
The art of network management –
is network management an art?

Holger Bienzle
LLinE conference, Helsinki, 17-19 January 2008



Overview

What is a network?

Characteristics of social networks

A special type of network:

European networks in the EU programmes for LLL

The art of network management:

How to make a network successful

Network (management) competences

 



The art of network management
–

is network management an art?

 



“Art” according to Wikipedia

…generally art is a (product of) human activity

… intention of stimulating the human senses as well as 

the human mind

… by transmitting emotions and/or ideas. 

 

…the first and broadest sense of art roughly translates to "skill" or "craft”

… and also from an Indo-European root meaning "arrangement" or "to 

arrange“

… In this sense, art is whatever is described as having undergone a 

deliberate process of arrangement by an agent.



Artificial structures…

 

Networks…

…carefully arranged…



…with a clear purpose…

 

Networks…

…and occasional entanglements….



 

What is a network?



 

Social networks



Social networks

Networks are structures for cooperation 

…between individuals or institutions 

…over a longer period of time 

…in order to attain joint objectives 

…and generate added value for its members. 

 

In social science networks are analysed in terms of nodes and ties. 

Nodes are the individual actors within the network, 

and ties are the relationships between these actors.



Focus on the relations between actors



Focus on the relations between actors



The strengths of weak ties

 

Strong ties are often redundant.

Weak ties build bridges.



Networks open up access for educators

ACCESS

to

Ideas 

Potential 
course instructors

Money

Locations

New target groups

Political 

decision -makers

 



Driving forces of networksDriving forces of networksDriving forces of networksDriving forces of networks

 

Power

Driving forces of networks

Money

Mutual benefitsTrust
Common 

interests



Why are networks in education so important?Why are networks in education so important?Why are networks in education so important?Why are networks in education so important?

 

Functions of educational networks

Networks create 

synergy between

- activities

- institutions

- professionals.

Networks increase the 

effectiveness of learning 

provision, and 

contribute to quality 

assurance.

Networks tackle 

interlinked educational 

challenges adequately.

Networks enable 

coordinated action 

which is often lacking. 



The Art of Networking

The publication focuses on the consequences 
of the specific structure of European 

networks in education and of their specific 
mission on 

• Planning and establishment of a European 

network

• Network management and implementation

• Evaluation of a European network

• Network promotion, dissemination and 

sustainability strategies

www.euroweaving.com

www.networks-in-education.eu (soon)

  



Networks in the EU Lifelong Learning Programme

Leonardo da 
Vinci

Vocational
education and 

training

Comenius

School 
education
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Higher
education
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Adult
education

Sectoral programmes
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ICT Information and Communication Technologies
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A network is process-oriented rather than product-
oriented and therefore less predictable than a project.

A misunderstanding: networks ≠ big projects (I)

Normally networks do not have one single aim, but several distinct and 
sometimes competing objectives.

Consequently a network often consists of several distinct strands of 
activities or sub-networks with a high degree of autonomy.

Network aims are also more complex than in projects.

This multiplexity of aims and the programme requirement to represent a 
large number of European countries as well as different types of actors 
and levels of hierarchy lead to an extremely high degree of diversity of 
actors in a network. 

Networks have a distinct mission: They are about 
networking, learning, and shaping policies 
and practices.

 



A misunderstanding: networks ≠ big projects (II)

European scale
(>10 partners)

Pooling strategic
knowledge

Multiple and complex
objectives

Transnational scale
(>3 partners)

Generating concrete
innovation

Few and concrete
objectives

Process-orientation Product-orientation

Strategic impact on the
field

Delivery and use of 
products or services

European 
Networks

Cooperation
Projects



A misunderstanding: networks ≠ big projects (III)

Separate, rather
autonomous strands of 

activities

Interlinked work packages
leading to the main outputs

Multiple target groups
Clearly defined target

groups

Partnership with key play-
ers who represent the field

Practitioners with
complementary expertise

Enlargement strategy of  
partnership

Closed partnership with
possible associated

partners

Sustainable structure or
fabric of relations

Temporary cooperation
structure

European 
Networks

Cooperation
Projects



In order to become a

key player
in the thematic field at European level a network is expected to

Provide a common
platform for discussion
and reflection on key

issues in the field
concerned.

Debate function

Disseminate inno-
vation and best practice

generated by
other projects .

Dissemination

function

Assist
in the networking of 
thematically related

projects

Support function

 

EU programme expectations towards networks



EU programme expectations towards networks

In order to become a

key player
in the thematic field at European level a network is expected to

Identify present, 
emergent and future 
needs and highlight 
potential areas for 

European cooperation.

Forecast function

Provide an overview
of the field through 

comparative analyses 
and develop a shared 

European terminology.

Research function

Promote the 
implementation of 
innovative results, 
insights and best 

practice.

Advocacy function

 



Temporary, newly established partnership consortia, 
no legal entities

High expectations vs fragile organisational base

Double obligation:

• to develop the network structure and 

• to implement an ambitious work programme in three years

In times of decreasing public spending on education, reliance on (rather 

low) EU funding

Sometimes built by partner institutions which lack basic funding for their 

core activities.

 



What networks should be about

Networks are about 
networking

Networks are about 
learning

Networks are about 
shaping 

policy and practice

The core mission of networks



Networks are about networking

The first and foremost objective of networks should be 

to bring together practitioners, experts and policy-makers

in a specific field and develop strategies how they can best 

meet, share, and exchange their experiences and expertise.

To plan, organise and implement provisions for intensive and 

effective networking and to keep them going is a big task in itself, 

which requires a considerable proportion of the time and budget 

available.

This task is often underestimated by network actors and funding 

bodies.

 



Networks are about learning

A network should seek to provide learning opportunities

for all actors involved. 

Learning activities regarding the thematic field concerned 

(best practice, research results, state of the art in the field,

different approaches and contexts in the European countries) 

should be a substantial part of a network’s work programme.

But learning is also crucial at organisational level. 

Networks are such multiplex endeavours that they need reflection and 

transformation as an indispensable basis for targeted action. 

 



Networks are about shaping policies and practice

A network should attempt to make a visible impact
on the educational  field concerned, 

beyond its direct participants.

A network’s impact can concern either the development of educational 

policies, or the practices in learning and teaching, or - in rare cases - both, 

e.g.: 

• to evaluate and disseminate innovation and good practice to practitioners in the field;

• to conduct research in order to provide an overview of the state of the art ;

• to support existing projects;

• to act as incubator of new projects ;

• to make recommendations to curriculum developers and policy-makers; 

• to mainstream innovative practices.

However, networks should be realistic about the level of impact possible

They need to focus on a few core aims:

Less can be more!

 



Four main tasks of network management (Four main tasks of network management (Four main tasks of network management (Four main tasks of network management (SydowSydowSydowSydow))))

 

Functions of educational networks

Selection Allocation

Regulation Evaluation



Resulting challenges for managing networks (I)

Diversity of actors

Structural characteristics of 
networks

Geographical distance 
between actors

Limited period of public
funding

Multiplexity of aims and 
activities

Process-orientation

To create win-win-situtations
for all

Resulting challenges for 
network management

To use the potential of new 
technologies for network 

cooperation

To develop a sound 
sustainability strategy

To organise the network into 
sub-units and ensure 

connectivity of the parts

To apply a flexible 
management approach

To allow for diverse forms of 
involvement 

Examples of concrete tasks 
involved

To select adequate 
technologies for different 

network activities

To offer lasting services to the 
field

To install and maintain an 
adequate management 

system

To develop and promote a 
shared network vision 



Resulting challenges for managing networks (II)

Networks are about
networking

Functional characteristics
of networks

Networks are about shaping 
practices and policies

Networks are about learning

To foster networking among 
actors in the field

Resulting challenges for 
network management

To implement activities which 
have an impact in the field

To devise and put into 
practice active learning and 

evaluation strategies

To map actors’ networking 
capacities, especially their 

weak ties

Examples of concrete tasks 
involved

To organise an annual 
conference as a focal point 

for stakeholders

To implement adequate self-
evaluation exercises



A network manager should …

…be able to be the boss (if the 

achievement of set goals is at 

stake).

…develop a shared vision.

…a true leader, team-builder and 

good communicator.

…be charismatic.

…the guardian of the contract 

and its conditions.

…be experienced.

…be not an academic, 

more of a politician type 

of person.

…be democratic but with 

authority.

have in the first place: patience, the 

ability to cope with frustration, hope. In 

the second place: patience, the ability to 

cope with frustration, hope.

 



What, then, are network competences? 

Structural and 
functional 

characteristics of 
networks

Resulting 
challenges for 

implementation 
and management

“European network competences”

 



Competences areas 

• Conceptual knowledge about networks and how they work

• “Ordinary” (international) project management skills

-Planning, organising, implementing and controlling cooperation

-Flexible approaches to Project Management: e.g. Agile PM

• Network-specific IT skills for communication and cooperation
-Selection of suitable communication tools

-Knowledge about different communication cultures

-Virtual facilitation skills

• Leadership skills  
-Ability to create win-win situations for all actors

-Assertiveness

• Skills related to diversity management and intercultural competences
-Sensitivity and awareness of others

-Intercultural competences

-Gender awareness

• Communication skills
-Marketing, promotion and negotiation skills

• Evaluation and learning facilitation skills

 



TheTheTheThe art of art of art of art of networknetworknetworknetwork managementmanagementmanagementmanagement –––– a a a a tighttighttighttight roperoperoperope walkwalkwalkwalk

Thank you very much for your attention!
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