Networking Models

There are several models of network that it may be appropriate for you to think about. It is important to remember that network models are different from the mechanisms which you might use to realise them. Here is a short description of some different models.

Models

Accretor networks: An accretor network is one which adds onto an existing (or previous) initiative. Maybe there was a CS-Education network in your area before? Maybe there have been seminars in the area shared between several institutions? Maybe you have a mailing list to discuss topical issues with your colleagues, but have never met up? Each of these are possible starting points on which you can add new activity, giving you a good start. 

· Risks: No one liked the old network/activity – that’s why it died! 

· Need to talk to “old hands” who were involved and tread carefully

Builder networks: A builder network is one that has no predecessor, nothing on which to “stand”, no possibility of pump-priming. That is where most of us start! This can be discouraging, but it can also be an exciting situation. 

· Risks: no-one comes, nothing happens. 

· Need to plan early events/interventions carefully – you can be more cavalier later when there is some momentum

Problem-solver networks: Some networks come into being around a shared problem. If, in discussions, you find that many people are having difficulty with a specific issue, then this may be a good way to start a network, with a series of events addressing the area of common concern. 

· Risks: may cease to function when the problem is seen as “solved”. 

· Need to think about using experiences of this sort as seed-corn for creating an accretor-type network

Opportunist networks: An opportunist network is one that takes opportunities that occur in the environment. At the moment obvious opportunist themes may be accreditation, national issues or, perhaps, applying for funding.  

· Risks: may fizzle out when the subject is exhausted. 

· Need to think about seeking new opportunities – these are best identified by the participants themselves.

Charismatic networks: A charismatic network is formed around the personal vision, energy and contacts of the organiser. Of course, not just anyone can become a Charismatic. These leaders are characterised not only by their subject expertise and length of time within the subject (which gives them a large number of contacts) but also by having remarkable energy and enthusiasm. 

· Risks: without an engine, the car may grind to a halt. (of course it might continue under its own momentum). It needs some other method of propulsion—perhaps a lot of people pushing from behind. 

· Need to consider proper continuity and plan for other people to take over, to be in a position to be able to take over

Networking Mechanisms

The ways in which a network is activated and sustained are quite common, we use them in everyday life all the time: we chat with colleagues over coffee, we ‘phone up friends to tell them something important that we’ve just found out, we attend a meeting on a “burning issue”. When we move into a more formal arena than this, when we are doing something with a name and a purpose we still use these skills. Here are some of the mechanisms that it’s useful to think about in this context:

Running Events: Events are a very good mechanism for promoting a network. Bringing people with a common interest together, where possible taking them away from their everyday environment, almost always generates energy. There are several templates for different sorts of events available from: <insert URL>

· Risks: when people leave they are greatly enthused, but when the grind of daily life picks up again they lose momentum

· Need to keep expectations of continued remote discussion low, and to follow up events with activities/materials that are low-cost in terms of both time and effort.

Keeping People in Touch: people like to keep in touch, like to have a sense of belonging, even if they aren’t able to put a lot of effort in themselves.  You can meet this need fairly cheaply with an electronic mailing list. These often have “bursts” of activity and then long fallow periods. Try keeping a few questions up your sleeve and sending one to the list every month. This tends to keep the contributions more even and give everyone a sense that something is happening. A paper newsletter is often a good thing. People will be reminded of the network when it arrives in their pigeon-hole and are more likely to give it a “quick read” to see if there’s anything interesting than they are an e-mail, which is too easy to delete unread.

· Risks: you may not have enough members (or material) to sustain extended activity, and it just looks (and feels) “thin” and faintly desperate.

· Need to think carefully about which media to use and how to use them. When there are only a few people, sending a round-robin e-mail is effective.
Giving People What They Want: Your network may be focussed more on creating and sharing materials than on providing opportunities for people to talk. Or it may be that there are some useful things to hold in a common repository. Mostly the answer these days is not to photocopy it and spend $200 on stamps, but to make it available via the WWW. In that way it can be easily accessed and used by everyone that wants it.

· Risks: setting up a web page is pretty easy, but maintaining it over time can be more problematic. Web pages can look shabby quite quickly, particularly if they only contain out-of-date information, then they can give a very poor impression.

· Need to think about starting small and slow. Something deliberately basic and plain is, over time, easier to maintain than something fancy based on many designer templates.

Getting People to What They Want: With luck, people will come to you for information that they have not generated, or want you to help them share with others. You may become a conduit, a brokerage point to broader CS Education information – perhaps from SIGCSE, or IEEE or ACE or other formal sources. This also works the other way, and information coming from those organisations to you can spark discussions or events.

· Risks: you don’t know enough of what formal organisations in this area do to be effective.

· Need to become familiar with the resources available to you.
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