal functions that are worth taking into account for RRING to provide support to its members in order 

to leverage already existing activities through attempts of interlinking formerly unconnected protagonists. 
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Information diffusion and knowledge exchange is utilized for different purposes and with more or less 

active participation of network members. It can be organised in a centralized way or emerges between 

network members. However, the appropriate flow and dissemination of information as the central 

function of the network concomitantly affects its legitimacy. directionality and the intensity of 

connections between network members crucially affect the process of information dissemination, and 

should become adequately structured and transparently formalized (over time). 

The degree to which a network successfully enables to leverage different stocks of knowledge is a central 

indicator of network performance. The challenge for network practitioners and managers lies in co-

producing new knowledge tailored to address a common mission, while enabling the uptake and 

contextualization of this new knowledge.   

Network learning can be considered as an internal resource to advance a network. The more learning 

capacity, the more likely the creation of information and knowledge that the network can exploit. 

 

 

Which kind of governance and management mechanisms could be adapted for the RRING 

model? 

Management mechanisms should be sensitive towards the purpose and function of the network, thereby 

affecting the effectiveness and sustainability of the network. 

As a most likely mandated network, RRING needs collaboration between the mandating actor (UNESCO 
or the European Union) and initial community members to design a form of initial organisation to 
coordinate actions, e.g. in form of a project. This initial set up stage can lead to a change in rules, incentives 
and interactions to be used in the further implementation and in the operating mode. In the 
operating/implementation mode relationships between organisations need to be continuously managed.  

For the RRING network, a model governance by a lead agency within the network, or by a network 

administrative organisation external to the network should be considered. The complex and polyphonic 

nature of a global network like RRING, would not unfold enough incentives for unfragmented consensual 

shared governance model. A mixture of decentralized and centralized governance should be considered 

to accommodate the scale of the network. 

However, a network of networks approach can be considered to be integrated into the RRING network, 

in particular at a later more mature stage. 

Network Managers can control the setting, but should be aware of the risk of over-engineering. 

Structures need to be flexible in the beginning, and will formalize over the course of development. An 

important preliminary task, however, is to employ constant feedback loops to help network members 

become comfortable with the ambiguity and horizontal nature of the network. 
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How to tackle cultural diversity? 

It will be crucial how a global RRING network will tackle the context of different cultures across different 

institutions in different geographical areas worldwide. Culture also implicates the way that network 

members with different organisational and political contexts will communicate and collaborate. For an 

inter-organisational network of global scope such as RRING it is useful to understand the historical and 

cultural specificities that play a role in and for the network. This will also affect how different members 

across the globe prefer to participate and commit, but also the challenges that may occur due to cultural 

differences. 

Challenges that need to be considered to derive a global network model for RRI/SDGs are the diversity of 

stakeholders, culture, and interpretations of RRI (each influencing the other). How RRI is understood 

across different institutions, problem fields and institutional settings will become important. Similarly, an 

ongoing discussion needs to be facilitated on what can hold as a common vision, mission and objective 

that guides the governance of the RRING network. 

 

Gender and diversity in the RRING community 

As a transversal issue that is part of the six RRI policy keys and the SDGs, gender equality holds a pivotal 

role for conceptualizing the RRING community. Gender and diversity integration may be critical for the 

formation and expansion of the RRING community, for its advantage towards other networks and the 

facilitation of innovative pathways. However, differences in experiences and understanding of gender 

equality may need to be facilitated in the different RRING geographies. 

Membership acquisition should be inclusive of gender, ethnicity, disabilities, professional background, 

knowledge bases and challenges with RRI. In the formation of the RRING network gender and diversity 

aspects should become mainstreamed and embedded in all development stages and activities. 

Management activities need to be responsive not only to questions of what to do but also of how to act 

and achieve objectives. Central formal positions should include gender equality mechanisms such as 

quotas or dual leadership. Tasks should be distributed with consideration of gender equality and diversity. 

 

How to evaluate the Network? 

Structure and activities of the network need to be continuously monitored in order to establish 

capabilities to adapt to changing conditions Ongoing evaluation is therefore crucial. The assessment of 

the effectiveness of the RRING network may be inspired by the following questions: 

• Does the network have a clear vision and goals that are understood and supported by all 

members? 

• Is the governance structure a good fit for this network?  

• Is the network appropriately resourced to do its work?  

• Does the leadership style fit with what we know about effective network leadership?  

• Are important management tasks being attended to, and is the management focus evolving 

appropriately over time?  
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• Is attention being paid to both the management of the network, and management in the 

network?  

• Does the network have both the internal and the external legitimacy it requires? 

• Is the network/relationship structure evolving as expected and contributing positively to the 

work of the network?  

• Is there an optimal mix of strong and weak ties among network members?  

• Are the linkages targeted and appropriate?  

• Is there trust among network members?  

• Are power differentials being recognized and addressed as appropriate?  

• Are there multiple levels of involvement? Is there a balance of stability and flexibility? 
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1 Introduction and Rational: Challenges in setting up a Global 

RRI Network 
The RRING project seeks to set up a RRING community network and align Responsible Research and 

Innovation (RRI) to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a global common denominator, based 

on the latest theory and real-world success stories. The RRING community network aims to be a 

collaborative type network and effectively mobilize, promote and disseminate the mutual learning and 

collaboration in RRI, and advance SDGs globally. A community network offers a powerful base for actions. 

It helps to strengthen coordination and communication between the growing stakeholders. It also helps 

to promote shared behaviours and increases the chances for shared action and therefore, creates the 

potential for a bigger footprint and impact. All of the partners have committed to continued membership 

of RRING network post project.   

In order to ensure the success of the overall goal, T7.1 was aimed at identifying the best of breed self-

sustaining networks and platforms and establishing State of the Art Network praxis. Various networks, 

although founded on good principles and objectives, experience difficulties in their operation. According 

to the review (Part A), many factors may contribute to these challenges. Challenges may arise from the 

diversity of members, whose operations in their respective countries and organizations differ. Another 

challenge may arise from relying on volunteers to run the network. If meetings are virtual much of the 

time, or if the funding model is not fit for purpose, it can be challenging to sustain the model and achieve 

success. These challenges were revealed as contributing factors for the difficulties experienced in setting 

up and maintaining networks. However, previous RRI project reviews, while noting problems, were limited 

in recommendations and no formal research has been conducted to understand the requirements for 

successful, independent RRI networks. The gap between known challenges, lack of best practice 

recommendations, and the RRING project’s needs, constitute our learning edge for the creation of the 

RRING Community network.  

The SoA review of existing networks was completed by studying various self-sustaining, independent 

networks whose methods, structure and functioning could be learnt from and implemented in the 

development of the RRING Community network. This investigation proceeded by joining together various 

network researchers and network practitioners, who together brought their expertise in the latest 

theories, research and experiences of networks to this review.  A diverse range of networks were reviewed 

to learn about the best practices in the state of the art to help inform a future RRING network, with a goal 

of uncovering best practices towards a sustainable network and supporting growth in expertise and 

experience beyond the lifeline of the project.   

1 Approach to Networks Best Practice Investigation 
The goal of the networks review was to determine the more promising practices among leading and 

successful networks, so as to be able to inform the next phase of the project: the trial implementation of 

a sustainable RRING network model. However, as reported above in Part A, our review of literature 

revealed insight into key characteristics of existing network types, but not a definitive guide to 

implementation. We were thus impelled to consider and decide what RRI content might be relevantly 

matched to which characteristics of networks. We did not find previous studies that could practically guide 



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

38 
 

us in creating a network model. As a result, we initiated a second phase (Part B) to explore implementation 

models. To do so, we called on the many partners of this section of the project, as indicated above.  

We initiated our search for exemplary models based on information relevant to the type of network we 

intend to create, which is a professional international network, which would also be an inter-

organisational network. Based on our review of theory and published work, as described above in Part A, 

we discarded non-relevant network types such as “dark networks” which operate unseen in the dark web. 

We also discarded informal network types. There are examples of informal networks that have been highly 

effective in connecting members in a sustained manner, such as activist movements or support 

communities. However, while effective for their purposes, our members will operate in at least a partially 

funded environment. After reviewing options, the decision was made to focus on large scale, transnational 

networks that approximate the type of professional associations that might be similar to our intended 

network.  

In designing our search, we also considered diversity of conditions that networks operate within across 

the globe. In considering best practice models, we had to address different cultural or contextual ways 

that networks might interact with different industry or public sector organization, different conditions of 

funding, and varying structures of connection between industry, research and citizen engagement. We 

also considered how to prioritize equity issues, so that our network did not reflect or recreate the power 

and privilege differences that already exists.  

We also looked very closely at various networks recommended to us for key characteristics or successful 

organizational approaches. Most notably, the Latin American and Caribbean Network for the 

Popularization of Science and Technology (RedPOP), which focuses on citizen engagement, or science by 

and for the public and seemed highly relevant. RedPOP, which is a research and science network in the 

Latin American and Caribbean UNESCO group, describes itself as “an interactive network, which brings 

together centres and programs for the popularization of science and technology.” The directors were very 

generous in giving us guided insight into their network practices. We also considered goals rather than 

process in searching for promising network practices that would support RRI. We also considered output 

as we explored additional sustained and vibrant networks. These recommended networks led us to 

consider the unique nature of RRI, which engages the public, industry, science, and governance. None of 

the recommended networks had this particular span of sectors. Thus, while our review was very helpful 

for guiding us think about what characteristics to include, it also led us to consider the unique nature of 

RRI, which is a comprehensive cross-sector engagement.   

In August of 2018, four months after our project started, our consideration of the characteristics, practical 

aspects, diversity and RRI pillars led us to decide that we would focus on a case-based approach, as there 

was no single framework that would give us a list of characteristics to compare.  

2.1 Network stakeholder types selection 
As described in the RRING grant proposal, there are eight categories of networks stakeholders relevant 

to RRI. These stakeholder type categories were the foundation of the range and types of networks that 

we selected were relevant and comprehensive to RRI. See Figure 2: Eight Network Stakeholder Types.  
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2.2 Desktop case reviews selection 
Sampling phase and approach 

Our approach to case selection was exploratory, and intended to gather examples from existing networks 

to illustrate best practices. To identify promising networks, partners were asked to suggest potential 

network associations for case study. We sought examples that represented diverse types of network 

characteristics (See Part A, Figure 2, Eight Network Characteristics) as well as stakeholders relevant to RRI. 

Inclusion /exclusion criteria: 

• Represented important protagonists closely related to RRI 

• Relatively stable (sustainable),  

• Large (reflective of our global aspirations),  

• Regionally diverse (reflective of partners),  

• Sector- and discipline-diverse (reflective of many areas of innovation and research) 

• Deliberately favouring excellence in gender and diversity inclusion.   

We asked lead partners to seek out and suggest cases that would match the case selection list.  

One of the strengths of this section of overall RRING project is the diversity of partners, and within this 

section, or work package, there were initially 16 formal institutional partners, plus advisors, spanning 11 

time zones and covering three continents. The Middle East, China and India were initially not represented, 

though we continued to reach out and were successful in identifying some cases from these regions. We 

also had partners who themselves were connected to various networks, and so indirectly we had good 

connections to Latin America and the Caribbean, central Africa, and some parts of the Middle East. It must 

also be pointed out that most of these partners and the individuals within them were connected to many 

partners and included individuals who were with research funding organizations (RFO), research 

performing organizations (RPO), and public sector organizations (UNESCO, ICoRSA, Vitae). 

Our diverse partners helped ensure that our search for networks was comprehensive. Partners included 

stakeholders from research, civil society, in policy and public decision-making roles, education and 

business. Across all the reviewers, diverse types of organizations were represented, too. These included: 

four foundations, ten science centres, four universities and research centres, a science research centre, a 

Figure 1 Eight Network Stakeholder Types 

 

Eight Network Stakeholder Types 

1. Networks Stemming from a Project 
2. Nongovernmental Organization (NGO) Networks 
3. Policy Networks 
4. Research Performing Organization (RPO) Networks 
5. Research Funding Organization (RFO) Networks 
6. Research Support Networks 
7. Virtual Networks 
8. Spin Out Company or SME based Networks 
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chamber of commerce and a technological partner, plus six related European networks. Together, these 

partners had relevant experience in all different aspects of Responsible Research and Innovation (see 

Table 6). 

Table 6. Partners who Participated in Case Selection  

Section Partners who Participated in Case Selection  

Germany  Fraunhofer Institute 

Paris   UNESCO  

Ireland   University County Cork  

South Africa  National Research Foundation   

Ukraine   State Fund for Fundamental Research  

Italy   National Research Council  

Ireland   International Consortium of Research Staff Associations  

UK  De Montfort University  

Lithuania   University of Vilnius   

UK  VITAE 

Netherlands  Wageningen University   

Germany  Rhine-Waal University   

Japan   Meiji University Educational Foundation  

Netherlands  Stichting Katholieke Uniersiteit   

Spain  University of Madrid   

Serbia   Centrar ZA Promociju Nauke   

UK Bradford University (Advisory) 

 

After our best attempt at a full list that met all our stakeholder types was assembled, the proposed cases 

were vetted and discussed by the T7.1 team, as a group. The network partners helped review and 

determine which networks might be the most promising, relevant, and representative of diversity and 

inclusive of diverse interests, stakeholders and types of structures. Our selection was led, though, by an 

interest in successful networks, so we searched for long-standing and well-respected networks known for 

achieving their aims. Where we had gaps in types of networks or network characteristics, we conducted 

extensive desktop searches for appropriate networks using the network category title as the search term. 

The final sample reflects a purposive selection of suitable networks (see Table 7).
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Table 7 The 8 Eight Network Categories, the names of associations under each category, and the RRING Partner Researcher* (RR) who conducted the Desktop Review 

1. Networks 
stemming from 
projects 

2. NGO networks 3. Policy 
networks 

4. RPO networks 5. RFO networks 6. Research 
support networks 

7. Virtual 
networks 

8. Spinouts or 
SME 

Association 
name 

RR* Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR Association 
name 

RR 

RRI Tools 
(FP7) (1) CATALYST (1) UNESCO (4) EUA (5) NSF (4) Vitae (8) ORBIT  (5) EBN (10) 

ProGReSS (1) PORTIA (1) NASAC  (4) PAU (5) NRF (4) WFSJ  (11) SPIDER (5) ESN (10) 

HEIRRI (1) ICoRSA  (1) IAP (4) AAU (5) ESF  (2)  
Gender 
Summit (3) LEAP (3) 

Mom-
preneurs (10) 

New-
HoRRIzon (1) PARSUK (1) TWAS (4) EARTO  (2) CEI (3) 

Gendered 
Innovation (3) WeGate (3) Geekettes (10) 

Scientix (1) ECSITE (6) CAST (4)     IFS (2)    

Gender 
Portal  (3) GSEN (10) 

    WISE (3)                         

N = 5  N = 6  N = 5  N = 4  N = 5  N = 4  N = 5  N = 5  

*RR = (RRING Partner Researcher):  (1) ICoRSA; (2) CPN; (3) University of Bradford (UNIBRAD); (4) NRF; (5) DMU;  (6) CPN; (7) NRF; (8)  VITAE; (9) WFSJ; 

(10) Fraunhofer Institute (FRAUN); (11) WFSJ.
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2.3 Desktop case reviews method and questions 
We conducted desktop reviews of all the screened in cases, to explore nine questions that comprised our 

framework for review of each network. The desktop case reviews were designed to enable comparison 

between the diverse network characteristics. Network types were assigned to lead partners, and each 

partner was asked to complete the questions for the networks that they reviewed within the network 

type category. Information (data) for the Desktop reviews was taken from publicly available sources, 

including annual reports, websites and other public documents. In some cases, the reviewer was familiar 

with the network and could access some more recent information from newsletters or other member 

communications.  

Framework for desktop review 

Nine desktop review questions were developed, based on the 8 thematic characteristics identified in Part 

A or as integral to our aims.  

1. Which pillar of RRI does the network fit into?  

2. Does the network have an objective, vision mission and strategy? 

3. Does the network have a management structure and a management plan? Please describe. 

4. Does the network have a membership model, what are the types of members? 

5. Does the network have a funding model? Please describe. 

6. Does the network have a published budget, and 5 years projections? Please describe. 

7. Does the network have a 5 years roadmap and GANTT timelines? Please provide example 

and describe. 

8. Does the network have a risk plan and mitigation plan? Please describe. 

9. Does the network have an implementation plan for its strategy? Please describe. 

The results of desktop reviews revealed a need to understand more about details of operation, or about 

reasons that networks selected certain structures or approaches. We therefore designed another next 

step, which was to conduct interviews with networks leaders or staff.   

2.4 Interviews selection  
One organization (network) was chosen from each type of networks that was included in the desktop 

review. Exclusion criteria resulted from our review: for example, we found that some organizations that 

sounded promising, but did not have enough of the parameters we were interested in. Other 

organizations were complex examples that more closely approximated what we were interested.  

In addition to meeting technical criteria related to network characteristics, our final selection of cases for 

interviewing reflected our interest in emerging science and scientists, our interest in diversity, and our 

interests in science innovation, diplomacy and education.  However, we had important gaps, as we will 

note in the discussion of the methodology limitations. A final list of institutions/networks taking part in 

the interview stage is listed below. Although the key informants who were interviewed held diverse roles, 

they were selected based on their central knowledge of the organization and ability to answer the 

questions, based on experience and longevity with the organization. The range of informants was wide 

and is indicated below.  
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1. Catalyst Project:  http://catalyst-fp7.idea.kmi.open.ac.uk 

“The CATALYST partnership is a unique combination composed of 8 experienced 

organisations offering complementary skills and a longstanding experience in … collective 

intelligence tools,… as open source solutions, to any interested communities.....The 

Consortium includes five community partners engaged daily in curating very large online 

communities on social innovation and citizen engagement platforms concerned with 

social and environmental practices and participatory democratic processes.” 

(Interviewee: Senior Source) 

2. Vitae: https://www.vitae.ac.uk/about-us  

“Vitae is the global leader in supporting the professional development of researchers, 

experienced in working with institutions as they strive for research excellence, innovation 

and impact.”  

(Interviewee: UK-based Senior Source.) 

3. European Business Network: https://ebn.eu/  

“EBN is a network of around 150 quality-certified EU|BICs (business and innovation 

centres) and 70 other organisations that support the development and growth of 

innovative entrepreneurs, start-ups and SMEs. EBN is also a community of professionals 

whose day-to-day work helps these businesses to grow in the most effective, efficient and 

sustainable way.”  

(Interviewee: Senior Source.)  

4. National Postdoctoral Association (NPA): https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/  

“Working in collaboration with the entire research community, the NPA envisions 

changing the culture of those individuals and institutions engaged in the U.S. research 

enterprise so that the contributions of postdoctoral scholars are fully valued and 

recognized.” (US focused)  

(Interviewee: Senior Source.)  

5. Scientix:  http://www.scientix.eu/about 

“Scientix is “the community for science education in Europe.” It began with a conference 

in Brussels in May 2011.  It “promotes and supports a Europe-wide collaboration among 

STEM (science, technology, engineering and maths) teachers, education researchers, 

policymakers and other STEM education professionals.” (Interviewee: Senior Source.) 

6. SPIDER:  https://spidercenter.org/networks  

“Spider is an independent public centre for information & communication technologies 

(ICT). The main focus is the digitalization of international development. With innovative 

programmes in Africa, Asia and Latin America, SPIDER coordinates multilateral 

funding/investments and offer tailored professional development and capacity building 

through its global networks to any organisation and company that aims to bring about 

the Sustainable Development Goals through the use of ICT. What makes SPIDER unique is 

the global network of partners who inform, invest in, manage and carry out research in 

our programmes, effectively driving digital international development in innovative 

ways.” (Interviewee: Senior Source.) 

  

http://catalyst-fp7.idea.kmi.open.ac.uk/
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/about-us
https://ebn.eu/
https://ebn.eu/eu-bic-certification
https://ebn.eu/the-ebn-ecosystem
https://ebn.eu/?p=ebncommunity
https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/
http://www.scientix.eu/about
https://spidercenter.org/networks
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7. UNESCO: https://en.unesco.org/about-us/introducing-unesco  

“UNESCO is the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. It seeks 

to build peace through international cooperation in Education, the Sciences and Culture. 

UNESCO's programmes contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable Development 

Goals defined in Agenda 2030, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2015.”  

(Interviewee: Senior Source on policies related to RRI.) 

8. EARTO Network: https://www.earto.eu/about-earto/  

“Founded in 1999, the European Association of Research and Technology Organisations 

(EARTO) promotes research and technology organizations (RTOs) and represents their 

interest in Europe. EARTO network counts over 350 RTOs in more than 20 countries. 

EARTO members represents 150,000 of highly-skilled researchers and engineers 

managing a wide range of innovation infrastructures.”  

(Interviewee: Senior European Source.) 

2.5 Interview questions 
The goal of conducting interviews was to deepen our understanding of the complexity behind data 

collected in the desktop reviews. The results of the desktop review were comprehensive enough to 

indicate that there was no need to add nor to delete any topic area. As a result, the questions for the 

interviews were consistent with the 9 characteristics that informed the desktop review. However, the 

questions were adapted to build on what was already known, and we added questions about the role of 

the informant, including their own membership in the organization.  

In addition to the questions, the framework for the interviews including the focus on RRI, was established 

in the participation guidance and consent letter, as indicated here:  

This interview would form part of the EU Horizon 2020 ‘Responsible Research and Innovation 

Networking Globally’ (RRING) project, which seeks to promote mutual learning and 

collaboration through the association of ‘Responsible Research and Innovation’ (RRI) practices 

around the globe in the form of a network. RRI is an approach that seeks to transform research 

and innovation to anticipate and assess potential impacts and societal expectations, with the 

aim of strategically fostering inclusive and sustainable research and innovation.  In order to 

allow us to build an international knowledge network we want to learn from experiences of 

network managers. We are seeking for insights about what is important to consider for creating 

a network, what makes a successful network and which kind of challenges we may face. 

Question Topics  

The interview questions were based on a compacted form of the 7 thematic characteristics from Part A. 

1. Interviewee’s self-perceived role 

2. Information on network background and context 

3. Network model  

4. Membership model  

5. Challenges and problems with the network  

6. Network funding model  

7. Governance – management structure 

https://en.unesco.org/about-us/introducing-unesco
https://www.earto.eu/about-earto/
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Sub-questions, or “probes” were developed based on the review of network theory in Task T7.1. The final 

list totalled 32 questions which were designed to explore these seven topics in semi-structured interviews 

with network managers or directors (see Appendix 7.2 for the full set of guiding questions). Notably, the 

membership questions also invited the interviewees to reflect on their own commitment by asking them 

if they were members of their own networks.  The term “member” was not defined for participants, 

inviting them, instead, to use their own references.  All the questions were semi-structured, meaning that 

participants were directed to particular topics of discussion, but then were invited to be free in their 

responses.  

2.6 Codebook Development and Analytic Approach 
The primary driving focus for the analysis were the project objectives. As a result, the coding process 

involved a deductive approach to the analysis, searching for evidence or patterns pertaining to the 

objectives. To fit this approach, a content analysis was conducted, first focussing on which codes 

(categories) occurred most often. In total, 540 excerpts were identified as referring to a category within 

the codebook. Approximately 71 codes were developed and applied per interview. A detailed codebook 

description was developed for each code including definitions and examples for each code, to help 

maintain consistency in coding and analysis.  See the Appendix 7.3 for a brief list of the codes, and the full 

analytic report for the codebook definitions and examples.  

The codes were tested on one interview transcript, and the coding was compared between two coders to 

ensure that the codebook was sufficiently clear that it could be applied by a range of coders. All eight 

interview transcripts were then coded using the confirmed codebook. Interview 4 could not be completely 

coded, as the interview recording file was corrupted partway through. 

The coded material was collated and reviewed to identify themes and important elements and dimensions 

for each category. The team received reports and there were sub-team discussions as the analysis 

progressed. The findings were developed based on the recurrence and relevance of themes and opinions 

derived from the project objectives.  

2.7 Reflections on Strengths and Limitations of the Approach to Investigation 
The approach was an exploratory methodology centred on examining functioning network cases.  

Karmilla-Kamana and Othman (2016) state that “Case study research is defined as ‘an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially when 

the boundaries between phenomenon and context is not clearly evident’ (Yin 2009, p. 18).”4,5 Yin is a 

widely respected proponent of case methodology and he describes case study as inclusive of multiple data 

sources, including quantitative and qualitative data that provide a comprehensive concept of the 

phenomena being investigated. Karmilla-Kamana and Othman (2016) recommend using triangulation of 

multiple data sources to enhance validity.  

Our iterative investigation created multiple check points and utilized the diverse expertise of the partners 

to confirm our selections, giving us multiple points with which to trust our process. We had the advantage 

of being able to draw on the expertise of our own diverse partners, who are well-connected, informed, 

and skilled. Our initial broad within-project consultation, which also tapped our partners own networks, 

 
4 Karmilla Kamana, Z., & Othman, Z. (2016). Validity, reliability and triangulation inc case mtudy method: An 
experience. Paper presented at the Qualitative Research Conference (QRC) 2016 Penang, Malaysia. 
5 Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (3rd ed. Vol. 5). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
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generated healthy debate, as we drew on a broad range of knowledge to challenge our selections of cases 

and the approach to case selection. This debate gave us assurance that our final selections were relevant 

to many concerns and interests.  

 

The desktop review was a good test of our initial selections. We refined our concepts as we conducted 

and examined the results of the review. Again, the results helped us confirm relevance of our selections, 

but also helped us understand what is and is not known about networks. We found many gaps in publicly 

available information, which we suspect reflects actual gaps in systematic processes of internal planning, 

as networks are diverse and often non-hierarchical structures.  

The interviews, helped us to understand some complexities in more depth, and again helped to confirm 

our selection of cases and relevant characteristics. Finally, an external subcontractor developed a 

codebook and conducted a content analysis, which helped establish internal consistency in our analysis.  

As Flyvbjerg6 states, case studies cannot be taken as generalizable findings. Flybjerg argues that cases 

provide us instead, with instances, or “stories” that we learn from, and as we learn and internalize the 

conclusions, we may apply the lessons to our own contexts. Thus, case studies rely on us, as a learning 

community, to evolve the lessons or shared knowledge. Our partners within RRING constitute part of this 

learning community.  

 

2 Brief Overview of Desktop Review Results 
A total of 35 networks were reviewed and as described above, the desktop reviews were conducted by 

13 of the consortium partners. The diversity of the partners ensured that the network selection and review 

had a global perspective in both networks reviewed and perspectives on results. 

As described above (see Figure 2 Eight Network Stakeholder Types) the networks were grouped into 

stakeholder type categories as proposed and tasked to this Workpackage (WP7). The stakeholder 

categories represent key participants that link from research to innovation. The results of the review is 

intended to be of value for the future RRING network model structure.  

2.1 Summary of desktop review results 
The desktop review was aimed at answering the 9 questions for the desktop review research tool, as 

reviewed above. This tool comprised of the following 9 questions, as described above in 2.3 Desktop case 

review questions. The questions were set in such a way that they encouraged conversation, so that it 

would be possible to get extensive information on the networks. The ranged of results are presented 

below under the question headings, and the lessons learned are presented in Section 4.  

 

  

 
6 Bent Flyvbjerg, "Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research, "Qualitative Inquiry, vol. 12, no. 2, April 
2006, pp. 219-245. 
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Question 1: Which pillar of RRI does the network fit into? 
Over 30 of the networks respond to at least one of the RRI pillars, each. The RRI pillars are: STEM 

education, ethics and integrity, gender equality, inclusive public engagement and  sustainable research. 

Question 2: Does the network have an objective vision, mission and strategy 
The networks reviewed have clear mission and vision statements clearly defined, and for, most of them 

there is a clear objective. Although not clearly stated, the strategy is implied through the vision, mission 

and objective statements. At the heart of these networks, the goal is improving the science and research 

space so that it is one that is more inclusive and progressive. The goals involve seeking transformation, in 

research and innovation, in addressing gender inequality in society and the workplace, or sharing of 

knowledge amongst various stakeholders, and the education of people. As a result, the visions and 

missions reflected the value of collaborations and partnerships for improvements in research and 

innovation field, with most importantly, improvement of the societies in which all of these networks exist 

and influence. 

Question 3: Does the network have a management structure and a management plan? Please 

describe? 

Twenty-seven out of the 35 networks reviewed have a clearly defined management structure and plan. 

For these 27 networks the Committee Management structure is implemented. The types of members in 

the committee management structure vary across the networks. However, the typical structures 

consisted of a board of directors, an advisory board, and staff members. Some networks had formal 

executive positions including a president, vice president, secretary general, treasurer, council members 

and ex-officio member(s) which were selected every few years. For others, the committee consisted of a 

CEO and or/chairman and a board of trustees and/or board of directors, etc. Although the committee 

management structure was the most prevalent management structure, even though different types of 

committees are formed, there seems to be a trend: the networks run via a committee management 

structure prove to be working exceptionally well because responsibilities and roles are clearly defined for 

each member or group and in that way, responsibility is split and work is carried out efficiently and more 

effectively. 

Question 4: Does the network have a membership model, what are the types of members? 

The membership model used for a large percentage of these networks is one consisting of various 

stakeholders and actors who are allowed to join the network either through a payment method or non-

paying model. There is almost a 50/50 split whereby in some the joining fee is free of charge and the 

others there is a paying structure, and instances whereby one network offers both types of joining 

services. For those practicing the non-payment method, joining could be as easy as just signing up on the 

network’s website and thereafter instantly gain access to all the member benefits. An example of the non-

paying model is seen from SCIENTIX, anyone can become a member on the public profile directory and it 

is free to register. The directory can be searched from any search engine and the members can contact 

each other either on SCIENTIX chat or on the SCIENTIX MATCH-MAKING TOOL. 

The paying model is widely used by these networks, where payment is split into two types; for some 

organisations there is a once off joining fee and others have annual subscriptions, the annual subscriptions 

can be paid as a lump sum on a date stipulated by the network, or the payment scan be split into four 

equal quarterly instalments, as is currently done with the NSF network. 
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Some of these networks offer their membership through free and premium membership models, these 

types of membership models give each member a different type of experience, influence and benefits 

depending on the chosen model/plan.  An example of this can be seen from the ESNW network;  

The European Start-up Network Websites offer registered Members two options:  

•  A free private limited profile (Membership in the free limited profile is hereinafter referred to as 

“Free Membership”), and 

• A private paid full profile (Membership in the paid full profile is hereinafter referred to as 

“Premium Membership”). 

In order to register for a Membership, Members must apply for registration by completing the registration 

procedure on the European Start-up Network Website. 

The WISE network takes it a step further by dividing the paying models into four categories: online, core, 

premium and strategic membership.  Below is a graphic representation for the difference between the 

four types of membership. 

This ultimately helps find the various activities and objectives of the network. Networks can have Affiliated 

Organisations as partners; examples are Academies, Research Councils, Universities, Governmental 

Agencies, and others around the world, and most of the networks refer to them as Affiliated 

Organisations.  The inclusion of various actors in the field and in society allows the network a diverse 

range of opinion and views, and therefore ensures all actors of society are included in the decision making. 

The best part of these various types of members is the collaborations between various countries and 

continents, and this unifies all the nations in bringing together their best minds and best expertise in 

solving the common world problems and knowledge sharing.  Some of the other best practices to note 

are that the majority of these networks also allow for both individuals and institutional membership, 

which is very prevalent in all of the networks reviewed. This ensures that all actors are given the 

opportunity and platform, regardless of their affiliation.  

Question 5: Does the network have a funding model? Please describe. 

There are various types of funding models found in these networks; but most of them have multiple 

funding streams, with funding being sourced from: 

• membership fees,  

• projects,  

• professional services,  

• annual conferences,  

• grants,  

• donations, etc. 

The networks stemming from the network category ‘project’ all have Horizon2020 as their main funder. 

This is expected for this category of networks given their implementation is based on previous findings 

from H2020 funded projects. A maximum of two of the networks reviewed rely solely on government 

funding. This method, although very helpful, can be limiting in that the funding is very limited and 

restricted, and one stream of income can be very detrimental and life threatening for any network or 
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project. The best practices to copy from are those using multiple streams of funding as they enable 

diversity in opinion, membership and activities and reach.   

Question 6: Does the network have a published budget, and 5 years projections? Please describe. 

A total of only 11 of the 35 networks have published their budget and 5 years projections. This is an aspect 

that most networks overlook and somehow underestimate. For these that have published this 

information, the budget allocation is clearly stipulated and a breakdown shown. This applies to the 5 years 

projections as well. 

Question 7: Does the network have a 5 years roadmap and Gantt timelines? Please provide and 

describe. 

Only about eight networks have a clearly defined 5 years roadmap and Gantt timelines.  For these 8 these 

are clearly stipulated in the organisation’s annual performance plans and are easily accessible to the public 

through their website. The trend amongst these is that these 8 networks rely on grants from government 

and private sector, so one can deduce that it is mandatory that they provide such plans and financials. 

Although not widely practiced, it is worthy to note that the planning and provision of the roadmap and 

Gantt timetables helps the networks plan their work properly, and with proper preparation they can easily 

achieve their objectives with a structured plan which then guides all members of the networks and helps 

keep track of their goals and how well they are actually achieving them. 

Question 8: Does the network have a risk plan and mitigation plan? Please describe. 

Thirty-three of the reviewed networks do not have a publicly posted risk and mitigation plan. This means 

that only 4 networks have published these plans. Even in the posted material, there was not a lot of 

information available for summary. The lack of information might reflect a preference not to publish this 

information in the public domain. 

Question 9: Does the network have an implementation plan for its strategy? Please describe. 

Only 2 out of the 35 reviewed networks have an implementation plan focusing on the various areas they 

specialise in. The implementation plans are aligned with the network’s strategic goals and objectives. This 

plan is published annually on the website. 

Summary  

Many of questions we were interested in could not be answered with the desktop review. The absence of 

many indicators of interest is itself a point of recommendation, in that to increase transparency and 

encourage engagement, it would be helpful for networks to present the information that was highlighted 

as relevant.  

  



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

50 
 

3 Best Practices and Key Lessons  
The second phase of data collection focused on filling the gaps in our understanding through interviews 

with one network within each key stakeholder category, as described above. Eleven best practices are 

presented first, balanced between those that emerged from the data and those that are important to 

the RRING project. We also present four key lessons, which reflect important aspects of the overall 

mission and vision of networks.  The frequency of occurrence in the content analysis is presented below. 

 

4.1 Best Practices  Frequency 
of 
occurrence 

4.1.1 Building a network community to foster commitment 27 

4.1.2 Clear distribution of tasks, roles and responsibilities within networks 26 

4.1.3 Regular communication + engagement amongst network members 21 

4.1.4 Establishing clear goals and direction from the start 20 
4.1.5 Monitoring and evaluation within networks widely 

discussed 

4.1.6 Risk analysis and mitigation planning in networks 7 
4.1.7 Financial sustainability 30 

4.1.8 Long term views/goals 18 

4.1.9 Gender and wider social/demographic inclusion 14 

4.1.10 Respect for national/cultural differences in the context of international 
growth 

12 

4.1.11 Shared interests, goals and motivation 13 

4.2 Key Lessons  

4.2.1 Develop shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts * 

4.2.2 Developing synergies and complementarity between network members * 

4.2.3 Developing member selection, application and review processes * 

4.2.4 Transfer from research/theory into practice for network * 

* no frequencies are reported in the assessment 

3.1 Best Practices for Developing Networks 
The best practices in developing networks are summarized and discussed in this section. The first five 

practices appear frequently in the interviews, while the sixth, risk analysis, occurred less frequently. The 

last five themes, ensuring financial sustainability, long term goals, concern for gender and wider social 

inclusion, respect for national and cultural diversity, appeared less frequently but were important to the 

RRING project objectives.  

 

3.1.1 Building a network community to foster commitment  
A clear theme resulting from the interview results was the importance of working to create a sense of 

community within the network. This was seen to be important: 

• for cultivating member organisations’ commitment to the work  

• encouraging them to engage with network activities 

• for organisations to feel that they are a meaningful ‘part’ of the network. 
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All these points played an important part of member’s decision to renew their membership. 

➢ Projects and small groups within networks 

The most crucial and most common strategy to build a sense of community was ensuring members 

worked together on projects on a regular basis. This has many benefits: 

• build-up of trust by “consolidating the relationship” as members learn more about the strengths 

and reliability of the other organisations 

• helps to foster a sense of shared common purpose,  

• encourage members to want to keep collaborating hence maintain engagement with other 

network members. 

• adds a sense of authenticity to this common purpose by going beyond just agreeing on shared 

values and principles, to actually having shared pragmatic goals to work towards. 

• gives a sense of responsibility to organisations and ensure members feel that they have a ‘stake’ 

in the network and its activities. 

 

Having small enough groups is a key point so that strong ties could be built. Even when the network itself 

had a large number of organisations in it, there was an effort to create smaller subgroups, effectively 

becoming a ‘network of networks’. These subgroups were seen to develop based on three forms of 

categorization: 

• By location – working groups were created based on location when the network had members 

distributed globally. This means working in somewhat isolated groups was a both an operational 

necessity, making sense to divide more specifically by area, and substantive necessity, in order to 

consider cultural/national contexts holistically when designing projects based on location-specific 

issues.  

• By themes/special interest - certain members had specific common interest and they were 

grouped by a level of expert knowledge on these issues.  

• Skill-based – certain members with specialized skills or expertise could be grouped so their skills 

could be applied towards certain projects. 

 

A good way to ensure trust within these groups from the beginning is rigorous checking of relevant 

characteristics relevant to the theme/skill within the member selection process. This ensures that 

organisations can trust that those within their group are at a similar level of quality and have the same 

standards of good practice. 

➢ Recognition for network members’ achievements 

 

Create recognition mechanisms for projects or individual organisations who have achieved something 

within their organisations or project work 

• This will help members feel valued for their contributions to the network, and develop a sense of 

being ‘part’ of it.  
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• recognition mechanisms should be carefully thought through and tailored to what members 

would value most. The best way would be to ask the community ‘What would be the drive, 

motivators and recognition for you?’ and then create an activity for that. 

➢ Transparency and bottom-up decision-making within networks  

• Maintaining transparency of views, structures and approaches in the network’s management. 

• Bottom-up and democratic decision-making processes including having inclusive voting rights in 

deciding the network’s direction to ensure a collaborative environment. 

• On a practical level, have representatives from each organisation present at decision-making 

meetings and have annual general conferences where important policies or programmes are 

voted on by all those involved in the network.  

• Have activities in which priorities for the network were initially sourced from the member 

organisations, which then went through a review process involving network management teams. 

• Make all the materials from the decision-making processes as well as resources and training 

materials openly accessible to all network members. 

• Transparent decision-making processes help to sustain a feeling of equality, which help members 

feel that they are valued voices within the network. This, in turn, is believed to build members’ 

sense of being a real ‘part’ of the network. 

  

3.1.2 Clear distribution of tasks, roles and responsibilities within networks 
➢ Senior roles within the network 

• Have a CEO, Director, or Secretary-General at the top of the organisational structure. This 

executive role involves steering and overseeing the main efforts and operations of all groups and 

team members, being the “key contact with funders and external partners”. The CEO is a crucial 

voice in decision-making and managing the network. 

• On the second level of the organisational structure are more specific chief managerial roles, such 

as CFOs (Chief Financial Officer), who oversee all financial accounts and activity, and are involved 

in managing efforts to acquire funding. 

• COOs (Chief Operating Officers) have “the overview of what is happening in each line of work” 

and is responsible for ensuring efficient communication within the network. They work to set 

clarity “on who is supposed to work with who, how is the flow supposed to happen, how do we 

communicate internally”. The COO role in particular was seen to greatly improve the efficiency of 

the core team of the network and reduce stress due to the improved clarity of the structure of 

the team. 

• These roles were only present when the network team was large and required a salaried individual 

to oversee the related work. In smaller teams, the work would be split between staff on a case by 

case basis. 

• A clear category of staff for most networks was a senior management team, most often made up 

of project co-ordinators, senior project managers or programme specialists. They oversee 

individual projects within these areas and are responsible for the facilitation of the working groups 
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launched by the network which are made up of member organisations.  Activities of the project 

co-ordinators include the management, “coordination and implementation of multi-stakeholder 

projects”, “organizing events, liaising with the representatives from different areas” and different 

partner organisations. They may also facilitate or guide “multi-lateral negotiations”. Project co-

ordinators are also sometimes involved in specific details of projects or other parts of the network, 

especially when the teams are smaller. As part of the senior management team, project co-

ordinators are often involved in strategic decision-making discussions. 

• In contrast with the more traditional “building blocks of quality, projects, communications and 

finance, having project managers as senior gives way to a more flexible dynamic. This enables the 

network to retain flexibility to adapt to continuously changing landscape. Additionally, this 

structure enables teams to complement each other when possible. 

➢ Project/network staff 

• Have ‘project leaders/managers’ accountable to the project/network co-ordinators. 

• In networks with smaller teams without as many people within the senior management team, the 

project leaders are key members who are responsible for individual projects and are highly 

involved in the details of their implementation. 

• For networks in a financial position to be supported by larger teams, the project leaders may be 

supported by low level staff such as interns or volunteers. They are likely to be involved with the 

project on a local level and help with “co-ordinating the local activities, communicating with 

members”. 

➢ Role of external bodies/partners 

• Most networks were found to have some kind of external board of directors, or advisory 

committees/steering boards apart from the salaried individuals.  

• These bodies tend to rotate on basis between 1-3 years. Board members are often elected from 

member organisations or are ‘industry experts’, with a special interest in the network’s goals and 

principles.  

• Within these boards/committees, individuals are selected to certain positions, such as chair and 

vice-chair etc. 

• The external boards/committees were found to have a range of duties from looking at the legal 

side of the network, leading in strategic decision-making and reviewing decisions made by the 

senior management team.  

• Boards are representative of the network and are elected in a democratic fashion, and need to 

have certain knowledge and expertise about the context of the network. 

• Presence of a “dissemination partner”, or specific salaried roles dedicated to the communication 

and dissemination of network activities. Having dedicated communication specialists was seen to 

seen to allow for “freedom for the researchers” so they did not have to worry about how to 

communicate their project work to a wider audience.  
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3.1.3 Regular communication + engagement amongst network members 
➢ Meeting as a distributed team 

• A common factor among networks is having a regionally or sometimes globally distributed team. 

This means meetings often took place over Skype. The frequency of these meetings was 

dependent on meeting type and people involved. Most networks tended to have monthly 

meetings between the network staff to discuss key updates, main achievements, and operational 

decision-making. 

• Meeting face-to-face was generally perceived as the ideal way to meet, in order to foster personal 

relationships and trust, but often not feasible due to the global distribution of the team and 

financial restrictions. 

• Regular face-to-face meetings were most common in the context of external board/committee 

meetings or training purposes. They were facilitated when funding was available to organise 

activities more associated with meeting in person such as ‘networking’ between member 

organisations. 

➢ Network events 

• The most common way networks facilitated the importance of meeting face-to-face was through 

organizing network events, such as annual conferences, general assemblies, or AGMs. 

• These events offer an opportunity for members and community partners to meet, network, and 

consolidate relationships built up through working together. Additionally, they offer an 

opportunity for members to exercise their voting rights and help decide the direction of network 

strategy by voting on key decisions or motions put forward. 

• These events were very important for establishing a sense of continuity, progress and offering a 

space for dialogue and connection between all areas of the network. Where funding allows, some 

networks also put on member-specific events to create specific value for members. 

➢ Communication during network/project work 

• The predominant form of communication highlighted was that of emails, but other innovative, 

collaborative (online) tools (project management software solutions) were also mentioned.  

• One such technology was that of a network online platform, in which “each member has a profile 

and on those profiles we, the staff, can write notes so any time we engage with one of them we 

are leaving notes and saying, ‘This has happened,’ for other colleagues to go and double check”. 

• Other more traditional forms of project management platforms included “Google Hangouts and 

different forms of sharing documents such as Google Drive. Some networks utilized online 

chatroom applications, particularly within specific projects, such as Whatsapp and Facebook 

pages. 

➢ Dissemination to members and beyond 

• The key principle found in relation to media communication and dissemination strategies was to 

use multiple channels.  

• Common forms of dissemination strategies involved regular newsletters that go out to all member 

organisations, ongoing social media content (Twitter) particularly during network events as it 

helps to understand what is being discussed. 
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• There should be staff members responsible for the monitoring of communication activities, 

looking at “the tracking, all the engagement, visibility statistics, all the social presence and all 

these metrics”. 

  

3.1.4 Establishing clear goals and direction from the start 
➢ Setting realistic goals 

• Establishing clear, pragmatic goals within the network, going beyond just having values and 

principles binding members together, was crucial for the development of the network as an 

effective force to achieve its purpose. 

• These goals and priorities were seen to be best decided in a collaborative manner, often at the 

annual conference. This ensures the voices of the members are heard and there is consensus 

about the specific ways in which the values and principles which brought the network together 

should be achieved. 

• A key theme related to this category was having focused priorities. Participants reported that the 

approach that produces the best outcomes and results for members and fosters “sustainable and 

responsible” growth for the network is to focus on fewer, smaller scale projects related to focused 

priorities of the network decided by members rather than getting involved with too many projects 

and ideas related to the network’s aims. 

• This process of “being structured and organised, and setting realistic milestones” was seen to 

better “provide value for each one of those members in the network” and maintain morale and 

commitment. 

➢ Culture of collaboration within the network 

• A key insight in relation to best practice in developing networks is an open attitude to collaborate 

and build partnerships with other complementary networks.  

• There is an atmosphere of competition within research. Networks saw it as valuable to attempt 

to subvert this wherever possible, espousing collaboration as a crucial way to add value to the 

network for members. This was seen to be important particularly where there are other networks 

or organisations attempting to do similar things to the network, to avoid any potential for conflict. 

This attitude not only promotes values of mutual learning beyond the network, but helps build 

contact points, and increases potential visibility for the network.  

• Collaborations with government bodies, both national and EU related were also common and 

seen as important for opening avenues for funding. 

  

3.1.5 Monitoring and evaluation within networks 

• On the topic of evaluation and reflective analysis within networks, monitoring network growth 

and usage statistics was the most widely discussed form in participant accounts and was as a 

crucial mechanism to evaluate the impact of network success.  

• Common types of performance indicators and metrics included: membership renewal statistics, 

annual meeting attendances, number of communities engaged, number of papers produced, 
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number of events/ conferences held, number of activities carried out, number of staff, the 

successful addition of funding sources that network partners get, and government endorsement 

of network initiatives.  

• More specific indicators vary by network type and key aims. Some networks reported gaining user 

feedback through questionnaires sent out to member organisations. As can be seen, this involves 

investigating their performance and success as an organisation to understand what aspects of the 

network is helping to create value for the organisations. 

• Networks also tend to utilise the annual meetings to organize member sessions to gain feedback 

from members about what is working for them, “what they want us to produce for them, what 

the sector’s asking for”. 

  

3.1.6 Risk analysis and mitigation planning in networks  
Risk analysis and mitigation planning was an important consideration for most networks 

represented within the present study. This operated on two levels: 

1. risk analysis for the whole network  

2. additional analysis for individual projects or activities. 

 

Participants insights on this topic indicated that major risks revolved around not getting as much 

engagement as expected or unexpected fall-through in funding – essentially resulting in unexpected lack 

of finances. Attempts to mitigate this involved focused investment of resources into engaging members 

and member acquisition, and creating a reserve fund, or collecting surplus, in case of unexpected events 

so staff would still be able to be salaried. 

 

3.1.7 Ensuring financial sustainability 
Ensuring that the network is financially sustainable was of utmost importance. This started with ensuring 

the organisational structure and the size of the staff team was appropriate, meaning most networks had 

a lean core team to minimise costs. This also helped in being “agile to the work that we get” and 

“responsive to the projects”. The focus on overcoming difficulties in membership acquisition was 

addressed by looking at how to encourage membership renewal and by developing partnerships with 

funders. For most participating networks, excluding those that were publicly owned, membership fees 

were the primary source for the network’s funding. In terms of the network’s own proactive activities 

such as “inform[ing] the government or inform[ing] the sector”, the funds from membership fees were 

vital. Moreover, membership fees were seen to play an additional role in the sense that it “ties people in” 

and increase ongoing commitment. The main other forms of funding were from: 

• project work commissioned by external organisations  

• project work funding which is competed for 

• grants from either public bodies like the EU and related projects (e.g. Horizon 2020, EuropeAid or 

Erasmus+) 

• National governments or private bodies like foundations, banks, and “development aid donors” 
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• Some networks encouraged donations. 

The importance of these funding sources was evident in the sense that networks’ resources and funding 

were often dedicated to acquiring more funding, including having paid staff positions entirely dedicated 

to these endeavours. 

With respect to membership acquisition, networks consciously invested resources and funding into 

ensuring that the ‘open call’ was as effective as it could be. It was commonly reported that member 

organisations’ own financial positions are often limited, and some networks make efforts to “encourage 

members to take on more diverse private funding models” to attempt to mitigate members not renewing 

based on lack of finances. Common strategies to overcome membership acquisition difficulties included: 

• provision of practical benefits for members 

• providing discounted rates at the annual conference 

• hosting member-only events 

• providing services such as evaluations on organisations using comparisons to similar organisations 

in the similar regional contexts (including statistical analysis and benchmarking reports) 

• providing visibility for the organisation in public network events and media outlets, having 

member-only resources locked on the network’s platform 

• the balance between providing value to members and attracting new members by not locking all 

content away was highlighted. 

  

3.1.8 Long term views/goals 
In relation to financial sustainability, a key finding was that most networks had long-term plan and 

roadmap (covering the next 2-3 years) including funding and budget considerations. This was seen to be 

important for maintaining members trust in terms of ensuring their assumption that they will gain value 

from being a long-term member of a growing network. Additionally, long-term plans establish a sense of 

consistency even when board members may rotate. This stability is also needed to be a “serious 

employer” able to provide consistent salaries for the core team. Long term plans were limited to temporal 

length due to the need for the networks to retain flexibility to adapt to continuously changing landscape. 

Remaining “agile” by keeping plans “semi-structured, with a constant look to the sector”, due to changes 

within funding environments and trends within the relevant sectors was highlighted. 

  

3.1.9 Gender and wider social/demographic inclusion  
Diversity in gender and social demographic background, as well as equality and social inclusion were 

identified as highly valued principles within almost all participating networks. These values were viewed 

as necessary to improve the scope and effectiveness of successful network activities. Attention to 

inclusion in general was important to uphold positive public perceptions of the network as a force for 

social good, as these sorts of perceptions are crucial for network success and visibility. The consideration 

for gender and social demographic inclusion were seen to manifest on three levels: 

• Projects aimed at inclusion 

• Diversity in staff teams 
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• Diversity requirements among members 

  

3.1.10 Respect for national/cultural differences in the context of international growth  
The value that the network can provide in different national/cultural contexts was found to be important. 

It was clear that networks had difficulties in “making sure that the conversation fits everybody”. This 

includes acknowledging differences in levels of advancement, different approaches to research including 

deadlines and structures of organisations, and differences in funding contexts. Networks found that 

research and efforts to understand these differences between member organisations, and efforts to 

synchronise definitions and approaches where possible was ideal to ensure successful project designs 

which “can be replicated from one country to another”. However, it was also found to be important to 

retain a sense of flexibility and understand that some approaches will work and be appropriate in some 

countries but not others. These results indicate that RRING network may experience challenges in being 

global due to the nature of different countries and what they need, and making the network appeal to 

everyone is difficult due to a lot of the work being around European definitions. However, it was also seen 

as useful to utilise these differences where it is possible for one organisation to learn from another. 

  

3.1.11 Shared interests, goals and motivation 

Network relations involve organisations with different cultures, expectations and ways of operating, 

including differing expectations around research and differences in cultures of collaboration vs. 

competition. As a result, interviewees discussed ways of resolving conflicting expectations, which could 

be barriers to sustained participation, by defining financial obligations or expectations around 

membership, encouraging engagement in conversations around decision-making processes, and making 

transparent approaches to money management.  

• Conflicting expectations of both the network projects, services, and culture was highlighted as a 

key point in the interview results. Interviewees saw it as essential for the goals and motivations 

behind specific projects to be established and made clear at the beginning of each project design 

in order to ensure effective and synergetic organisation.  

• It was seen as important to define from the beginning what member organisations should expect 

from a funding perspective. Some networks found that organisations pay to become a member 

under a certain assumption about a degree of funding they would receive, and when this could 

not be met, “they go looking for it somewhere else”. This can be mitigated by making the 

network’s structure and funding approaches transparent when organisations are looking to 

explore membership. 

• For some networks, expectations around research culture could be an issue. In some cases, 

organisations expected services from the network rather than to be involved in research and 

innovation.  

• Another challenge was when organisations’ perspectives were underpinned by a competitive- 

rather than collaborative- culture in terms of how they relate to other organisations in their 

sector. 
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• Networks found that overcoming these conflicts required an open dialogue and, in some cases, 

conscious attempts to persuade organisations to see the value of the specific network mentality 

and collaborations. In this context, achieving positive outcomes for the network meant explaining 

that that “collaborating is a source of value and diversity and creativity”. However, it is important 

to note that this attempt at persuasion was not always seen as appropriate or possible. 

• Another key challenge encountered by networks was Conflicts in decision-making. Networks 

found that due to the bottom-up structure of network decision-making, disagreements were 

common and therefore discussions about issues could be long. However, if handled well, arguably 

this can be a constructive process in terms of building mutual understanding between members 

and cultivating a collaborative culture. 

• Some networks found conflicts tended to revolve around money management. Therefore, with 

respect to varying approaches to this (i.e. if there is a CFO or if financial decisions are made on a 

project co-ordinator basis), it was highlighted by participants that the exercise of financial power 

needs to be transparent, justified and where feasible collectively agreed upon to maintain positive 

network member relations. 

 

3.2 Four Key Lessons for Developing Networks 
Four key lessons learned about the process of developing a network are summarized and discussed in this 

section. The lessons are derived from the best practices discussed by the interview participants and reflect 

practices in their respective networks. The key lessons reflect the four most commonly occurring 

categories, which appeared at least twenty times in the results. The four are: 

• 4.2.1 Develop shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts  

• 4.2.2 Developing synergies and complementarity between network members 

• 4.2.3 Developing member selection, application and review processes 

• 4.2.4 Transfer from research/theory into practice for network  

These comprise the important points to be taken into consideration in setting up a network. 

 

3.2.1 Developing shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts  
The first lesson learned states that developing shared motivations, definitions, understandings and 

concepts is crucial to successful network development. This can be expanded to include four 

subcategories: 

• Defining values from the start of a network 

• Understanding potential network members 

• Importance of shared values and understanding for network member acquisition 

• Values guiding network direction 

 

The network’s values and vision should be defined from the start and clear definitions of concepts relating 

to the network’s purpose must be established. The establishment of these core values and motivations 

were seen to be important for multiple reasons. Firstly, the defined core values of a network play a vital 
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role in creating a shared basis among network partners to ensure commitment and to maintain interest 

in collaboration. Secondly, the understanding that all network members had a “shared goal and a common 

vision” was seen to bind network partners together through a shared sense of purpose. This sense of 

shared purpose cultivated motivation, engagement and interest in collaboration, despite differences in 

academic or cultural background. 

 

The relevance of the network for the members must be explained. It was especially important to show 

recognition for the set of issues that potential members face and define how the services provided by the 

network will address members’ shared challenges. 

 

The definition of shared values, principles and collectively faced challenges were seen to play a part in 

member acquisition. Another important lesson also learned from the interview results was that being part 

of a particular network should be seen as a good thing, almost like a merit. This is very relevant to the 

RRING network, as being a part of this network can be seen as being aware of and encouraging application 

of RRI principles. 

 

3.2.2 Developing synergies and complementarity between network members 
The second lesson learned states that the process of developing synergies and complementarity between 

network members was rooted in the values of collaboration and mutual learning in participants’ accounts. 

The participants reported several strategies to build network synergies and complementarity, most 

notably through specific networking activities and through organisational network structures. 

 

Networking activities such as ‘matching’ member organisations to each other based on their respective 

expertise, cross-organisation workshops, joint seminars and network meetings were designed to open up 

avenues for collaboration between organisations. All these activities are underpinned by the goal to share 

knowledge, expertise and ideas on specific issues and collective problem solving. The goal of establishing 

synergies was made concrete through specific programs, dedicating resources and designing activities to 

scaffold the intended outcome of extending member collaborations.  

 

Interviewed participants reported that developing synergies was linked to network structures. It was 

suggested to move away from “hierarchical structures” and “heads of departments” and establish project 

managers as the senior staff members to allow for more flexibility and complementarity instead. The 

growth and importance of ‘working groups’ was also indicated which allowed for more collaboration 

between network members unbounded by the constraints of more traditional organisational structures. 

 

3.2.3  Developing member selection, application and review processes [21 instances] 
The third lesson learned states that there was a focus on networks having grown out of pre-existing 

networks of researchers, who had a common interest or goal. This is clearly a relevant scenario to the 

RRING project. These groups were bound by mutual understanding and personal relationships of trust 

which formed the basis of the network. Although based on personal links, the predominant mode for 
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member selection for most networks followed a ‘callout’ or outreach process, with application, selection 

and review process. Three important aspects were highlighted as sub-lessons: 

• Proactive soliciting of interest in the network from organisations 

• Prioritising member ‘mindset’ and attitude in selection 

• Network membership types 

 

For the organisations stemming from a project, the pre-existing inner circle of members reached out to 

their own personal networks in a “snowball effect” to acquire more members. Basing the network on 

personal relationships and subsequently trying to develop and sustain personal relationships with new 

network members was an important principle. Establishment of trust early on in network development 

was highlighted as essential for network members to feel secure in sharing information due to the 

competitive nature of research as a working environment, as well as for members to feel assured that 

they are all working towards the same goal together. 

 

A common theme for member acquisition strategies was highlighted as the identification of organisations 

most in tune with the network’s ‘mindset’. Based on the culture and values of the network, defining 

criteria for member organisations within a carefully designed application process is an important task. 

Member acquisition approach was crucial to supporting the broader goal of developing shared 

motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts. This focus on ensuring potential members have 

the same ‘mindset’ was seen to require an in-depth interview or exploratory discussion as part of the 

selection process to facilitate the development of personal relationships, rather than just emails. Personal 

dimension was identified to ensure the needed consensus of expectations, values and goals amongst 

members as the network expands. 

 

There were three main types of formal membership that emerged from the interview results: 

• Voluntary ambassadors 

• Fee-paying membership 

• Organisational membership (associate membership, accredited membership) 

 

The first formal membership option was for ‘voluntary ambassadors’, requiring no payment. This was 

offered to organisations in a position to provide large-scale dissemination of training and resources to 

individuals interested in the goals of the network. These individuals apply and are selected “through a 

very rigorous process”, and then work in their individual working contexts to promote the goals and 

activities of the network. 

 

The other forms of membership were on a fee-paying basis. Individual memberships for researchers 

tended to either not be used or were reported to be an ineffective pathway with limited uptake in some 

networks. However, there was a case highlighting the relevance of individual memberships when it came 

to individual projects that the network launched, which often required specific expertise and a higher 
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level of responsibility for the project. It is important to note that these individual members were then 

treated as salaried individuals. 

 

The dominant form of membership in all participant accounts was organisational membership, with the 

fee commonly decided based on the size of the organisation and “stepped” based on the “number of 

researchers” affiliated to the organisation that would be part of the network. Different pathways were 

also highlighted within this category of organisational membership, including ‘associate memberships’ 

which could be gained with no requirements, and ‘accredited memberships. Accredited membership goes 

further than the aforementioned process of setting rigorous criteria to ensure the potential member 

organisations have the same values of the network: It also involves a thorough check on the organisation 

to determine the quality and structure of the organisation to see if they reach the research or quality 

standards espoused by the network. The accredited membership is almost like a label and it is given as a 

result of an in-depth check of services, the financial model, the mission and the employees of the 

organisation. Such an accredited membership pathway could be relevant to the RRING project, if it 

decided to offer different tiers of accreditation for organisations that demonstrated different levels of 

commitment to responsible research and innovation. The accreditation is not for a lifetime, it should be 

renewed every year based on the work the member organisation has done. This accreditation process 

was seen to be crucial in developing a sense of trust between network members, as it ensures the 

“professional and serious work of others” in the network. This accountability mechanism was reported to 

facilitate and cultivate a trusting collaborative culture, and motivation to engage with other members of 

the network. Additionally, having a rigorous process that new member organisations have to go through 

to achieve a certain label or accreditation boosts the perception of the network’s standards, and leads to 

the potential for the label or network membership to become highly sought after. 

 

3.2.4  Transfer from research/theory into practice for network [20 instances] 
The final lesson learned states that governmental and institutional policy development was a key kind of 

activity moving research/theory into practice. The kind of work included: 

• rewriting a policy document about researchers for a country 

• policy influencing by using relationships with strong bodies such as European Commission 

• defining international-level laws for bioethics and ethics of science 

• designing projects with higher education institutions which can be replicated from one country to 

another.  

 

This kind of work often generated direct actionable recommendations or suggested interventions specific 

to the context. Then leading to the implementation of these interventions. The character of these 

interventions is dependent on the kinds of expertise of member organisations, such as delivering training 

programs for certain institutions/government bodies. Closely linked to this is the creation of resources 

relevant to the research context of the network which is made to be accessible to the researchers, 

institutions or audience it was intended for via the network’s platform. 
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Such efforts linking theory/research and practice can interlink with the aforementioned mechanisms for 

developing network collaborations, including joint seminars, network meetings, exchange visits, as well 

as peer review sessions in order to generate new ideas and start the process of problem solving. 

 

4.3 Summary of Findings  
The four key lessons, eleven best practices, and the desktop review together reflect one of the challenges 

of working in this area: there is not much known about how networks operate, and there are not 

standardized ways of presenting network information. Nevertheless, we see persistent themes. 

Organizations attend to coordination and collaboration. Long term vision is important, but sustaining 

financial viability is a challenge. In the networks that we reviewed, there was pride in achieving social 

justice and other normative goals, which reflect values. Thus it appears that the networks allow individual 

entities to come together to highlight some of the normative visions which are not a central part of an 

individual key stakeholders day to day operations. Using the umbrella of a network thus lends focus and 

mission that strengthens the individual member organizations. At the same time, lack of clarity on what 

membership means and obligations can be a barrier to participation, and members may leave if they do 

not feel their needs are met. In the next section, the Business Model Canvas is applied to the findings to 

resolve practical steps.  
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4 Business Model Canvas: Network Good Practices  
 

Task 7.3 will define and describe the business model for the RRING network by using the Business Model 

Canvas (BMC) model. The findings are separated into nine primary topics of interest for the RRING project 

corresponding to the nine categories of the BMC.  

 

4.4 Customer Segments 
Concerning the mode of member acquisition, the interviews highlighted the importance of networks 

grown out of pre-existing networks of researchers, who had a common interest or goal and were bound 

by personal relationships of trust and mutual understanding. Their outreach strategies for member 

acquisition followed a ‘callout’ or outreach process, with an effort to enable members to reach out to 

their own personal networks, followed by a selection and review process.  

 

A common theme which arose throughout participant accounts was basing member acquisition strategies 

on the identification of organisations most in tune with the network’s ‘mindset’. This focus on ensuring 

potential members have the same ‘mindset’ was seen to require some form of in-depth interview or 

exploratory discussion as part of the selection process to facilitate the development of personal 

relationships, rather than just emails.  

 

With regards to membership options for the network, there are ‘catch all’ approaches such as considering 

organisations and individuals participating in events, campaigns or free online resources to be “part of the 

network” by default. However, there were three main types of formal membership that emerged within 

participants’ accounts. The first formal membership option was for ‘voluntary ambassadors’, requiring no 

payment. The other forms of membership were on a fee-paying basis. Individual memberships for 

researchers tended to either not be used or were reported to be an ineffective pathway with limited 

uptake in some networks. The dominant form of membership in all participant accounts was 

organisational membership, with the fee commonly decided based on the size of the organisation and 

“stepped” based on the “number of researchers” affiliated to the organisation that would be part of the 

network.  

 

Different pathways were also highlighted within this category of organisational membership, including 

‘associate memberships’ which could be gained with no requirements, and ‘accredited memberships’. 

Such an accredited membership pathway could be relevant to the RRING project, if it decided to offer 

different tiers of accreditation for organisations that demonstrated different levels of commitment to 

responsible research and innovation, for example. 

 

4.5 Value Propositions 
The interviews highlighted the importance to identify values from the start of a network and to dedicate 

efforts to turn ideals into actionable, pragmatic goals. Furthermore, the interventions must be designed 
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very specifically and replicable from one country to another. The actions should also be addressed to 

governmental and institutional policy development. 

 

For maintaining the trust, interest and engagement of network members is also relevant the connection 

between network values and structures/directions for setting goals that all network members can 

support. Goals and priorities were seen to be best decided in a collaborative manner and finalized to 

establish recognition mechanisms that help members feel valued for their contributions to the network, 

thereby further developing their sense of being ‘part’ of it. Some participants reported that organisations 

sometimes seek to join networks which clearly espouse certain principles relating to good research 

practice as it enables them to be “recognised as a prominent change agent” promoting those principles.  

 

Finally, the definition of long-term plan is important for maintaining members trust in terms of ensuring 

their assumption that they will gain value from being a long-term member of a growing network. 

 

4.6 Channels  
The importance given to meeting face-to-face as a network team varied between networks depending on 

their specific context and who needs to meet. Meeting face-to-face was generally perceived as the ideal 

way to meet, in order to foster personal relationships and trust, but often not feasible due to the global 

distribution of the team and financial restrictions. All participants’ accounts pointed to the importance of 

having established, effective communication methods during a network’s project work. The predominant 

form of communication highlighted was that of emails, but other innovative, collaborative (online) tools 

(project management software solutions) were also mentioned. Other platforms included Google 

Hangouts, Google Drive, Whatsapp and Facebook. 

 

The key principle found in relation to media communication and dissemination strategies was to use 

multiple channels. Participants drew attention to the fact that no one dissemination strategy would work 

for all members, so you need to target all of the different audiences. Participants stressed the importance 

of investing time in understanding how best it is to distribute information to a variety of audiences in an 

engaging way, rather than expecting audiences to cater to one communication strategy employed by the 

network. This highlights the importance of requiring professionals to communicate effectively, who have 

specialized expertise on “how to tell stories that are engaging, understandable, easy […] and know-how 

and to whom these stories should be sent”. 

 

4.7 Customer Relationships 
The different networks reported various strategies to build a sense of community. The crucial and most 

common process to build up trust by “consolidating the relationship” was that of ensuring members 

worked together on projects on a regular basis. A key point to add to this was participants’ emphasis on 

the importance of having groups small enough that strong ties could be built. These subgroups were seen 

to develop based on three forms of categorization: by location, by themes/special interest and by skill-

based. 
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Maintaining transparency of views, structures and approaches in the network’s management was also 

relevant to building a sense of community. This involves having inclusive voting rights in deciding the 

network’s direction and ensuring that all the materials from these kinds of decision-making processes as 

well as resources and training materials are openly accessible to all network members. 

 

The CEO is a crucial voice in decision-making and managing the network. Residing on the second level of 

the organisational structure are more specific chief managerial roles, such as CFOs (Chief Financial Officer) 

and COOs (Chief Operating Officers). It is important to note these roles were only present when the 

network team was large and required a salaried individual to oversee the related work. 

 

External from salaried individuals, most networks were found to have some kind of external board of 

directors, or advisory committees/steering boards. These bodies tend to rotate on basis between 1-3 

years. Within these boards/committees, individuals are selected to certain positions, such as chair and 

vice-chair etc. Finally, a potentially important insight the interviews was the common presence of a 

“dissemination partner”, or specific salaried roles dedicated to the communication and dissemination of 

network activities. This relates to the analytic category requiring professionals to communicate 

effectively. 

 

A key point highlighted by participants was the risk for members’ expectations of both the network 

projects, services, and culture to differ. An additional aspect which was seen as important to define from 

the beginning is what member organisations should expect from a funding perspective. Another challenge 

was when organisations’ perspectives were underpinned by a competitive- rather than collaborative- 

culture in terms of how they relate to other organisations in their sector. Networks found that overcoming 

these conflicts required an open dialogue and, in some cases, conscious attempts to persuade 

organisations to see the value of the specific network mentality and collaborations. 

 

Another key challenge encountered by networks was conflict within network decision making. Networks 

found that due to the bottom-up structure of network decision-making, disagreements were common 

and therefore discussions about issues could be long. However, if handled well, arguably this can be a 

constructive process in terms of building mutual understanding between members and cultivating a 

collaborative culture. 

 

4.8 Costs Structure 
Most networks had a lean core team to minimise costs. This also helped in being “agile to the work that 

we get” and “responsive to the projects”. Beyond this, networks clearly focused on overcoming difficulties 

in membership acquisition by looking at how to encourage membership renewal, develop partnerships 

with funders. 
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4.9 Revenue Streams 
For most participating networks, excluding those that were publicly owned, membership fees were the 

primary source for the network’s funding by ensuring that members see clear value in network 

membership in the first place and worth the investment is arguably more vital and sustainable. One 

common strategy to ensure this is the provision of practical benefits for members, such as providing 

discounted rates at the annual conference, hosting member-only events, providing services like 

evaluations on organisations using comparisons to similar organisations in the similar regional contexts 

(including statistical analysis and benchmarking reports), providing visibility for the organisation in public 

network events and media outlets, and having member-only resources locked on the network’s platform. 

 

The main other forms of funding were from project work commissioned by external organizations and 

grants from public bodies like the EU. National governments or private bodies like foundations, banks, 

and “development aid donors” were also mentioned as funding sources. 

 

Common kinds of metrics for revenue streams included: membership renewal statistics, annual meeting 

attendances, number of communities engaged, number of papers produced, number of 

events/conferences held, number of activities carried out, number of staff, the successful addition of 

funding sources that network partners get, and government endorsement of network initiatives. Risk 

analysis and mitigation planning was an important consideration for most networks represented within 

the present study. This operated on two levels: (1) risk analysis for the whole network and (2) additional 

analysis for individual projects or activities. Participants insights on this topic indicated that major risks 

revolved around not getting as much engagement as expected or unexpected fall through in funding – 

essentially resulting in unexpected lack of finances. Attempts to mitigate this involved focused investment 

of resources into engaging members and member acquisition, and creating “a pot of money, a surplus, 

collected, in case something dramatic happens” so staff would still be able to be salaried. 

 

4.10 Key Resources 
In networks with smaller teams without as many people within the senior management team, the project 

leaders are key members who “pull together in a lot of ways”, managing their “own project finances… 

comms and dissemination of them”. For networks in a financial position to be supported by larger teams, 

the project leaders may be supported by low level staff such as interns or volunteers. The interviews 

highlighted that in networks there was the tendency for staff teams to be predominantly female and 

attempts to address this was limited to making a conscious effort to hire more male staff when necessary 

rather than any structural interventions. Furthermore, some networks had “geographic diversity required 

in its hiring […] it has the overall effect that there is an enormous diversity, geographic diversity in the 

staff” 
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4.11 Key Activities  
The interviews highlighted the importance to dedicate time and resources to the process of ‘matching’ 

member organisations to each other based on their respective expertise. The ‘matching’ process is 

underpinned by the goal of facilitating collective problem solving. This activity should be supported by 

funds and events like exchange visits, workshops, etc. It is also important to establish flexible and 

complementary approaches avoiding rigid and hierarchical structures. Example of flexible structures are 

‘working groups’ which allowed for more collaboration between network members on emerging issues 

unbounded by the constraints of more traditional organisational structures. Finally, the network growth 

is facilitated by meeting face-to-face through organizing network events, such as annual conferences, 

general assemblies, or AGMs. These events offer an opportunity for members and community partners to 

consolidate, to exercise their voting rights and to decide the direction of network. 

 

4.12 Key Partnerships 
The interviews highlighted the importance of establishing the relevance of the network for the (potential) 

member base by understanding and recognition for the set of issues that potential members face. This 

allows also to establish a feeling of mutual understanding and motivation to join the network and to 

identify clearly “the statement of the problem, [the network members] were buying into that” and the 

“advantages” they can take in the sense of how the services the network provides will address members’ 

shared challenges. Moreover, the membership advantages must “map inter-culturally” in terms of 

relevance to the international member base.  

 

A best practice in developing networks is an open attitude to collaborate and build partnerships with other 

complementary networks. This attitude not only promotes values of mutual learning beyond the network, 

but helps build contact points, and increases potential visibility for the network. Finally, collaborations 

with government bodies, both national and EU related were also common and seen as important for 

opening avenues for funding. 
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5 Conclusion for D7.1: Part B 
 

The RRING network model needs to be constructed in an anticipatory recognition of the complexity of the 

issues at hand and with a realistic view of the benefits to be gained through an inter-organizational 

network approach.  

 

Part A of the deliverable conducted research on relevant papers on the theory of networks. Part A 

explored the theory under the headings of the 8 Network Characteristics, and discussed each with 

relevance to the future RRING community network model. 

 

The most important recurring issue of great relevance that arose in the review concerned the anticipated 

structure of a global RRING network. Issues discussed such as whether flexibility over stability should be 

given priority. Other vital considerations of concern would be which kind of network types and functions 

would be suitable for the RRING model.  

 

The governance and management of the RRING network forms a further crucial aspect of relevance. The 

nature and style of network governance has far reaching implications for the performance and evolution 

of the network. Which kind of governance and management mechanisms could be adapted for the RRING 

model? Is it, for example, better to have a centralised global RRING network or one that works de-

centralised (then, with which operational units?)? For the large scope of the RRING network also a 

construction of a “network of networks” would be worth considering. 

 

In the phase of network initiation, networking is associated with a series of new requirements and tasks 

for the organisations involved: 

• suitable partners must be found; 

• different interests and expectations need to be reconciled; 

• suitable working forms and methods need to set up; 

• network-supporting infrastructures need to be created; 

• rules for collaboration and cooperation agreements need to be defined; 

• trust between the cooperation partners needs to be build and continuously developed 

  

Another vital dimension concerns the cultural dimension, how a global RRING network will tackle the 

context of different cultures across different institutions in different geographical areas worldwide. 

Culture also implicates the way that network members with different organisational and political contexts 

countries will communicate and collaborate. For an inter-organisational network of global scope such as 

RRING it is useful to understand the historical and cultural specificities that play a role in and for the 

network. This will also affect how different cultures across the globe prefer to participate and commit, 

but also the challenges that may occur due to cultural differences. Challenges that need to be considered 

to derive a global network model for RRI/SDGs are the diversity of stakeholders, culture, notions about 
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what RRI is about. How is RRI understood across different institutions within Europe, and outside of 

Europe? Will a common vision, mission and objectives guide and give structure to govern and manage the 

RRING model network? 

Trust, as discussed above, is an influencing factor in any network which is why trust between network 

members, between focal network members and other members needs to be established, monitored and 

maintained. Another aspect to consider is to regard responsible innovation and sustainability with respect 

to new technology as ‘socio-technical systems’ (van Geenhuien and Ye, 2014). To this end, under which 

network conditions can innovators be responsible and create progress on the way to higher sustainability? 

What is the relationship between companies in relation to open knowledge networks, and how will this 

influence responsible innovation with regard to competitive advantage and company growth? 

 

Collaborations across organizations and domains, although an auspicious mechanism for addressing 

complex and diversified themes such as RRI do not come without inconsistencies, in fact they can create 

as well as solve problems. However, also other organizational formats involve limits and constraints. 

RRING network practitioners thus need to find an answer on the question whether the added benefits of 

the network form outweigh their challenges or limitations, and in which occasions. When establishing an 

inter-organizational network, it is not a decision whether at all but to which degree problems may be 

anticipated, how they can be managed or compensated. In other words, the very lens of potential 

challenges can be in fact a vehicle to promote the navigation for composition, governance and leadership 

of a network. The highly interrelated nature of a network, simultaneously, necessitates continuous 

monitoring and evaluation mecha‐nisms from the very beginning of a network’s creation and also helps 

to anticipate and handle unintended implications. 

  

Part B conducted a review of 35 networks in each of the 9 categories of networks specified in the Grant 

agreement WP7.  The networks were reviewed under the headings of the 8 Network Characteristics from 

Part A, and the material for review of each network was taken from the network website. Some network 

websites were rich in material, others had only selected material. 

After the desktop review was completed, the networks under each category were rated based on the 

richness of the website material, and the relevance to the future RRING network. The highest rated 

network was selected for interview, using semi structured interview process. The recorded interviews 

were transcribed, and qualitatively analysed (by Methods Innovation Report Here). The interpretation of 

the interviews in this report is based on two stages of interpretation of the initial content analysis.  

 

Four main best practice themes emerged from the interview’s analysis: 

1. Developing shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts  

2. Developing synergies and complementarity between network members 

3. Developing member selection, application and review processes 

4. Transfer from research/theory into practice for network  

 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/m5efpiuo9qu2nbc/Qualitative%20Research%20Report_RRING%20T7.2.pdf?dl=0
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The 4 themes were then reviewed by the deliverable from the perspective of the Business Model canvas 

(BMC) headings and methodology. The BMC will be used in T7.3, therefore it was essential that the lessons 

from T7.2 were framed in a way that T7.3 would most easily informed and ready to incorporate into their 

plans. 

 

The theme “Developing shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts” matches the first 

stage that T7.3 will implement, which is to determine the Value Proposition, and objectives of the future 

RRING network. There must be uniform consensus across the membership of that these core values will 

be. These values will be founded on identifying what the gaps are related to what existing networks and 

competitors provide. Once the objectives and values of a network are identified, then the services that 

match these values are created. 

 

The theme “Developing synergies and complementarity between network members” corresponds to the 

Partner section of the BMC, identifying how to leverage off other structures and entities to provide mutual 

benefit. Members in a network can be members of other networks and these synergises need to be 

nurtured and encouraged. 

 

The theme “Developing member selection, application and review processes” is one of the most 

important:  who are the right members for the network? It is tempting to have a wide net, but networks 

with wide diffuse members can lose sight of their objectives, and lose their goal. Servicing the needs of 

the members is as important as service the needs of external clients and customers. Equally important is 

how those members are retained and most difficulty, how those members contribute to the sustainability 

of the network. 

 

The final theme “Transfer from research/theory into practice for network” is the core of the deliverable, 

and it is hoped that the content of this deliverable will make it easy for T7.3, to incorporate research into 

practice – Implementation plans.  

  

Summary synopsis of findings 
The best practices, which emerged in the theoretical study, and through the analysis of the desktop review 

of networks and interviews, are summarized in Tasks 7.1 and 7.2. The tables are structures to be directly 

useful for the study and implementation of the RRING network of tasks 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 and integrate the 

information provided in section “5 Network good practices based on the 9 BMC headings -summary” for 

the design of the business model (using the BMC model) and for the implementation plan of the RRING 

network. 

  

Table 1 provides a summary on the good practices emerged from the analysis of the theoretical and 

practical study of the 35 networks reviewed. The classification of good practices is based on 6 Network 

Characteristics from Part A, identified by Milward.   
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Table 2 provides a summary on the good practices that emerged through the interviews of the most highly 

rated networks.  

 

In conclusion: networks should not be seen as a silver bullet for all purposes. Across all managerial 

perspectives on networks authors emphasize the ambiguities inherent in network management and 

leadership in a context often characterized as complex and dynamic. Core challenges of making 

collaboration work in practice, exist, in particular with regard of shared strategies and purpose within 

highly diversified networks. In particular, cross-sector collaborations are frequently failing to solve the 

challenges they tackle while increasing problems related to complexity. Negative consequences cannot 

become fully anticipated in complex interrelated associations, where changes may have unanticipated 

implications. 

 



 

73 
 

Table 1: Good practices RRING network could use from the review of the network theory and analysis of 35 networks 

Thematic Topics  Good practice RRING network could use 

1.Network 

governance 

models; 

structure; and 

management 

and leadership. 

Part A has identified from the literature three distinct types of governance structures:  

1) Shared governance, consensual; 

 2) Lead agency;  

3) Network administrative organization. 

In implementing the RRING network it is necessary to take into account the limits of each governance network and also the 

advantages.  

The “Shared governance, consensual” governance model has as main limit that is a model working well for small and networks 

finalised of few and specific objectives, however this model, in general, has not high costs and the members have a common 

understanding and cohesion concerning the network needs and vision. In RRING's perspective, this model has the big limit of the 

size of the network. In fact, RRING has the ambition to become a large global network that can hardly be managed through a 

streamlined governance model and without strong coordination of network management activities.  

The “Lead agency” governance model has the limit to require a key funder (or a small group of key funders). For this reason, to 

be suitable for the RRING network, it is necessary to identify the agencies available to fund the network implementation and 

management. As advantage, in the "lead agency" governance model, if the objectives of the network coincide with the 

institutional objectives of the agency, the agency could opt for a free membership favouring the development of the network.  

The “Network administrative organization” governance model has as its main limit the costs of the administrative and 

management staff. This governance model requires to identify revenue streams for covering the costs. 

  

2.Network 

membership 

models 

 Members involvement and motivation is a very central point for large networks like RRING. If members of a network play similar 

roles, they are likely to have more strong ties, which is equivalent to more strong and supportive networks. Furthermore, to 

build the commitment of network members is to provide information to members about what the network is doing and its 

contribution to community-level goals and client outcomes (Part A). Part B identifies also in creating core values and a shared 

basis among network partners as a key factor to ensure commitment and to maintain interest in collaboration. 
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Thematic Topics  Good practice RRING network could use 

Part A, regarding Members’ participations, also highlighted the following important issues for the RRING success: 

1. Some kinds of incentives are needed for participation within the RRING network as for example reinforce equality 

among members, provide early and ongoing capacities that the interests of all members are being considered, equalize 

power and manage conflict effectively. 

2. A collaborative leadership style can contribute in a constructive way also if members may lack experience of working 

collaboratively. This is confirmed in the interviews (Part B), in fact the interviewed participants reported that 

developing synergies was linked to network structures. It was suggested to move away from “hierarchical structures” 

and “heads of departments” and establish project managers as the senior staff members to allow for more flexibility 

and complementarity instead. The growth and importance of ‘working groups’ was also indicated which allowed for 

more collaboration between network members unbounded by the constraints of more traditional organisational 

structures. 

3. develop a common understanding of how information or knowledge is crucial for the mobilization of that knowledge 

towards a mutual network goal.  

Part B analysed also: the three main formal memberships models emerged by the interviews:  

1. Voluntary ambassadors: offered to organisations in a position to provide large-scale dissemination of training and 

resources to individuals interested in the goals of the network 

2. Fee-paying membership 

3. Organisational membership (associate membership, accredited membership): this was the most common for the 

networks analysed in interviews in Part B. 

A common aspect to all the networks analysed in Part B was the accreditation and accountability mechanisms for membership 

of organizations. Having a rigorous process that new member organisations have to go through to achieve a certain label or 

accreditation boosts the perception of the network’s standards, and leads to the potential for the label or network membership 

to become highly sought after. 

3.Network 

funding models 

The network funding model is a key aspect for the network implementation (Part A). Part B listed the different funding streams 

of the of the eight networks analysed: membership fees, projects, professional services, annual conferences, grants, donations, 
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Thematic Topics  Good practice RRING network could use 

government funds. The analysis also highlighted that most of these networks opted for multiple kinds of funding streams and 

this seems the best practice to copy as they enable diversity in opinion, membership and activities and reach.  

4.Budget models 

and roadmap 

models 

Budget and roadmap are part of the long-term vision and the financial sustainability of the network (Part B). These aspects are 

important for: 1) maintaining the confidence of being part of a growing network and who will benefit from investing their time 

in actively participating in the network; 2) maintain continuity and consistency with the change of management; 3) motivate the 

staff. 

5.Risk 

management 

models 

 In defining the risk management model Part A advises: 

• How time plays a crucial role in duration and termination of dyadic ties, as the risk of termination was found by some 

authors to increase over time, and then decreases after a 4-5 years threshold.  

• About the risks of free-riding of members or shadow members that take advantage of the legitimacy of the MSI for 

their own gain, and also the impact of non-adherent firms, but does not explore it further. 

• About the risk of ‘over-engineered’ networks will hinder network evolution and restrict new members to join. 

The interviews in Part B have highlighted as one of the major risks revolved around not getting the expected engagement of 

members or unexpected fall resulting in unexpected lack of finances. Attempts to mitigate this involved focused investment of 

resources into engaging members and new member acquisition. A good practice is to create “a pot of money, a surplus collected, 

in case something dramatic happens” so staff would still be able to be salaried. 

6.Roadmap, 

network 

implementation 

and evolution 

models;  

 Part A advises on multiple aspects: 

• Consideration must be given to precursors and respective context, a balanced development of network structures and 

practices, as well as preparing the agenda for ongoing collaboration and negotiation. 

• Initial activities such as orchestrating, planning, designing and selecting the initial activities of a network will ultimately 

influence its ongoing development. When a network has begun to emerge, attention should lie on the design of the 

network and on determining what activities or tasks must be done in order for the network to develop effectively.  

• Decisions need to be made on how the network is created and how it should be structured and governed followed by 

how a specific governance form is to be chosen and implemented.  
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Thematic Topics  Good practice RRING network could use 

• An important preliminary task, is to look for ways to help network members become comfortable with the ambiguity 

and horizontal nature of the network. 

• The development of the structure of a network needs sufficient provision of time for network processes to evolve. In 

the initial phase of network creation, “there is usually someone or some group that assumes the role of 

‘entrepreneurial orchestrating’ 

• Network managers need to resist the temptation to formalize structures too much at the beginning in order to avoid 

impediments in later phases.  

• In order to manage network evolution, appropriate balance at the interplay of the following dimensions needs to be 

achieved: efficiency vs. inclusiveness, internal vs. external legitimacy, and flexibility vs. stability 

• ‘Critical events’ can disrupt or assist the network to evolve like  
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Table 2: Best Promising Practices by Network  

Interview Key lessons 

Catalyst 

Project 

1. Network governance models, leadership and management, and structure: Important for the RRING Network to have a core 

group of individuals with shared goals and a common vision with clear lines of reporting. 

2. Network implementation, roadmaps and evolution models: The RRING network should endeavour to have a dissemination 

strategy which reaches into all sectors of society. Dissemination bites must be targeted, engaging and easy to understand. This 

indeed speaks for dissemination using a plethora of medias. 

Vitae 1. Network governance models, leadership and management, and structure: Important to have a core group which coordinates 

the activities of all members. Core group should be lean and respond to the needs of members in a timely way. Gender 

composition of the core group must be balanced, and group activities must be relevant to all members irrespective of sector. 

2. Network funding models: The RRING network could consider adopting a membership funding model to help fund the group 

moving forward. Such a model should not restrict access to information for non-members. In this context, membership could 

be associated with discount to conferences etc. 

Scientix 1. Online portal: RRING network can create an online portal that could offer a place where all public-funded RRI projects can 

share their work on, such that the material produced by each project does not disappear after the project is completed or 

once the project funding runs out. This portal can be useful for wider dissemination and popularization of RRI materials. It 

could, in time, enable exchange between different stakeholders who use the portal.  

2. Ambassadors: RRING Network can appoint “RRING Ambassadors” for each country. The ambassadors could be from academia, 

industry, civil society organizations or public authority. A rigorous selection process must be developed for the appointment 

of ambassadors, which will then be provided with training. They/their organisation could be given a ‘RRING Title’ which expires 

in one year. During one year, they can be offered to work on a voluntary basis to work around Europe promoting and 

supporting RRI, following some RRING guidelines, and have different organizations who are supporting RRING on RRI 

implementation either through collaborations or specific campaigns. A physical meeting could be organized to meet with the 

most active ambassadors annually, by bringing them to specific events such as RRING Networking events where specific topics 

could be discussed.  
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Interview Key lessons 

3. Different needs: In sending invitations to possible members, RRING must understand that every organization or individual has 

different priorities, interests and needs. We should not just try to acquire members or introduce services regardless of who 

we are talking to.   

4. Targets: Initially, RRING network must have a wide variety of messages to target all of the different stakeholders. 

SPIDER  1. Thematic sections: RRING Network can have ‘thematic sections’ and see these as a mode of operation in different areas such 

as ‘transparency & accountability’. The aim of such thematic sections would be to encourage knowledge sharing between 

different countries that are tackling similar issues. Different organizations can share experiences of dealing with some of the 

common issues that they were tackling in different countries through this channel (for example issues related to human rights 

etc.).   

2. Synergy and collaboration: In SPIDER, it was observed that as a result of having thematic sections there were a lot of synergies 

and the network members, through the coordination of SPIDER, gave positive feedback. Joint workshops, and seminars were 

organized and a more powerful force was created through collaboration which was then requested to take part in some of the 

regional events.  

3. Long-term view: Establishing a long-term view for the network is important. The long-term benefit for individuals and 

organizations should be defined (separately) for the next 5-10 years. An important question that should be considered is; how 

will the older members benefit compared to the new members.   

UNESCO  7. Network governance models, leadership and management, and structure: There is an Executive Board appointed by the 

General Conference of UNESCO. The executive board over 58 members, whereby there is great diversity and representation 

of various cultures from various geographic regions. The tasks or rather, mandate, is given to the Board every 2 years. Other 

functions stem from agreements concluded with other nations, the specialised UN agencies and other intergovernmental 

organisations. RRING could implement a similar strategy whereby the Board changes every few years, and the mandate or 

functions of the Board and ultimately the network would vary and change depending on the different agreements concluded 

with different partners or organisations, globally. The functions of the Board are primarily informed by the Constitution and 

rules or directives laid down by the general conference. UNESCO has a Secretariat who is responsible for appointing the 

Director General and Staff. There are over 700 staff members who work in UNESCOs 65 field offices around the world. This is 

one of the best practices RRING could adopt as it aims to have reach in various regions as far as possible, and ensure diversity 

and representation all whilst maintaining order, structure and vision. 



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

79 
 

Interview Key lessons 

8. Network membership models: UNESCO is formed by member states memberships. The Organization has 193 Members and 

11 Associate Members. Some members are not independent states and some members have additional National Organizing 

Committees from some of their dependent territories. States that are not members of United Nations may be admitted to 

UNESCO, upon recommendation of the Executive Board, by a two-thirds majority vote of the General Conference. All Member 

States have established a National Commission for UNESCO. The UNESCO National Commissions are national cooperating 

bodies set up by the Member States for the purpose of associating their governmental and non-governmental bodies with the 

work of the Organization. UNESCO emphasizes its efforts to involve nationally (Parliamentarians) and locally elected 

representatives (Cities and Local Authorities) in its action. RRING could adopt this form of membership model, which ensures 

it involves both government and non-government bodies in the network, in a structured manner, whereby it can ensure 

diversity and representation of the various people, countries and cultural groups. However, UNESCO seems to place more 

emphasis on the government members and less on the individuals and civil societies, which could then result, to a certain 

extent, exclusion of certain voices from the decisions and implementations the network wants to undertake. RRING could 

formulate in its Constitution the membership model and standardise it, and any member falling outside of this stipulation but 

who wishes to join the network can then be decided upon by a vote at the General Conference.  

9. Network funding models: The network receives funding from its multiple projects sponsored by various member countries 

and donors from both private and public sectors. This is one of the best practices RRING could really benefit from, ensuring 

that healthy and fruitful relationships are built with various organisations and countries to ensure that the network has steady 

and multiple sources of income. This will ensure sustainability and stability of the network. The funds are usually directed to 

specific projects, so it would also be good for the network to firmly establish its main goals and objectives in order to ensure 

that funding organisations can easily identify and would be interested to form a partnership. 

10. Risk management models: UNESCO has a risk management policy and all the risks are dealt with at different levels after they 

have been classified. Its risk management is also indicated as a broad strategic approach, meaning priority is given to risk 

analysis and management. RRING could formulate a committee, or even assign the risk management task to some members 

of the Board to ensure proper risk analysis and management so that there are no surprises and should there be any problems 

they could be properly planned for and dealt with swiftly. 

11. Network implementation, roadmaps and evolution models: There is a strategic plan embedded in the quadrennium plan 

which contains key programmes in the various areas which fall as objectives of the network. These programmes are also 

detailed according to priority and size of the project. The plan also contains programme-related services carried out by the 
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Interview Key lessons 

network and lastly, includes the work that is done for the corporate services whereby the different departments of the 

corporate offices are categorised and listed. Various roadmaps specialised for the different programmes. 

EARTO 

Network  

1. Core Membership and importance of defining common interest as key 

A network should have a core membership which should be clearly defined and compose of some if not all of the following for it to 

run smoothly 

• RTOs (Research and Technology Organisations) who are the absolute core in terms of critical mass 

• Strategic managers and thematic specialists, in the RTOs 

• The secretariat who runs the office 

As a network is an interest organisation/group, it should have a set of well-defined common goals clearly spelt out in order to attract 

key membership. The shared interests are crucial.  

By having a clearly defined common goals, members can join knowing that by being part of network can help them access relevant 

knowledge and contacts for networking. 

 

2. Division of work by different members with different expertise 

A network benefits from a proper division of work by its different members with different skills. This is helpful in: 

• Strengthening the network to be able to take on and tackle difficult issues on behalf on individual network members 

• Policy influencing on a broader level 

• Collaboration and developing links with other institutions 

• Knowledge sharing  

3. Network Activities on Behalf of Members 

A network should be able to carry out activities on behalf of its members. Some of these could include: 

• Being part of the discussion on framework conditions of public programmes 

• Being a part of the discussion on policy design and implementation in relevant contexts Being active in all current and emerging 

technology areas to keep up to date with development 

4. Participation Rules and Responsibilities 

 When a network becomes formal and structured, it has to take into consideration an appropriate level of statutes with participation 

rules, rights and responsibilities, and possibly the legal status. 

5. Budget 
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Interview Key lessons 

A network should have an annual budget to cover administrative costs and liabilities (running the secretariat etc). Funds for this will 

potentially be realised from membership fees. 

 

NSF 1.     Network governance models, leadership and management, and structure: NSF leadership has two major components: a director 

who oversees NSF staff and management responsible for program creation and administration, merit review, planning, budget 

and day-to-day operations; and a 24-member National Science Board (NSB) of eminent individuals that meets six times a year to 

establish the overall policies of the foundation. The director and all Board members serve six-year terms.  RRING could implement 

this form of management model as it is structured and functional. 

2.    Budget models: Annual financial reports and plans are uploaded on the website and it is these reports and organisation’s objectives 

that inform the budget for the particular year period. 
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Figure 3: WISE member costs structure 

2. ECSITE  

ECSITE comprises three membership categories and two additional profiles to join ECSITE: 

• Full members 

• Associate members 

• Sustaining members 

• Corporate partners 

• Honorary fellows 

These vary according to the type of organisation joining the network, the organisation’s values, objectives, 

vision and mission, etc. the interest the organisations have in the network, organisations which fund the 

network, and the individuals or organisations who are nominated by the board. All of these types of 

members have different types of benefits in the network. 

This network is guided by its founded Constitution. Membership is open to all national, merit-based 

science academies in Africa that subscribe to the Aims and Objectives set out in this Constitution; 

Applications for membership shall be considered by the Board, subject to approval by a majority vote at 

and by the General Assembly to admit applicants into membership as is prescribed by this Constitution. 

To be eligible for membership, an academy of science or any other equivalent organisation shall be 

national or regional in the scope of its operations and shall elect its members on the basis of scientific 

merit regardless of ideological, ethical, religious or gender.  

The Organisation distinguishes two types of membership: Provisional and Full Membership. 

• Provisional Membership: 

i. Any national science academy or equivalent merit-based organisation that wishes to be 

admitted to Provisional Membership of the Organisation shall apply in writing to the 

Organisation’s Secretariat to be so considered, and the Board shall review the application in the 

first instance. 

ii. Such an applicant national academy or equivalent merit-based organisation shall provide 

information on its objectives, membership and organisational structure. 

iii. If such an applicant national science academy or merit-based organisation complies with the 

requirements for provisional membership it shall be admitted to such membership subject to a 

vote at and by the General Assembly at its next Ordinary Session. 

iv. Any such applicant science academy or merit-based organisation admitted as a provisional 

member of the organisation may participate fully in all of the organisation’s programmes and 

activities. 

• Full Membership: 

i. There shall be a category of Full Membership in the Organisation. 
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ii. No national science academy or equivalent merit-based organisation may be proposed for and 

admitted to Full Membership without first having been admitted as a provisional member and 

thus fulfil all requirements stated therein. 

iii. Any national science academy or equivalent merit-based organisation admitted as a provisional 

member by the Board may be proposed for Full Membership and admitted as such by a majority 

vote at the General Assembly at its next ordinary session. 

3. China Association of Science and Technology (CAST)  

Membership types: Individual and Organisational  

Individual members are recruited through primary academic societies and grass-root organizations. Rights 

and obligations of members include members electing their own representative to attend CAST 

congresses. These representatives have the right to vote, the right to be elected and the right to 

supervision. They may take part in CAST activities, put forward their comments and proposals and exercise 

supervision over CAST. Group members should abide by this constitution, accept the leadership of CAST 

implement the resolutions and carry out activities in accordance with this constitution and undertake the 

tasks assigned by CAST. The right and obligation of individual members are stipulated by regulations of 

primary societies and organizations. 

CAST also applies the system of group membership. Eligible academic societies, associations of science 

and technology in colleges and universities, large enterprises and other grass-root organizations, upon 

approval, may become group members of science and technology association of the same level. 

Each Individual, Association, Corresponding or Honorary Member pays each year the annual membership 

subscription for that year and category of membership as agreed by the General Meeting of the members 

upon a proposal by the Executive Board. Membership subscriptions are due on January 1st of each year. 

4. The European Science Foundation (ESF) 

ESF works closely with their members and partners, sharing expertise and offering solution-orientated 

services aimed at increasing the quality and effectiveness of science and science-related activities. ESF 

supports its member organisations by enabling them to access key decision-makers through its broad 

network and by providing strategic advice through: Access to key decision-makers through its broad 

network; Strategic advice and road mapping; Support for access to EU funding; Privileged access to 

scientific services; specialised seminars and reports. 

ESF membership is open to public or private organisations whose chief mission is promoting or providing 

financial or other support to scientific research and/or operations, and who are interested in scientific 

research in any capacity whatsoever. 

Types of memberships are: 

▪ Full membership - Full members pay an annual fee and have voting rights in the General 

Assemblies. An entry fee to be may apply depending on the applicant category.  

▪ Associate membership - Allows organisations to contribute occasionally to ESF’s objectives 

through their scientific and research background and skills. Associate members are not required 
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to pay an annual fee. They are invited to participate in the General Assemblies without voting 

rights. 

Organisations that wish to become full or associate members of the ESF must, after the necessary 

consultations, submit a formal application to the Chief Executive, who will refer this application to the 

Executive Board. The Executive Board decides on the approval of candidate organisations. 

5. International Foundation for Science (IFS) 

IFS strengthens collaboration with a variety of partner organisations, both to award research grants and 

organise thematic and research skills development workshops and other capability enhancing support. 

Collaborations aim to boost the capability of young researchers and ensure that the research conducted 

meets both prescribed ethical and quality standards. Recent efforts undertaken with partners are 

increasing capability to formulate, implement and evaluate science research, and improving ability to 

manage research grants, and organise workshops and scientific meetings. 

Types of partners: 

• Long-term collaborating partners - With a number of organisations IFS has developed a joint long-

term commitment to the support of scientists and scientific research in developing countries. 

Together with these organisations IFS has organised many workshops and activities for young 

scientists in eligible countries. 

• Other Ad hoc collaborating organisations - Almost every workshop, seminar or any other event 

involves several organisations working together. Universities, local research or other 

organisations involved in sharing their resources or knowledge, are hosting at their venues or 

working with the logistics. Often giving their services in kind, these organisations are essential for 

the smooth functioning of IFS. 

• IFS Affiliated Organisations - When IFS was created in 1972 this was done with the cooperation of 

15 Scientific Academies, known at that time as ‘Member Organisations’. Interest to participate in 

IFS grew quickly among Academies, Research Councils, Universities, Governmental Agencies, and 

others around the world, and this number stands today at 134 organisations, and they are now 

known as Affiliated Organisations. They have a consultative role for IFS today, contributing 

intelligence and allowing IFS to better understand local scientific landscapes in order to provide 

the most appropriate support. 

IFS implement a paid membership model, although some of their materials are free to access depending 

on how they are funded. 

6. Vitae  

Vitae membership enables organisations with a stake in realising the potential of researchers to build 
capacity in developing research excellence, bringing benefits to research outputs, innovation, society and 
the economy. 

Membership provides full access to a wide range of resources including online materials, publications and 
reports, generous member discounts on all events and dedicated member only activities.  
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Vitae membership is open to organisations anywhere in the world. 

For organisations who train or employ researchers, including doctoral students, postdoctoral fellows and 
research staff the network offers organisational membership which enables your researchers and relevant 
staff to access Vitae resources, news, policy intelligence, events and member benefits including dedicated 
web content.  

Organisational membership costs are based on the number of doctoral and early career researchers at 
the organisation. An annual membership subscription is in the region of £1000 - £6000. There is also a 
one-off joining fee for institutions outside the UK, which covers the license to use Vitae resources and 
programmes. 

Affiliate membership is for organisations not employing researchers but with an interest in researcher 

development policy, strategy and funding and in researcher careers. Access to online resources is available 

for five staff from an affiliate member organisation who also qualify for discounts on events and resources. 

7. EBN Innovation Network  

EBN has two membership categories: 

• EU|BICs – certified business and innovation centres, incubators, accelerators and other business 

support organizations, recognized by the European Union. 

• Associate Members – organizations who work in the network’s ecosystem, or collaborate with 

EBN in projects or events, activities related to innovation and business. 

EBN membership includes access to services (certification and benchmarking, project lab, networking), 

business incubation, “internationalization solutions” and involvement in international projects. 

EBN is a network of around 140 quality-certified EU|BICs (business and innovation centres, incubators, 

accelerators and other support organizations) and approximately 100 Associate Members that support 

the development and growth of innovative entrepreneurs, start-ups and SMEs. Members come from over 

40 countries around the world. 

Natural persons, associations and all types of organization are eligible to join the entire Association. The 

Association comprises:   

Honorary members, full members, associate members, exchange members. The roles, benefits and joining 

requirements differ per different type of membership. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions and Prompts 
Prompts were only asked if they were relevant. Not all interviewees answered all prompts.  

Question Topic  Questions and Prompts  

A. Interview 

participant’s 

self-perceived 

role 

  

1. What is your role in the network? What are your tasks?  

• Prompt: What is your position within the network structure? How 

is it different to other members of the network? 

2. How long have you been part of the network?  

• Prompt: Did your role change? In how far and why? 

3. Can you describe the relation to other members in the network?  

• Prompts: Do you know all the other members of your network? 

Do you see each other frequently? Regular (Annual, monthly) 

meetings? Do maybe only some members know each other closer 

than others? With whom are you frequently in contact? What is 

your relationship to your fellows in the network? 

4. Which roles play personal ties in the network creation and 

development? 

• Prompt: Is it important to know each other to build trust? 

5. How do you see your role [as a manager or as a director] in 

relation to the network as an own entity? 

• Prompt: Does the managing role convey a central role within the 

network, increased power on decisions, legitimacy issues, are you 

provided with special overview. Dual or more roles? 

B. Network 

background 

and context 

  

  

6. Can you provide a historical perspective of the network? 

• Prompt: what was the context of emergence? Why has the 

network been launched? How did the network concept develop, 

and the thinking behind it? What has been changed meanwhile? 

Did the character of the network change? 

7. What would you say is your network’s vision (mission/objectives)? 

• Prompt: In your view, is it important to have a clear vision or 

objective? Why? Do you think everyone shares this vision? 

8. What do you do as network members to achieve this objective?  

• Prompt: what is your strategy? Is there a clear role division or 

division of labour? Dissemination activities? 

9. Why is the network important for realising this vision? 

• Prompt: Could you maybe achieve these objectives just on your 

own or with a smaller team, (not necessarily a network). Why 

would it be important to have the network form for realising what 

you want to achieve? 
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C. Network 

model  

  

  

10. Could you describe the network model? 

• Prompt: legal character? company, association, formalization: 

website, chatroom, regular meetings  

• Structure: what are the chapters? Are there Sub-

networks/divisions? 

• Geography model (Asia, Latin America, Europe, Africa)  

11. Why was this network model structure chosen? 

• Prompt: Do you know who decided to choose this structure? What 

were the alternatives? Has the structure been changed? Is your 

network model based on any other network model? 

12. Can you give any “pros and cons” of the chosen model based on 

your experience? 

• Prompt: Regarding aims; membership; funding; geographic 

spread; etc.  

13. Does diversity and/or gender play a role for your network? 

• Prompt: (e.g. Implementation of specific structures/policies (e.g. 

parity in decision making bodies, positions, etc.)?  

• Formal or informal mechanisms for gender and diversity 

dynamics? 

• If yes: Why is it important for the network to address these 

dimensions? 

• If yes: Which mechanisms (formal and informal) are in place to 

address these dimensions 

• Would you say that awareness of gender and diversity contribute 

to the success/effectiveness of a network? 

14. What stages did your network go through during its creation and 

development?  

• Prompts: Years in existence and annual growth. How did it go 

through such stages or growth?  

• Why did it go through such stages?  

• What are some key moments in history? 

D. Membership 

model 

  

15. Can you tell me about the members in your network?  

• Prompt: their number, their background/ambition to join, their 

geographic spread  

16. Can you describe your membership model?  

• range of membership options.  

• gender, minorities and multi-cultural aspects 

17. Are you a member and why?  



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

89 
 

• (Note: Interviewee must be management: Network managers 

could be external bodies, if network manager is simultaneously 

network member, they might feel a double role)  

18. Are there different categories of members? How would you 

differentiate the members in your network? 

• Prompt: (e.g.) active vs. passive; individual members vs members 

associated to an organization; different levels of benefits or rights; 

different roles?  

• Different power resources to drive decisions? 

19. What rights do network members have? 

20. In your opinion, why do members choose to join the network? 

E. Challenges 

and Problems 

with the 

Network  

  

What is really interesting for us and our ambition to construct a network 

is in fact where the potential challenges or difficulties lie. Hence, I’d like to 

go a bit into those challenges… 

21. What challenges did you face during your time in the network? 

• Prompt: when you think about your time in the network, is there 

anything you experienced as difficult? 

• Are there cases where network members have dropped out? 

Why? is it a problem for the network?  

• Are there any problems with members adhering to their network 

identity?  

• Which challenges are faced due to cultural differences? 

Differences in notions of collectivity and collaboration?  

• Are there any conflicts with members of the networks and their 

affiliation to an organization?  

• Prompt: e.g. when their organisations’ objectives are not in line 

with those of the network? 

22. If you could warn us about any potential pitfalls: what would they 

be? 

• Prompt: Is there anything – general or specific – we should be 

aware of when we want to create our network? 

F. Network 

Funding 

Model  

  

  

I have some more questions on more detailed managerial issues where I’d 

like to hear your insights, in particular how the Governance or 

Management of your network is structured, but also the funding sources 

you employ. 

23. What are the funding sources for the network? 

• Prompts: 

a. Membership 
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b. Project funding 

c. National grants 

d. Philanthropy 

e. SME based 

f. Consultancy  

g. Other 

24. How important is funding to the network? 

• Prompt: How much resources are dedicated to getting the 

funding? How much resources are dedicated to accounting? Does 

the network have an annual budget? Does the network have 

longer term budget projections?  

  

G. Governance – 

Management 

Structure 

  

25. Can you please describe the management structure?  

• Prompt: (e.g.) board directors; executive committee; advisory 

board 

26. Do you have a Principle Committee member board? How is it 

structured?  

• Prompt: (e.g.) Chair, co-chair, vice chair, secretary, treasurer, etc.? 

• Prompt: Describe rotation mechanism? What expertise is 

required to be on the board, committees etc. 

27. Describe the Governance operations: 

• Prompt: Management meetings and frequency?  

• Prompt: Governance documentation?  

28. Does your network have a 5-year roadmap?  

• Prompt: GANTTT chart? Is it publicly available? Is it possible for us 

to retrieve it? 

29. How is the effectiveness of the network and plans measured and 

monitored?  

• Prompt: Which management mechanisms are important to 

promote the effectiveness of the network? What would you say, 

what means effectiveness for your network? 

30. Does the network have a risk and mitigation plan?  

• Prompt How effective is it, and how it is monitored? 

31. What general issues affect the effective governance and 

management of the network?  

• Prompt: For instance, trust issues between directors. How is trust 

established and maintained? Which challenges are faced due to 

cultural differences between management board?  
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• Are there any conflicts with members of the networks and their 

affiliation to an organization? 

32. Can you describe how information is made available and 

circulated among the network members? 

• Prompt: Do all network members receive the same information? 

Or if different, why? 

 

 

Appendix 3: Codes Used in Interview Analysis  
1 Lessons learned in developing networks 

1a. Working with Project Partners 

1a.1. Develop shared motivations, definitions, understandings and concepts 

1a.2. Develop and maintain personal relationships among network partners 

1b. Setting up the Network 

1b.1. Identify community needs / requirements 

1b.2. Establish relevance / value of network for user / member base 

1c. Transfer from research / theory into practice 

1d. Requiring professionals to communicate effectively 

1e. Choosing collaborators / partners / organisations to join the network 

1e.1. Developing the selection, application and/or review process 

1e.2. Continuous assessment of membership validity and contribution 

1e.3. Developing synergy and complementarity between network members 

2 Best practice in developing networks 

2a. Partners and other networks 

2a.1. Network of networks 

2a.2. Partnerships with other complementary networks 

2b. Operations 

2b.1. Using collaborative (online) tools (project management software solution) 

2b.2. Maintaining transparency of views, structures and approaches in the network’s management 
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2b.3. Regular communication and engagement 

2b.4. Dedicated management and decision making 

2b.5. Building community to foster commitment 

2b.6. Clear distribution of tasks, roles and responsibilities 

2c. Communication and Dissemination 

2c.1. Media communication and dissemination strategies 

2c.2. Using multiple channels 

2c.3.Participation in conferences, papers, workshops, academic events and other activities 

2d. Monitoring and evaluation 

2d.1. Monitoring of communication activities 

2d.2. Network growth and usage statistics 

2d.3. User feedback 

2e. Risk analysis and mitigation planning 

2f. Priorities and direction 

2f.1. Establishing clear goals and direction from the start 

2f.2. Freedom and flexibility for members (breathing room) 

2f.3. Focused priorities 

2f.4. Retain flexibility to adapt to continuously changing landscape 

3 Barriers in developing networks and making them work (mirror image of best practice 

3a. Network member acquisition 

3a.1. Difficulties in member acquisition 

3a.2. Barriers through rules/guidelines of (potential) members’ organisations 

3a.3. Members’ limited resources limiting network growth 

3b. Synchronising partners 

3b.1. Shared interests, goals and motivation 

3b.2. Shared definitions, understandings and concepts among partners 
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3c. Diversity Management 

3c.1. Respect for national/cultural differences in the context of international growth 

3c.2. Gender and wider social/demographic inclusion 

3d. Member retention, revenue and growth 

3d.1. Financial sustainability 

3d.2. Encourage membership renewal 

3d.3. Partnerships with funders (continuous funding) 

3d.4. Lean core team to minimise costs 

3d.5. Long-term view/goals 

3e. Contractual limitations through funder or similar 
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Appendix 4: Full Business Model Canvas Discussion, Based on Methods Innovation Report 

Customer Segments. 
 

Proactive soliciting of interest in the network from organisations 

Clearly there a range of ways that professional networks can come into existence. Amongst the interview 

participants for this study, there was a focus on networks having grown out of pre-existing networks of 

researchers, who had a common interest or goal (clearly a relevant scenario to the RRING project). These 

groups were bound by personal relationships of trust and mutual understanding which formed the basis 

of the network. 

However, the predominant mode of member acquisition for most networks followed a ‘callout’ or 

outreach process, with application, selection and review process. Some participants noted that their 

networks were based on issues specifically relevant for certain organisation types, which meant their 

outreach strategies for member acquisition used the channels most relevant to these specific organisation 

types. 

For the organisations that started with a pre-existing inner circle of members (e.g. from a preceding 

project), this process was combined with an effort to enable members to reach out to their own personal 

networks. Participants reported that the subsequent acquisition of member organisations grew out of a 

“snowball effect” of these initial core members reaching out to their own networks where they had 

established relationships. This meant that “the people that ended up even knowing about the [outreach] 

call [for network participation] were already part of our personal network, and some of the people that 

we invited we directly knew already from previous work and over conferences and stuff”. This interview 

extract emphasises the importance of developing and maintain personal relationships in the network. 

Basing the network on personal relationships and subsequently making an effort to develop and sustain 

personal relationships with new network members was seen as an important principle by participants. 

… it takes frequent dialogue and it is so much more easy if you know the people, of course; you 

can call anytime you need to and you don't need to pretend something, it’s really like between 

close colleagues, so personal links and trust is the key. 

Establishment of trust early on in network development was highlighted as essential for network 

members to feel secure in sharing information due to the competitive nature of research as a working 

environment, as well as for members to feel assured that they are all working towards the same goal 

together. 

Prioritising member ‘mindset’ and attitude in selection 

A common theme which arose throughout participant accounts was basing member acquisition strategies 

on the identification of organisations most in tune with the network’s ‘mindset’. That is, defining criteria 

for member organisations was a task participants said should take place within a carefully designed 

application process based on the culture and values of the network. This way of extending the network’s 

membership can be contrasted with is more surface level strategies based on “visibility and reputation”, 

which risk undermining meaningful alignment of new members with the network’s aims. This member 

acquisition approach was seen as crucial to supporting the broader goal of developing shared motivations, 
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definitions, understandings and concepts. It provides this support by immediately making the culture and 

motivations of the network apparent and transparent, thereby helping to define what kind of 

environment and prospective member organisations should expect from the network. These steps were 

identified as vital to prioritise in the member selection process, when these particular ‘cultures’ - such as 

that of “active research and applied research work… the organisations that like trying things that go 

wrong, that like innovation, they like playing and high-risk, high-reward things” - affect network decision-

making and the level of engagement expected from member organisations. 

…we realised that there were very few organisations that were really sharing the research and 

development and innovation culture. It’s literally a culture. And it’s not something that you can 

either impose or learn. 

This focus on ensuring potential members have the same ‘mindset’ was seen to require some form of in-

depth interview or exploratory discussion as part of the selection process to facilitate the development of 

personal relationships, rather than just emails. 

So, we would probably interview them instead of just sending an email. We would try and figure 

out if the people leading this network have the same mindset. 

This personal dimension was identified as a way to ensure the needed consensus of expectations, values 

and goals amongst members as the network expands. 

  

Network membership types 

With regards to membership options for the network, there are ‘catch all’ approaches such as considering 

organisations and individuals participating in events, campaigns or free online resources to be “part of the 

network” by default. However, there were three main types of formal membership that emerged within 

participants’ accounts. 

The first formal membership option was for ‘voluntary ambassadors’, requiring no payment. This was 

offered to organisations in a position to provide large-scale dissemination of training and resources to 

individuals interested in the goals of the network. These individuals apply and are selected “through a 

very rigorous process”, and then work in their individual working contexts to promote the goals and 

activities of the network. 

The other forms of membership were on a fee-paying basis. Individual memberships for researchers 

tended to either not be used or were reported to be an ineffective pathway with limited uptake in some 

networks. However, one participant spoke of the relevance of individual memberships when it came to 

individual projects that the network launched, which often required specific expertise and a higher level 

of responsibility for the project. It is important to note that these individual members were then treated 

as salaried individuals. 

We have worked with individual persons in certain organisations that we have funded that we 

requested to coordinate the activities of the networks. We have contributed to salaries of 

individuals in specific organisations who then coordinate the activities of the network. 
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The dominant form of membership in all participant accounts was organisational membership, with the 

fee commonly decided based on the size of the organisation and “stepped” based on the “number of 

researchers” affiliated to the organisation that would be part of the network. 

Different pathways were also highlighted within this category of organisational membership, including 

‘associate memberships’ which could be gained with no requirements, and ‘accredited memberships’. 

Accredited membership goes further than the aforementioned process of setting rigorous criteria to 

ensure the potential member organisations have the same values of the network: It also involves a 

thorough check on the organisation to determine the quality and structure of the organisation to see if 

they reach the research or quality standards espoused by the network. 

We check how the organisation is structured, what are the services, the financial model, the 

mission, the employees – from A to Z we do a check-up. From this check-up a report gets written 

and the report is sent to our BIC quality committee. The committee decides whether the 

organisation can have the label… 

From here, the organisation could either gain the accredited membership straight away, or, failing this, 

receive ‘strong recommendations’ for the organisation’s areas for improvement. Organisations tend to 

undergo annual evaluations to ensure their recommendations are being met and standards maintained 

by the network are upheld. 

The […] title, which is actually not for life, gets renewed every year based on the work they have 

done. So, they can either resign afterwards or we can actually say that we cannot renew it based 

on their performance. 

Such an accredited membership pathway could be relevant to the RRING project, if it decided to offer 

different tiers of accreditation for organisations that demonstrated different levels of commitment to 

responsible research and innovation, for example. 

This accreditation process was seen to be crucial in developing a sense of trust between network 

members, as it ensures the “professional and serious work of others” in the network. This accountability 

mechanism was reported to facilitate and cultivate a trusting collaborative culture, and motivation to 

engage with other members of the network. Additionally, having a rigorous process that new member 

organisations have to go through to achieve a certain label or accreditation boosts the perception of the 

network’s standards, and leads to the potential for the label or network membership to become highly 

sought after. 

 

Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying Customer Segments 

Concerning the mode of member acquisition, the interviews highlighted the importance of networks 

grown out of pre-existing networks of researchers, who had a common interest or goal and were bound 

by personal relationships of trust and mutual understanding. Their outreach strategies for member 

acquisition followed a ‘callout’ or outreach process, with an effort to enable members to reach out to 

their own personal networks, followed by a selection and review process.  

A common theme which arose throughout participant accounts was basing member acquisition strategies 

on the identification of organisations most in tune with the network’s ‘mindset’. This focus on ensuring 
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potential members have the same ‘mindset’ was seen to require some form of in-depth interview or 

exploratory discussion as part of the selection process to facilitate the development of personal 

relationships, rather than just emails.  

With regards to membership options for the network, there are ‘catch all’ approaches such as considering 

organisations and individuals participating in events, campaigns or free online resources to be “part of the 

network” by default. However, there were three main types of formal membership that emerged within 

participants’ accounts. The first formal membership option was for ‘voluntary ambassadors’, requiring no 

payment. The other forms of membership were on a fee-paying basis. Individual memberships for 

researchers tended to either not be used or were reported to be an ineffective pathway with limited 

uptake in some networks. The dominant form of membership in all participant accounts was 

organisational membership, with the fee commonly decided based on the size of the organisation and 

“stepped” based on the “number of researchers” affiliated to the organisation that would be part of the 

network.  

Different pathways were also highlighted within this category of organisational membership, including 

‘associate memberships’ which could be gained with no requirements, and ‘accredited memberships’. 

Such an accredited membership pathway could be relevant to the RRING project, if it decided to offer 

different tiers of accreditation for organisations that demonstrated different levels of commitment to 

responsible research and innovation, for example. 

 

Value Propositions. 
 

Transfer from research/theory into practice for network 

Many of the networks that our participants are involved in have developed out of efforts to turn ideals 

into actionable, pragmatic goals. 

A key kind of activity moving research/theory into practice was related to both governmental and 

institutional policy development. This includes creating definitions or standards for certain bodies that 

the network members have expertise on. Below are some examples of this kind of work: 

So, for example at the moment we’re rewriting [a policy document about researchers for our 

country] in line with industrial strategy – a government piece of work. And members would be 

asked to comment on that and have the opportunity to develop it, so be hands on around that 

…we do policy influencing, or let’s say influencing as policy on framework level, and we collaborate 

very strongly with European institutions and the focus is really on the Commission, but we do have 

links to all institutions. 

…[Anonymised network name] has also been defining in the last years international-level laws for 

bioethics and ethics of science through its standing committees. 

…we are trying to define the interventions very specifically. […] Very often working with higher 

education institutions in countries, very often working with partners that are identified by the 
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government national commission for [anonymised network name] and then designing projects 

which can be replicated from one country to another. 

This kind of work was often the result of specific working groups or committees within the network that 

have been brought together based on expertise and common goals around improving certain policies or 

practice within a certain research context. This kind of work often led to direct actionable 

recommendations or suggested interventions specific to the context. This leads to another kind of activity: 

the carrying out and implementation of these interventions. The character of these interventions is 

dependent on the kinds of expertise of member organisations, such as delivering training programs for 

certain institutions/government bodies. Closely linked to this is the creation of resources relevant to the 

research context of the network which is made to be accessible to the researchers, institutions or 

audience it was intended for via the network’s platform. 

Such efforts linking theory/research and practice can interlink with the afore mentioned mechanisms for 

developing network collaborations, including joint seminars, network meetings, exchange visits, as well 

as peer review sessions in order to generate new ideas and start the process of problem solving. These 

can also result in working groups or the design of new projects/programs, sparking further collaborations 

in a virtuous cycle.  

  

Values guiding network direction 

Participants indicated that establishing a value consensus within the network helped to facilitate 

agreement about the design of network activity structures, general network strategy and network 

policies. 

One of the principles we have in the network is that we don’t believe in ranking 

[…] Instead, we go about this through benchmarks and we use this to give an indication of 

performance. 

An example of the link between network values and structures is that some networks’ values around 

inclusivity and diversity have guided policies relating to transparency and inclusiveness of decision-

making, to ensure “people all have their voice and find ways that it works for everyone involved”, and 

“participatory approaches”. 

The connection between network values and structures/directions is also relevant for setting goals for the 

network that all network members can support and view as aligned with the reasons they joined the 

network.  

  

Defining values from the start of a network 

The most common category identified in the interview participants’ responses related to the idea of 

developing a consensus around the principles and values driving the network. This includes the need to 

establish clear definitions of concepts relating to the network’s purpose. The establishment of these core 

values and motivations were seen to be important for multiple reasons, firstly relating to their role in 
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creating a shared basis among network partners to ensure commitment and to maintain interest in 

collaboration. The understanding that all network members had a “shared goal and a common vision” – 

which crucially also means clear definitions of concepts to lay the foundations for the operationalisation 

of this vision – was seen to bind network partners together through a shared sense of purpose. 

It was really not about the tools we used and how we divided the work. It was I think more about 

this common vision and the fact that we were going all in the same direction which is not what 

usually happens in new projects. 

This sense of shared purpose cultivated motivation, engagement and interest in collaboration, despite 

differences in academic or cultural background. This served to lay the foundation and vision for a network 

“community that develops the agenda”. 

  

Importance of shared values and understanding for network member acquisition 

The definition of shared values, principles and collectively faced challenges were seen to play a part in 

member acquisition. Reflecting upon the reasons their members joined their respective networks, some 

participants reported that organisations sometimes seek to join networks which clearly espouse certain 

principles relating to good research practice as it enables them to be “recognised as a [prominent change] 

agent” promoting those principles in their own territories, meaning gaining the membership becomes 

seen as the “right thing to do”. 

…this is something to explore for RRING I think, there are certain things that are good to be seen 

to do, so joining things like CIPD and other organisations. If you're interested in the wellbeing of 

research, it should be seen as a good thing to be part of. 

Participants reflected on the values that attracted network members to join. Thus, strategies to drive 

member acquisition can benefit from communication around the shared goal to “make a change” and 

“impact society in a positive way”. This sort of positive change orientation was seen to be important in 

establishing direction and motivation among network members.  

  

Setting realistic goals 

It is clear that for the participants, establishing clear, pragmatic goals within the network, going beyond 

just having values and principles binding members together, was crucial for the development of the 

network as an effective force to achieve its purpose. These goals and priorities were seen to be best 

decided in a collaborative manner, often at the annual conference. This ensures the voices of the 

members are heard and there is consensus about the specific ways in which the values and principles 

which brought the network together should be achieved. A key theme related to this category was having 

focused priorities. Participants spoke of the phenomenon of receiving a multitude of project proposals 

and being confronted with the temptation to get involved with too many projects and ideas related to the 

network’s aims. However, participants reported that the approach that produces the best outcomes and 

results for members and fosters “sustainable and responsible” growth for the network is when fewer, 

smaller scale projects are focused on, related to focused priorities of the network decided by members. 
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…we are working under this model where we have three objectives, we will get those done and 

then we go on to the next. 

This process of “being structured and organised and setting realistic milestones” was seen to better 

“provide value for each one of those members in the network” and maintain morale and commitment. 

  

Recognition for network members’ achievements 

Another important strategy to build community was creating recognition mechanisms for projects or 

individual organisations who have achieved something within their organisations or project work. These 

recognition mechanisms help members feel valued for their contributions to the network, thereby further 

developing their sense of being ‘part’ of it. Participants noted that these recognition mechanisms should 

be carefully thought through and tailored to what members would value most. 

…if you want the community to have researchers in it, researchers will respond to different type of 

recognition. If you have a community organisation in it and you want to have them in the 

community, then they understand different things for recognition. So I think you need a variety of 

recognition mechanics and you need to be creative in how you deliver it and the best way would 

be to go and ask the representative of the people you want in the community ‘What would be the 

drive, motivators and recognition for you?’ And then you just create an activity for that. 

Also, these recognition processes were seen as part of the provision of services to members, and the 

general attempt to “create value” for them. 

  

Long term views/goals 

In relation to financial sustainability, a key finding was that most networks had some kind of long-term 

plan – including funding and budget considerations. This was seen to be important for maintaining 

members trust in terms of ensuring their assumption that they will gain value from being a long-term 

member of a growing network. Additionally, long-term plans establish a sense of consistency even when 

board members may rotate. This stability is also needed to be a “serious employer” able to provide 

consistent salaries for the core team. 

Plans most commonly covered the next 2-3 years. Even when plan’s scope was longer, they would often 

be broken down into shorter segments. 

I don’t think it would be five years, I think probably three years. So, we have a roadmap and we 

have ideas around different pots that we would see funding coming from and things we want to 

do for the network and so on, but again it’s light touch because we have to be more agile than 

that really. 

These considerations for limited temporal length was due to the need for the networks to retain flexibility 

to adapt to continuously changing landscape. A number of participants spoke of the need to remain 

“agile” by keeping plans “semi-structured, with a constant look to the sector”, due to changes within 

funding environments and trends within the relevant sectors. 
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Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying value propositions 

The interviews highlighted the importance to identify values from the start of a network and to dedicate 

efforts to turn ideals into actionable, pragmatic goals. Furthermore, the interventions must be designed 

very specifically and replicable from one country to another. The actions should also be addressed to 

governmental and institutional policy development. 

For maintaining the trust, interest and engagement of network members is also relevant the connection 

between network values and structures/directions for setting goals that all network members can 

support. Goals and priorities were seen to be best decided in a collaborative manner and finalized to 

establish recognition mechanisms that help members feel valued for their contributions to the network, 

thereby further developing their sense of being ‘part’ of it. Some participants reported that organisations 

sometimes seek to join networks which clearly espouse certain principles relating to good research 

practice as it enables them to be “recognised as a prominent change agent” promoting those principles.  

Finally, the definition of long-term plan is important for maintaining members trust in terms of ensuring 

their assumption that they will gain value from being a long-term member of a growing network. 

 

Channels.  
 

Meeting as a distributed team 

A common factor among almost all participant accounts of their networks was having a regionally or 

sometimes globally distributed team. This meant that meetings often took place over video conferencing 

software; predominantly Skype. The frequency of these meetings was dependent on meeting type and 

people involved. Most networks tended to have monthly plenary type meetings between the network 

staff to discuss key updates, main achievements, and operational decision-making. 

  

Decisions were usually made in plenary Skype meetings, with everyone present, so it was very fluid. 

The importance given to meeting face-to-face as a network team varied between networks depending on 

their specific context and who needs to meet. Meeting face-to-face was generally perceived as the ideal 

way to meet, in order to foster personal relationships and trust, but often not feasible due to the global 

distribution of the team and financial restrictions. However, regular face-to-face meetings were most 

common in the context of external board/committee meetings or training purposes. They were also 

facilitated when funding was available to organise activities more associated with meeting in person such 

as ‘networking’ between member organisations. 

  

Communication during network/project work 

All participants’ accounts pointed to the importance of having established, effective communication 

methods during a network’s project work. The predominant form of communication highlighted was that 

of emails, but other innovative, collaborative (online) tools (project management software solutions) were 
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also mentioned. One such technology was that of a network online platform, in which “each member has 

a profile and on those profiles we, the staff, can write notes so any time we engage with one of them we 

are leaving notes and saying, ‘This has happened,’ for other colleagues to go and double check”. 

Our platform. This is the tool that we use to let them communicate and also us communicate to 

them. Via the platform we share news, events, opportunities. 

They can also post things; they can talk to each other. It is the virtual tool. 

Other more traditional forms of project management platforms included “Google Hangouts a lot at the 

time and of course different forms of sharing documents, Google Drive and stuff like that”. Some networks 

utilized online chat room applications, particularly within specific projects, such as WhatsApp and 

Facebook pages. These tended to be moderated by elected individuals within the project team or working 

group. 

  

Dissemination to members and beyond 

The key principle found in relation to media communication and dissemination strategies was to use 

multiple channels. Participants drew attention to the fact that no one dissemination strategy would work 

for all members, as “some people really don't care about the online communications, so you’re going to 

have face to face actions. Others only care about online so you need the presence there, and always have 

a wide variety of messages, so you target all of the different audiences”. Common forms of dissemination 

strategies involved regular newsletters that go out to all member organisations, ongoing social media 

content – particularly during network events as it helps to understand what is being discussed. 

The good thing is about Twitter is when people are using it at events you get a flavour for how the 

event is going on the day because you can see the Twitter conversations going on during the 

speaker and so on…Twitter absolutely, I think that’s the key one really. 

This work is where the dedicated communication and media staff previously identified would be most 

active. Participants stressed the importance of investing time in understanding how best it is to distribute 

information to a variety of audiences in an engaging way, rather than expecting audiences to cater to one 

communication strategy employed by the network. This highlights the importance of requiring 

professionals to communicate effectively, who have specialized expertise on “how to tell stories that are 

engaging, understandable, easy […] and know-how and to whom these stories should be sent”. 

You need to go to where people are, so that means having a plan where you will be reaching 

people’s inboxes, where you will be letting them work on whatever network they want, so be it 

Facebook, Twitter, or any other social media platforms. 

These staff members were also responsible for the monitoring of communication activities, looking at “the 

tracking, all the engagement, visibility statistics, all the social presence and all these metrics”. 
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Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying Channels 

The importance given to meeting face-to-face as a network team varied between networks depending on 

their specific context and who needs to meet. Meeting face-to-face was generally perceived as the ideal 

way to meet, in order to foster personal relationships and trust, but often not feasible due to the global 

distribution of the team and financial restrictions. All participants’ accounts pointed to the importance of 

having established, effective communication methods during a network’s project work. The predominant 

form of communication highlighted was that of emails, but other innovative, collaborative (online) tools 

(project management software solutions) were also mentioned. Other platforms included Google 

Hangouts, Google Drive, WhatsApp and Facebook. 

The key principle found in relation to media communication and dissemination strategies was to use 

multiple channels. Participants drew attention to the fact that no one dissemination strategy would work 

for all members, so you need to target all of the different audiences. Participants stressed the importance 

of investing time in understanding how best it is to distribute information to a variety of audiences in an 

engaging way, rather than expecting audiences to cater to one communication strategy employed by the 

network. This highlights the importance of requiring professionals to communicate effectively, who have 

specialized expertise on “how to tell stories that are engaging, understandable, easy […] and know-how 

and to whom these stories should be sent”. 

 

Customer Relationships 
 

Projects and small groups within networks 

The different networks reported various strategies to build a sense of community. The crucial and most 

common process was that of ensuring members worked together on projects on a regular basis. Working 

with other members on a regular basis worked to build up trust by “consolidating the relationship”, as it 

means they learn more and more about the strengths and reliability of the other organisations. This also 

helps to foster a sense of shared common purpose. This, in turn, works to encourage members to want 

to keep collaborating and maintain engagement with other network members. 

What we find is that once members work with each other and come to really good results at the 

end of the project, they are really happy to start working again. 

Working on projects also adds a sense of authenticity to this common purpose as it means going beyond 

just agreeing on shared values and principles, to actually having shared pragmatic goals to work towards. 

Communities are completely different […] they do things together on an everyday basis. So, it’s 

not just about the value and subscribing to the same principles, but it’s also having a pragmatic 

goal which is the same, and then working towards it together. 

Furthermore, having ongoing projects gives a sense of responsibility to organisations. This helps 

to ensure members feel that they have a ‘stake’ in the network and its activities, as “they don’t 

feel a part of the community until they feel that they own a part of it, then they feel responsible 

for it”. 
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A key point to add to this was participants’ emphasis on the importance of having groups small enough 

that strong ties could be built. Even when the network itself had a large number of organisations within 

it, there was an effort to create smaller subgroups, effectively becoming a ‘network of networks’5. These 

subgroups were seen to develop based on three forms of categorization. Firstly, by location – working 

groups were created based on location when the network had members distributed globally. This means 

working in somewhat isolated groups was a both an operational necessity, making sense to divide more 

specifically by area, and substantive necessity, in order to consider cultural/national contexts holistically 

when designing projects based on location-specific issues. The second form was by themes/special 

interest - when certain members had specific common interest and they were grouped by a level of expert 

knowledge on these issues. Lastly is skill-based categorisation, where it was recognized that certain 

members had specialized skills or practical expertise and they could be grouped so their skills could be 

applied towards certain projects which required them. 

It was also highlighted that a good way to ensure trust within these groups from the beginning is the 

previously mentioned process of rigorous checking of relevant characteristics relevant to the theme/skill 

within the member selection process. This is so organisations can all trust that those within their group 

are at a similar level of quality and have the same standards of good practice. 

  

Transparency and bottom-up decision-making within networks  

Maintaining transparency of views, structures and approaches in the network’s management was also 

relevant to building a sense of community. Participants viewed bottom-up and democratic decision-

making processes including having inclusive voting rights in deciding the network’s direction as important 

to ensure a collaborative environment essential to community. 

You have a country representative; they get voted on and every year we have an annual general 

assembly. Every year they get voted on and through the general assembly they vote for the 

president. 

On a practical level, this involved there being representatives from each organization present at decision-

making meetings and having annual general conferences where important policies or programmes are 

voted on by all those involved in the network. Additionally, there may be activities in which priorities for 

the network were initially sourced from the member organisations, which then went through a review 

process involving network management teams, 

We have done an exercise where we set the priorities for the organisation and these were 

approved by the board. These came from the team, so we feel very involved in them because they 

came from us essentially. 

Another aspect to this category involves ensuring that all the materials from these kinds of decision-

making processes as well as resources and training materials are openly accessible to all network 

members. In general, the transparent decision-making processes help to sustain a feeling of equality, 

which help members feel that they are valued voices within the network. This, in turn, is believed to build 

members’ sense of being a real ‘part’ of the network. 
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Senior roles within the network 

At the top of the organisational structure, a CEO, Director, or Secretary-General can be found in the 

networks associated with our interview participants. This executive role involves steering and overseeing 

the main efforts and operations of all groups and team members, as well as being the “key contact with 

our funders and external partners”. Unsurprisingly, the CEO is a crucial voice in decision-making and 

managing the network. 

Residing on the second level of the organisational structure are more specific chief managerial roles, such 

as CFOs (Chief Financial Officer), who oversee all financial accounts and activity, and are involved in 

managing efforts to acquire funding. COOs (Chief Operating Officers), have “the overview of what is 

happening in each line of work” and is responsible for ensuring efficient communication within the 

network. They work to set clarity “on who is supposed to work with who, how is the flow supposed to 

happen, how do we communicate internally”. The COO role in particular was seen to greatly improve the 

efficiency of the core team of the network, and even reduce stress due to the improved clarity of the 

structure of the team. 

…we needed a person to do this in house and that is why at the beginning of the year he appointed 

a COO, which is the person responsible to do this: making sure that we are all speaking to each 

other internally, we are sharing important information, also understanding if somebody gets sick 

all of a sudden, who should take over – really managing how we cover all the demands that come 

from the network in the most efficient way possible. 

It is important to note these roles were only present when the network team was large and required a 

salaried individual to oversee the related work. In smaller teams, the work would be split between staff 

on a case by case basis. 

A clear category of staff for most networks was that of a senior management team, most often made up 

of project co-ordinators, senior project managers or programme specialists. They are often the head of a 

‘programme area’ and oversee individual projects within these areas and are responsible for the 

facilitation of the working groups launched by the network which are made up of member organisations. 

Activities of the project co-ordinators include the management, “coordination and implementation of 

multi-stakeholder projects”, “organizing events, liaising with the representatives from different areas” 

and different partner organisations. They may also facilitate or guide “multi-lateral negotiations”. Project 

co-ordinators are also sometimes involved in specific details of projects or other parts of the network, 

especially when the teams are smaller. 

As part of the senior management team, project co-ordinators are often involved in strategic decision-

making discussions. 

One participant account contrasted this kind of structure with the more traditional “building blocks of 

quality, projects, communications and finance, which is how the management used to be structured” and 

pointed towards the more flexible dynamic that having project managers as senior gives way to. This 

enables the network to adapt more easily to the changing environment that the network is situated in – 

relating to the analytic category Retain flexibility to adapt to continuously changing landscape. 

Additionally, this structure enables teams to complement each other when possible: 
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…more working in teams complementing each other when possible and trying to be more aware 

of what is happening in some of my colleagues’ lines of work so that we can have a more global 

picture of the activities we are taking forward as a team. 

Role of external bodies/partners 

External from salaried individuals, most networks were found to have some kind of external board of 

directors, or advisory committees/steering boards. These bodies tend to rotate on basis between 1-3 

years. Board members are often elected from member organisations or are ‘industry experts’, with a 

special interest in the network’s goals and principles. Within these boards/committees, individuals are 

selected to certain positions, such as chair and vice-chair etc. 

The external boards/committees were found to have a range of duties from looking at the legal side of 

the network, leading in strategic decision-making and reviewing decisions made by the senior 

management team. The participants’ descriptions of the boards were seen to focus on being 

representative of the network and elected in a democratic fashion, while maintaining the importance of 

the board members needing to have certain knowledge and expertise about the context of the network. 

It’s various industry experts, so it’s people but people with a specific interest in the topic but it’s 

their job to govern the senior management team. 

Finally, a potentially important insight the interviews was the common presence of a “dissemination 

partner”, or specific salaried roles dedicated to the communication and dissemination of network 

activities. This relates to the analytic category requiring professionals to communicate effectively. 

So, they would just know how to tell stories that are engaging, understandable, easy, and then 

they would know how and to whom these stories should be sent […] That was when I realised that 

this is really a profession. It’s not something that researchers know how to do, because it is really 

something different. 

Having dedicated communication specialists was seen to allow for “freedom for the researchers” so they 

did not have to worry about how to communicate their project work to a wider audience. Instead, this 

was taken care of by a partner with specialized skills in this area working on campaigns during events or 

to do with specific projects.  

  

Projects aimed at inclusion 

Many participating networks were found to have specific funded projects around gender and social 

demographic inclusion, aiming to address inequality within research as a sector. 

For the projects we fund, we ask our partners to clearly state how, for example, the project will 

benefit people with disabilities and people who are marginalised sexual minorities. 

These projects involved various activities such as “developing tools and resources that people can use to 

address that in their own institutions” and employing participatory approaches in projects. These 

approaches prioritized the involvement of marginalised communities, “taking into account the interests 

of people as they express it themselves”. Some networks also partnered with organisations who are 
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particularly in touch with these communities. Additionally, networks were seen to maintain inclusion as 

an emphasis even where it is not the entire focus of the project, ensuring that “there is different 

representation from different demographics in the communities where our projects are based”. 

 

Respect for national/cultural differences in the context of international growth 

A big consideration for most networks was that of different requirements in terms of the value the 

network can provide in different national/cultural contexts. It was clear that networks found that “making 

sure that the conversation fits everybody” was difficult. This includes acknowledging differences in levels 

of advancement, different approaches to research including deadlines and structures of organisations, 

and differences in funding contexts. Networks found that research and efforts to understand these 

differences between member organisations8, and efforts to synchronise definitions and approaches 

where possible was ideal to ensure successful project designs which “can be replicated from one country 

to another”. 

  

This will be a challenge for RRING, it’s the nature of different countries and what they need, and 

making sure that you do something for all, so making yourself appeal to everyone is difficult 

because a lot of the work is around is the European definition the right one?  

However, it was also found to be important to retain a sense of flexibility and understand that some 

approaches will work and be appropriate in some countries but not others.  

So, I think there's a real challenge with global networks, having things everybody agrees on but 

having enough flexibility to go ‘Yes, I know that won't work in your country but we’ll do it this way 

there and that will work really well.’ 

 However, it was also seen as useful to utilise these differences where it is possible for one organisation 

to learn from another. 

 

 Conflicting expectations 

A key point highlighted by participants was the risk for members’ expectations of both the network 

projects, services, and culture to differ. It was seen as essential for the goals and motivations behind 

specific projects to be established and made clear at the beginning of each project design in order to 

ensure effective and synergetic organisation. This avoids a “bundle of people trying to organise 

themselves but each one going a different way”. This inherently requires listening to members priorities 

and endeavouring to understand them in order to meet their needs. 

An additional aspect which was seen as important to define from the beginning is what member 

organisations should expect from a funding perspective. Some networks found that organisations had 

bought membership under a certain assumption about a degree of funding they would receive, and when 

this could not be met, “they go looking for it somewhere else”. This can be mitigated against by making 
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the network’s structure and funding approaches transparent when organisations are looking to explore 

membership. 

Finally, some networks found that different expectations in research culture comprised an issue relating 

to the analytic category of shared definitions, understandings and concepts among partners. That is, some 

organisations expected services from the network rather than to be involved in research and innovation. 

Another challenge was when organisations’ perspectives were underpinned by a competitive- rather than 

collaborative- culture in terms of how they relate to other organisations in their sector. 

 Some places are very competitive in culture, they don’t like collaboration because that’s how 

their research institutions work, which obviously is a challenge then. 

 Networks found that overcoming these conflicts required an open dialogue and, in some cases, 

conscious attempts to persuade organisations to see the value of the specific network mentality and 

collaborations. In this context, achieving positive outcomes for the network meant explaining that 

“collaborating is a source of value and diversity and creativity”. However, it is important to note that this 

attempt at persuasion was not always seen as appropriate or possible: 

It’s not something that you can either impose or learn. Well no, I'm sure you can learn it if you 

want to but you can't impose it on an organisation if that organisation has a different drive. 

  

Conflicts in decision-making 

Another key challenge encountered by networks was conflict within network decision making. Networks 

found that due to the bottom-up structure of network decision-making, disagreements were common 

and therefore discussions about issues could be long. 

Well like in all very bottom up organisations the challenge was that a lot of the time we disagreed 

and had very [laughs] long, long, long discussions. So, there was a challenge of agreeing on a 

certain line of action. But as I said, sometimes we disagree and of course there was no way to 

reach an agreement, but most of the time, because we were a small group of reasonable people 

who knew each other, had a very high opinion of each other, we tended to find a compromise. 

However, if handled well, arguably this can be a constructive process in terms of building mutual 

understanding between members and cultivating a collaborative culture. Some networks found conflicts 

tended to revolve around money management and who is in control of money management. 

There was a problem of money management, that was one (unclear 0.58.46-0.58.47), because we 

had a project coordinator that was not in the spirit of the project […] sometimes did not ascribe to 

the group […] But there was nothing we could do about that because it was mostly for how we 

had set up the management of the funds for travel, conferences, and this was all in the hands of 

the project coordinator and it didn’t go to the single partners. 

Therefore, with respect to varying approaches to this (i.e. if there is a CFO or if financial decisions are 

made on a project co-ordinator basis), it was highlighted by participants that the exercise of financial 

power needs to be transparent, justified and where feasible collectively agreed upon to maintain positive 

network member relations. 
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Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying Customer Relationships 

The different networks reported various strategies to build a sense of community. The crucial and most 

common process to build up trust by “consolidating the relationship” was that of ensuring members 

worked together on projects on a regular basis. A key point to add to this was participants’ emphasis on 

the importance of having groups small enough that strong ties could be built. These subgroups were seen 

to develop based on three forms of categorization: by location, by themes/special interest and by skill-

based. 

Maintaining transparency of views, structures and approaches in the network’s management was also 

relevant to building a sense of community. This involves having inclusive voting rights in deciding the 

network’s direction and ensuring that all the materials from these kinds of decision-making processes as 

well as resources and training materials are openly accessible to all network members. 

The CEO is a crucial voice in decision-making and managing the network. Residing on the second level of 

the organisational structure are more specific chief managerial roles, such as CFOs (Chief Financial Officer) 

and COOs (Chief Operating Officers). It is important to note these roles were only present when the 

network team was large and required a salaried individual to oversee the related work. 

External from salaried individuals, most networks were found to have some kind of external board of 

directors, or advisory committees/steering boards. These bodies tend to rotate on basis between 1-3 

years. Within these boards/committees, individuals are selected to certain positions, such as chair and 

vice-chair etc. Finally, a potentially important insight the interviews was the common presence of a 

“dissemination partner”, or specific salaried roles dedicated to the communication and dissemination of 

network activities. This relates to the analytic category requiring professionals to communicate 

effectively. 

A key point highlighted by participants was the risk for members’ expectations of both the network 

projects, services, and culture to differ. An additional aspect which was seen as important to define from 

the beginning is what member organisations should expect from a funding perspective. Another challenge 

was when organisations’ perspectives were underpinned by a competitive- rather than collaborative- 

culture in terms of how they relate to other organisations in their sector. Networks found that overcoming 

these conflicts required an open dialogue and, in some cases, conscious attempts to persuade 

organisations to see the value of the specific network mentality and collaborations. 

Another key challenge encountered by networks was conflict within network decision making. Networks 

found that due to the bottom-up structure of network decision-making, disagreements were common 

and therefore discussions about issues could be long. However, if handled well, arguably this can be a 

constructive process in terms of building mutual understanding between members and cultivating a 

collaborative culture. 

 

  



RRING Deliverable WP 7.1 
 

110 
 

Costs Structure 
 

Financial sustainability 

It was clear from participants’ responses that efforts to ensure their respective networks were financially 

sustainable was of utmost importance. This started with ensuring the organisational structure and size of 

the staff team was appropriate, meaning most networks had a lean core team to minimise costs. This also 

helped in being “agile to the work that we get” and “responsive to the projects”. Beyond this, networks 

clearly focused on overcoming difficulties in membership acquisition by looking at how to encourage 

membership renewal, develop partnerships with funders. 

 

Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying Costs structure 

Most networks had a lean core team to minimise costs. This also helped in being “agile to the work that 

we get” and “responsive to the projects”. Beyond this, networks clearly focused on overcoming difficulties 

in membership acquisition by looking at how to encourage membership renewal, develop partnerships 

with funders. 

 

Revenue Streams.  
 

Membership fees as primary funds 

For most participating networks, excluding those that were publicly owned, membership fees were the 

primary source for the network’s funding. In some cases, project work which was often commissioned by 

external organisations was seen to “pay for itself”. But in terms of the network’s own proactive activities 

such as “inform[ing] the government or inform[ing] the sector”, the funds from membership fees were 

vital. Moreover, membership fees were seen to play an additional role in the sense that it “ties people in” 

and means ongoing commitment is more likely. 

People paying for stuff is good because it ties them in, it shows commitment, and by doing that it 

locks people in and they expect something. So, they make a decision to join rather than just saying 

they’ll join. 

As previously mentioned, many networks membership fees operated on a sliding scale, depending on the 

“size of the organisation […] and the turnover, the budget”, meaning bigger organisations with more 

financial flexibility pay proportionally more than smaller ones. Some networks also encourage additional 

donations from members (and in some cases, non-member organisations) towards specific projects that 

they want to support. 

The importance of membership for the network’s financial stability points towards the importance of 

overcoming difficulties in membership acquisition. With respect to this, networks were seen to consciously 

invest resources and funding into ensuring that the ‘open call’ was as effective as it could be. However, 

most participant accounts on this topic focused on the efforts made to encourage membership renewal 
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and the struggle for member retention. Participants reported that member organisations’ own financial 

positions are often limited, and some networks make efforts to “encourage members to take on more 

diverse private funding models” to attempt to mitigate members not renewing based on lack of finances 

– relating to the analytic category members limited resources limiting network growth. However, ensuring 

that members see clear value in network membership in the first place and worth the investment is 

arguably more vital and sustainable. 

One common strategy to ensure this is the provision of practical benefits for members, such as providing 

discounted rates at the annual conference, hosting member-only events, providing services like 

evaluations on organisations using comparisons to similar organisations in the similar regional contexts 

(including statistical analysis and benchmarking reports), providing visibility for the organisation in public 

network events and media outlets, and having member-only resources locked on the network’s platform. 

However, participants highlighted that the balance between providing value to members and attracting 

new members by not locking all content away should be considered. 

…in order to be attractive people almost need to see the content, to see what you can offer. So, if 

you lock everything away then why is anybody interested in working with you? 

Despite these efforts, networks recognized that sometimes changes in rules7 or new staff of member 

organisations can result in a lack of understanding of the value of the network, resulting in a decision not 

to renew membership. In this situation, participants encouraged having a dialogue with the member 

organisation to investigate where they see value as missing, as these conversations were seen to 

sometimes seen to sort these issues out. 

  

Other funding types 

The main other forms of funding were from project work commissioned by external organisations (seen 

to “pay for itself”), project work funding which is competed for, and grants from either public bodies like 

the EU and related projects (e.g. Horizon 2020, EuropeAid or Erasmus+). National governments or private 

bodies like foundations, banks, and “development aid donors” were also mentioned as funding sources. 

The importance of these funding sources was evident in the sense that networks’ resources and funding 

were often dedicated to acquiring more funding, including having paid staff positions entirely dedicated 

to these endeavours: 

…we pay for staff time to go chasing more funding and make other applications. A significant 

amount of our funding goes to staff salaries who then work hard to secure more funding. 

Monitoring and evaluation within networks 

On the topic of evaluation and reflective analysis within networks, monitoring net worth growth and usage 

statistics was the most widely discussed form in participant accounts and was seen as a crucial mechanism 

to evaluate the impact of network success. Various ways operationalizing network growth were found, 

often translating into key performance indicators. 

Common kinds of metrics included: membership renewal statistics, annual meeting attendances, number 

of communities engaged, number of papers produced, number of events/conferences held, number of 

activities carried out, number of staff, the successful addition of funding sources that network partners 
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get, and government endorsement of network initiatives. More specific indicators vary by network type 

and key aims. 

Some networks also reported gaining user feedback through questionnaires sent out to member 

organisations. As can be seen, this involves investigating their performance and success as an organisation 

to understand what aspects of the network is helping to create value for the organisations. 

We ask from governance, stakeholders, mission, employees all the way to number of companies 

you support, number of start-ups, survival rate, number of jobs created. For us that is impact: key 

performance indicators that tell us exactly what impact […] services […] are having in that region. 

Networks also tend to utilise the annual meetings to organize member sessions to gain feedback from 

members about what is working for them, “what they want us to produce for them, what the sector’s 

asking for”. 

 We ask members to get involved in telling us what they want us to produce for them, what the 

sector’s asking for. So, there's no real strategic questionnaire or anything, it’s more around 

ongoing conversations and, like I say, that membership renewal time is a really key time for 

understanding whether the members have had value over the year. 

 Risk analysis and mitigation planning in networks 

Risk analysis and mitigation planning was an important consideration for most networks represented 

within the present study. This operated on two levels: (1) risk analysis for the whole network and (2) 

additional analysis for individual projects or activities. 

 …we are using it only internally right now, the risks approach, because we are still identifying the 

full list. There is a discussion about whether we have identified them correctly or the various types 

of projects that we have and at the corporate level for the entire organisation, so this is an ongoing 

puzzle. 

 Participants insights on this topic indicated that major risks revolved around not getting as much 

engagement as expected or unexpected fall through in funding – essentially resulting in unexpected lack 

of finances. Attempts to mitigate this involved focused investment of resources into engaging members 

and member acquisition, and creating “a pot of money, a surplus, collected, in case something dramatic 

happens” so staff would still be able to be salaried. 

 

Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying Revenue Streams 

For most participating networks, excluding those that were publicly owned, membership fees were the 

primary source for the network’s funding by ensuring that members see clear value in network 

membership in the first place and worth the investment is arguably more vital and sustainable. One 

common strategy to ensure this is the provision of practical benefits for members, such as providing 

discounted rates at the annual conference, hosting member-only events, providing services like 

evaluations on organisations using comparisons to similar organisations in the similar regional contexts 

(including statistical analysis and benchmarking reports), providing visibility for the organisation in public 

network events and media outlets, and having member-only resources locked on the network’s platform. 
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The main other forms of funding were from project work commissioned by external organizations and 

grants from public bodies like the EU. National governments or private bodies like foundations, banks, 

and “development aid donors” were also mentioned as funding sources. 

Common kinds of metrics for revenue streams included: membership renewal statistics, annual meeting 

attendances, number of communities engaged, number of papers produced, number of 

events/conferences held, number of activities carried out, number of staff, the successful addition of 

funding sources that network partners get, and government endorsement of network initiatives. Risk 

analysis and mitigation planning was an important consideration for most networks represented within 

the present study. This operated on two levels: (1) risk analysis for the whole network and (2) additional 

analysis for individual projects or activities. Participants insights on this topic indicated that major risks 

revolved around not getting as much engagement as expected or unexpected fall through in funding – 

essentially resulting in unexpected lack of finances. Attempts to mitigate this involved focused investment 

of resources into engaging members and member acquisition, and creating “a pot of money, a surplus, 

collected, in case something dramatic happens” so staff would still be able to be salaried. 

 

Key Resources. 
 

Project/network staff 

Accountable to the project/network co-ordinators are ‘project leaders/managers’. In networks with 

smaller teams without as many people within the senior management team, the project leaders are key 

members who “pull together in a lot of ways”, managing their “own project finances… comms and 

dissemination of them”. These staff members are responsible for individual projects and are highly 

involved in the details of their implementation. 

For networks in a financial position to be supported by larger teams, the project leaders may be supported 

by low level staff such as interns or volunteers. They are likely to be involved with the project on a local 

level and help with “co-ordinating the local activities, communicating with members”. 

  

Diversity in staff teams 

In addition to diversity in membership to increase the inclusion, the second level of consideration for 

diversity was within staff teams. This was not just in terms of numbers but was also acknowledged in 

terms of diversity within levels of seniority. A clear finding within the networks was the tendency for staff 

teams to be predominantly female and attempts to address this was limited to making a conscious effort 

to hire more male staff when necessary rather than any structural interventions. 

The […] team has always been women so in the last three people that we hired we made a 

conscious effort to hire men so that we could create a balance in the organisation. 

 In contrast, on the topic of demographic diversity, some networks had “geographic diversity required in 

its hiring […] it has the overall effect that there is an enormous diversity, geographic diversity in the staff”. 
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Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying key Resources 

In networks with smaller teams without as many people within the senior management team, the project 

leaders are key members who “pull together in a lot of ways”, managing their “own project finances… 

comms and dissemination of them”. For networks in a financial position to be supported by larger teams, 

the project leaders may be supported by low level staff such as interns or volunteers. The interviews 

highlighted that in networks there was the tendency for staff teams to be predominantly female and 

attempts to address this was limited to making a conscious effort to hire more male staff when necessary 

rather than any structural interventions. Furthermore, some networks had “geographic diversity required 

in its hiring […] it has the overall effect that there is an enormous diversity, geographic diversity in the 

staff” 

 

Key Activities.  
 

Networking activities 

One such synergy-oriented activity involved dedicating resources to the process of ‘matching’ member 

organisations to each other based on their respective expertise, with consideration for the problems and 

challenges faced by each organisation. The ‘matching’ process is underpinned by the goal of facilitating 

collective problem solving. Within one of the interviewed networks, funding is dedicated to facilitating 

exchange visits amongst members and follow-up connections “so they can keep working together on 

potential synergies they identify during the visit and keep working on that so that we have at the end 

some concrete results on the basis of the exchange for both organisations”. Similar synergy-oriented 

activities were highlighted in other networks such as cross-organisation workshops, joint seminars and 

network meetings which are underpinned by the goal to share knowledge, expertise and ideas on specific 

issues. 

These activities were designed to open up avenues for collaboration between organisations – for example, 

 If one particular organisation wanted help, maybe with experts in coding, for example – computer 

coding – then through the network meeting they share ideas and they probably get an expert in 

that area that then the organisation can liaise with, whether it is on a paid basis or a voluntary 

basis 

 Thus, the goal of establishing synergies was made concrete through specific programs and activities 

designed to scaffold the intended outcome of extending member collaborations. 

  

Developing synergy through organisational network structures 

Participants reported that developing synergies was linked to network structures. For example, one 

organisation reported a move away from “hierarchical structures” and “heads of departments”, and 
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instead establishing project managers as the senior staff members to allow for more flexibility and 

complementarity. 

 We are trying to steer away from the building blocks of quality, projects, communications and 

finance, which is how the management used to be structured, and we are going towards a more 

flexible approach. 

 A similar philosophy was found in another participant’s account which indicated the growth and 

importance of ‘working groups’ which allowed for more collaboration between network members 

unbounded by the constraints of more traditional organisational structures. These specific synergy-

oriented activities and strategies all contributed to building a sense of community, collaboration and 

mutual learning. 

 

Network events 

The most common way networks facilitated the importance of meeting face-to-face was through 

organizing network events, such as annual conferences, general assemblies, or AGMs. These kinds of 

meetings were often open to individuals or organisations beyond member organisations. These events 

offer an opportunity for members and community partners to meet, network, and consolidate 

relationships built up through working together. Additionally, they as offer an opportunity for members 

to exercise their voting rights and help decide the direction of network strategy by voting on key decisions 

or motions put forward. 

  

This is also how we create the sense of community. If you come to our annual events, those 

members that have been in the network for at least five years are always really happy to come to 

the annual meeting because they see other partners that they have worked on projects 

 These events were seen as very important for establishing a sense of continuity, progress and offering a 

space for dialogue and connection between all areas of the network. Where funding allows, some 

networks also put on member-specific events to create specific value for members. 

 

Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying key activities 

The interviews highlighted the importance to dedicate time and resources to the process of ‘matching’ 

member organisations to each other based on their respective expertise. The ‘matching’ process is 

underpinned by the goal of facilitating collective problem solving. This activity should be supported by 

funds and events like exchange visits, workshops, etc. It is also important to establish flexible and 

complementary approaches avoiding rigid and hierarchical structures. Example of flexible structures are 

‘working groups’ which allowed for more collaboration between network members on emerging issues 

unbounded by the constraints of more traditional organisational structures. Finally, the network growth 

is facilitated by meeting face-to-face through organizing network events, such as annual conferences, 

general assemblies, or AGMs. These events offer an opportunity for members and community partners to 

consolidate, to exercise their voting rights and to decide the direction of network. 
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Key Partnerships. 
 

Understanding potential network members 

Similar to the need for explicit definition of shared values, participants highlighted the importance of 

establishing the relevance of the network for the (potential) member base. Establishing relevance involves 

clearly and explicitly showing deep understanding and recognition for the set of issues that potential 

members face. While most networks began with a basic core idea for the purpose of the network with an 

overarching goal, this was commonly followed up by concentrated research efforts to understand the 

specific challenges that make achieving this goal difficult. 

And the way we approached even the writing up of the project was [difficult], so even before 

writing it we consulted our community partners, asking what are the main points of their network 

that made their life difficult. 

 This establishment of relevance rooted in members’ shared challenges is important to establish a feeling 

of mutual understanding and motivation to join the network. As one participant said, “the statement of 

the problem, [the network members] were buying into that”. At the same time, it was also seen as 

important to be “clear on what the advantages are to the people joining the network”. That is, 

‘advantages’ in both a substantive sense, in terms of defining how the services the network provides will 

address members’ shared challenges, but also in a practical sense, by being specific about the methods 

and tools through which these goals will be achieved. 

It was highlighted that it was important to make sure that this clarification of shared challenges and 

membership advantages must “map inter-culturally” in terms of relevance to the international member 

base.  

 Culture of collaboration within the network 

Building on the prominent theme around collaboration within networks, a key insight to highlight from 

the participants’ accounts in relation to best practice in developing networks is an open attitude to 

collaborate and build partnerships with other complementary networks. As previously mentioned, 

participants acknowledged that there is an atmosphere of competition within research. Networks saw it 

as valuable to attempt to subvert this wherever possible, espousing collaboration as a crucial way to add 

value to the network for members. This was seen to be important particularly where there are other 

networks or organisations attempting to do similar things to the network, to avoid any potential for 

conflict. 

What we need to be doing is talking to other people that could be seen as competitors so we’re all 

on the same page around it. Like I say there can be a little bit of conflict there but generally it’s 

okay and we keep talking to people and seeing if we can work together on things. That’s the key, 

where there could be conflict it’s ironing it out with other organisations. 

 This attitude not only promotes values of mutual learning beyond the network, but helps build contact 

points, and increases potential visibility for the network. Participants also highlighted the value of utilizing 

work that has already been done by other networks or organisations and collaborating to build on that 

work, essentially amounting to meaningful progress on a more widespread scale. 
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 I think that a pitfall for me would be to not use what is already there, that I find also that when I 

work in countries, sometimes there is more there than what I expect, so perhaps there is a 

continuous… it requires a continuous humility to keep checking. 

 Collaborations with government bodies, both national and EU related were also common and seen as 

important for opening avenues for funding. 

Main suggestions from the interviews to take into account in identifying key partnership 

The interviews highlighted the importance of establishing the relevance of the network for the (potential) 

member base by understanding and recognition for the set of issues that potential members face. This 

allows also to establish a feeling of mutual understanding and motivation to join the network and to 

identify clearly “the statement of the problem, [the network members] were buying into that” and the 

“advantages” they can take in the sense of how the services the network provides will address members’ 

shared challenges. Moreover, the membership advantages must “map inter-culturally” in terms of 

relevance to the international member base.  

A best practice in developing networks is an open attitude to collaborate and build partnerships with other 

complementary networks. This attitude not only promotes values of mutual learning beyond the network, 

but helps build contact points, and increases potential visibility for the network. Finally, collaborations 

with government bodies, both national and EU related were also common and seen as important for 

opening avenues for funding. 
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