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Session Overview

• Concepts and principles of network leadership

• Sharing of collaboration stories

• Small groups: Which principle resonates

• Full-group report-out

• Importance of trust

• Typical barriers to forming & maintaining networks

• Small groups: Ideas for overcoming obstacles

• Full-group discussion

• Tips for success

• Wrap-up

Discussion Guide 
Available
https://nancybacon.com/ncw
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My road to embracing 
a network leadership style

Constraints to sustaining 
increased scale

Time

Accelerated 
traditional 
building

New 
approaches
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Multiply and sustain scale 
with new approaches
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Wicked Problems!
The notion of “wicked problems” is explored in detail in:

Developmental Evaluation: Applying Complexity Concepts 
to Enhance Innovation and Use

by Michael Quinn Patton (The Guilford Press, 2010)
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A “wicked problem”…
… is difficult to define;
… has tangled root causes;
… involves stakeholders with diverse values, interests, and positions;
… varies from person to person and community to community;
… is constantly evolving; and
… has no obvious answers or measures of success.

Complex collaborations 
offer a robust response

to wicked problems,

but…

“Collaboration is an unnatural act
between unconsenting adults.”

--Dr. Joycelyn Elders, former surgeon general of the United States
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Complex Collaborations 
Can Take Many Forms

e.g.,
• Collective Impact
• Aligned Action
• Multi-stakeholder Partnerships
• Social Impact Partnerships …

Networks vs. Collective Impact
Complementary principles, key differences in focus.

CI: structures & systems. Networks: values & culture.

CI: funder-driven impacts. Networks: organic, bottom-
up approaches and mutually 
beneficial solutions. 

Differentiating a Transactional Focus
From a Relational Focus

Are you seeking a long-term, symbiotic relationship 
or a short-term partnership?

What resources are you ready and willing to invest?
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Relationship
Operating 
Principles

+

Contract
Legal

-

Transactional vs. Relational 
Collaboration:

More of one, less of the other trade-offs

+

-

Transactional Relational

Rapid Small-Group Discussion:

In this breakout, describe a recent collaboration experience,
good, bad, or indifferent.

Why Networks?

Because three observations from the field
point directly to their unique effectiveness.
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Field Observation #1: Growth is Hard.

For nonprofits and NGOs, achieving the scale and sustainability
needed to meet their mission is extraordinarily challenging.

Field Observation #2:
Size Doesn’t Guarantee Impact.

Even large global NGOs are dwarfed by the scale
of the problems they seek to address

and struggle to ensure their impact is greater than
the sum of their individual parts.

Field Observation #3:
How We Define Success Matters.

Our tendency to assess organizational performance
denies the more important assessment of mission impact.
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Networks work when...

the goal is to mobilize various organizations and
resources that together can deliver more impact

not when
the goal is to become a leading organization first, 

engaging in collaboration at the margins. 

What can any collaboration learn
from high-impact networks?

A different leadership mindset and different metrics.
The network is seen as the primary vehicle for

change, not the organization.

Network entrepreneurship = A mindset shift

…rooted in four counterintuitive principles.
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Principle #1:
Mission, Not Organization.

Leaders adopt strategies and tactics to achieve a mission, 
not necessarily to stimulate organizational growth.

Principle #2:
Node, Not Hub.

Network partners see their organizations as 
part of a larger web of activity targeting a cause, 

not as a hub of action. 
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Principle #3:
Humility, Not Brand.

Organizations work alongside their peers as equals
and willingly take a back seat when their partners

are in a better position to lead.

Principle #4:
Trust, Not Control.

Trust and shared values are far more important 
(and robust) than formal control mechanisms

such as contracts or accountability systems.
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Small-Group Discussion:

Which of the four principles resonates most with you?

iciReport Out

Which of the four principles resonates most with you?

TAKE A 
BREAK 

28

29

30



10/7/2020

11

Don’t underestimate the power…

…of risk.

“Strategy and structure matter, but the single most 
important factor behind all successful collaborations is 
trust-based relationships among participants. 

Many collaborative efforts ultimately fail to reach their full 
potential because they lack a strong relational foundation.”
-- Jane Wei-Skillern, Haas/Berkeley Center for Social Sector Leadership, Stanford University
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Poll:

What’s the primary reason trust is so hard in networks?

The perils of adaptive change
and life on the balcony

from “Leadership on the Line:
Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading” 

by Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky (Harvard Business School Press, 2002)

Perils
“Leadership would be a safe undertaking if your organizations and 
communities only faced problems for which they already knew the 
solutions. 
Every day people have problems for which they do, in fact, have 
the necessary know-how and procedures. 
We call these technical problems.”
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“But there is a whole host of problems that are not amenable to 
the authoritative expertise or standard operating procedures. They 
cannot be solved by someone who provides answers from on high.

We call these adaptive challenges because they require 
experiments, new discoveries, and adjustments from numerous 
places in the organization or community.”

Getting on the Balcony
“Most people instinctively follow a dominant trend in an 
organization or community, without critical evaluation of its merits.
The herd instinct is strong. And a stampede not only tramples 
those who don’t keep pace, it also makes it hard to see another 
direction—until the dust settles.”

Collaborative leaders must recognize 
and respond to prevailing forces…

…both seen and unseen.
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LIKE

THESE.

What’s below
the surface?

Poll:

What’s your greatest challenge in forming networks?
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Barriers and 
Obstacles

Small-Group Discussion:

Which of these barriers or obstacles have you faced?
How did you overcome them?
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Let’s talk 
about it

“The fundamental insight  of 21st century physics…

…has yet to penetrate the social world: 
relationships are more important than things.” 

--Peter Senge

Networks and Movement-Building

“Relationships move at the speed of trust, 
and social change moves at the speed of relationships”

--June Holley, Network Weaving Institute
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Making Complex Collaboration Work:
Moving From Intention to Action

1. Clarify purpose.
2. Convene the right people.
3. Cultivate trust.
4. Coordinate existing actions.
5. Collaborate for systems impact.

Clarify Purpose

Convene the Right People
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Cultivate Trust With Intention

Not for acceptance. Not for agreement. But for ACCOMPLISHMENT.

Core 
Team

Coordinate Existing Actions

Becoming a learning and support network

NC

Project
Team

Project
Team

Project
Team

Project
Team

Project
Team

Project
Team

Related 
Networks

Aligned 
Partners

Core 
Team

Collaborate for Systems Impact

Becoming an action and impact network
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Maintaining Vibrant, Adaptive Networks

• Never stop cultivating trust and prioritizing strong  
relationships.

• Be comfortable with ambiguity and emergent strategy  
relative to network results.

• Remain fluid – let people, teams, and projects come & go.
• Honor self-interest, individual initiative, and  

entrepreneurship.

Maintaining Vibrant, Adaptive Networks (cont.)

• Continue to deepen organizational engagement with the 
network.

• Become skilled at decision-making in a network context. 
“Close” open communication with a decision.

• Think deliberately about how to engage with other actors and 
evolve the network.

• Keep having the next hard conversation.

Success Depends on Three Dimensions of “Fit”

Mission Fit
Strategic Fit
Chemistry Fit

55

56

57



10/7/2020

20

Define All Non-Negotiables Early & Clearly!

Know what you will & will not compromise on. Define:
Deal Makers
Deal Breakers
Deal Enhancers

?

“If you do what you’ve always done,
you’ll get what you’ve always gotten.”

--Attributed to Mark Twain (among numerous others)
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Reminder:
The Four Key 
Network Principles

1. Mission, Not Organization.
2. Node, Not Hub.
3. Humility, Not Brand.
4. Trust, Not Control.

SUMMARY AND WRAP-UP

Stay Connected
One-stop resource for network leadership: 

www.newnetworkleader.org

mkooistra1@gmail.com
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July 22
Leading in Times of Uncertainty

August 25 & 27
Nonprofit Financial Strategy in Response to Crisis (2-
part)

September 22
Six Superpowers of a Small Nonprofit Fundraiser

October 8
Network leadership: Collaboration for Greater Impact

October 22
Next steps community conversation

What’s next

In partnership with

www.nancybacon.com

Thank you!
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