
Before you start to set up a network, you 
should find out what others, if any, exist 
in your area. You can use resources 
such as your local public library, local 
authority and local county voluntary 
council as sources of information. If 
there is no network already existing, you 
should work out if there is really a need 
for one. Establishing proof of need will 
be particularly important if you intend to 
seek external funding to run and 
manage the network. Finally, you should 
think about how you intend to contact 
potential members and ask them to 
come to the first meeting. You will need 
to think carefully about advertising the 
first meeting, as it will need to seem 
interesting and valuable if you are to 
encourage people to attend.  

A network usually consist of a group of 
like minded people who wish to meet to 
discuss a common theme or subject. 
Networks also facilitate the inclusion of 
the voluntary, community and faith 
sectors at all levels as part of strategic 
planning. 

Consider the new network’s 
needs 
 
The new network will need some 
resources, and it is important to be 
aware of what these might be at the 
outset, so that the network can plan to 
accommodate them from the very start. 
Needs might include: 
 

• Administrative support. For 
example, somebody to manage the 
contact list and ensure it is kept up to 
date. Contact information should 
ideally be the home address of each 
member. If information is sent to the 
organisation’s address it may not 
reach the member in time. Think 
through data protection issues when 
considering how you will manage this 
information.  

• Meeting spaces. Your local county 
voluntary council may have a room 
for hire, or the group may be able to 
meet in the premises of one or more 
network member. Consider rotating 
the meetings to different locations if 
possible.  

• Money. You may need to pay for 
room hire, speakers, refreshments 
etc. However, other options include 
the use of free meeting spaces, and 
offering services in kind. If you do 
need to raise money, consider 
charging membership fees but 
remember that fees may be a 
deterrent for some people, and be 
aware that managing money will 
need administration.  

• Active members. Strong networks 
draw on a pool of active and keen 
members for ideas and to do the 
work of keeping the network thriving. 
Consider how the new network might 
cultivate these from the outset.  
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The first meeting 
 
The first meeting could be an open 
meeting, to which you invite particular 
potential members, or one to which you 
invite those you wish to form the core of 
the network. 
Either way, it is a good idea to have 
done a few things in preparation. Some 
important preparatory activities are: 
 
• Prepare a structure for the 

meeting. During its first meeting the 
new group will start to form. You can 
help the process by presenting the 
key questions the group needs to 
answer. These should cover areas 
like  

o What is your network about?  
o Who is it for?  
o How will the members benefit?  
o How will the network function 

e.g. meeting frequency, 
meeting times, etc 

You should have a set of headings 
ready to discuss and be prepared to 
make notes including action notes 
for distribution after the meeting. 
Your local county voluntary council 
can help you organise your thoughts. 

• Be ready to listen to ideas and 
suggestions. The people who attend 
the first meeting will have their own 
ideas about how it should function 
and move forward. As soon as the 
group gets together for the first time it 
will develop its own characteristics 
and grow in an organic way. You 
should allow the network to take on 
its own characteristics. 

• Be in a position to collect names 
and addresses. The details you 
gather from the first meeting will form 
the core of the network’s mailing list. 
A piece of paper that goes around 
the meeting and allows individuals to 

fill in their details is the easiest way to 
do this. You could ask for their areas 
of interest and/or knowledge on this 
piece of paper, to help build an early 
picture of the reach and expertise the 
network could have. 

• Look out for people who might be 
key players. The network, which 
forms, will need keen, enthusiastic 
people to keep it running. Look out 
for these at the first meeting, and 
consider approaching them a few 
days after the meeting to discuss 
their willingness to take on roles. The 
kinds of functions the network might 
require include  
 
• membership list manager  
• venue organiser  
• newsletter writer/communicator  
• meeting organiser 

 
These roles do not have to be fixed 
and assigned to a particular 
individual, but they do need to be 
performed, so finding someone 
prepared to take them on for the first 
few meetings will be very useful. 
 

Communication 
 
Network members are not obliged to 
attend every meeting, but should be 
sent notices of every meeting and 
minutes of each meeting, so that they 
know what is going on and what has 
happened at meetings they have 
missed. One person should be 
delegated the responsibility for this task, 
to ensure it is done regularly.  
If possible dates, venues and topics 
should be set several meetings in 
advance, to give members plenty of 
notice for making space in their diaries. 
This can be done in a variety of ways, 
including email if all members have 
access to email. 
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What makes a successful 
network? 
 
Networks, like any other shared interest 
group, need continued momentum and 
sustained enthusiasm to thrive. 
Sustaining interest can be linked to 
several factors such as: 
 
A shared interest 
 
Networks are gatherings of people that 
have a shared interest. That interest can 
vary over time, but it is important that 
the network recognises and serves the 
interest. The interest could be based 
around  

- geographical location  
- client group  
- legal and/or financial issues  

 
A flexible approach 
 
Some networks are successful using 
only one type of structure, for example 
regular formal meetings with guest 
speakers, and question and answer 
sessions, or once a month afternoon 
sessions involving informal discussion 
on subjects of shared interest, or ad hoc 
meetings as issues arise.  
Other networks mix and match meeting 
structures, calling in external people 
when required, but using members’ 
expertise where they can or network 
may be virtual e.g. e-mail or video 
conferencing. 
 
There is no particular strategy which 
works best. The key is to be flexible, 
and use approaches which best suit 
your network and its needs.  

A stated purpose 
 
It is important that a network has a 
clearly stated set of aims, which is 
revisited from time to time and revised if 
necessary in the light of the network’s 
organic change. You may also feel it is 
appropriate to have a code of conduct, 
covering such issues as appropriate 
behaviour and confidentiality. 
 
An annual review in which the network’s 
achievements of the year are 
remembered, and statement of aims 
and codes of conduct affirmed is a good 
way of renewing the network. This could 
be coupled with a social event.  
 
A network needs resources 
 
The core of a network is its people and 
its enthusiasm, but a successful network 
needs other kinds of resources too. 
These include  

- physical resources, for example, 
meeting space  

- human resources, for example, 
people to move the group forward 
and take on defined 
responsibilities  

- material resources, for example, 
statements of aims and a code of 
conduct  

 
All these can be free or cost money to 
produce. Those that are paid for aren’t 
necessarily better. Consider what’s 
appropriate for your network, and what 
resources its members have to offer or 
could make available through their own 
contacts.
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Networks are about networking 
 
Networking means making the most of 
the knowledge and experience of 
network members. Strategies for 
achieving this include: 
 
• Always ensure network members 

have opportunities to get together 
with each other informally. Try to 
devise mechanisms that enable them 
to learn about each other – for 
example share a membership list 
which states their role(s), and any 
areas of knowledge or experience 
they are prepared to share. 

• Encourage the use of internal 
expertise. When having a meeting on 
a particular topic, consider asking a 
network member who knows about it 
to speak, rather than recruiting 
someone from outside the network. 

 
Consult the membership 
 
If they are to thrive networks need to 
meet the needs of their members. 
These needs can be identified by 
regular consultation. If a network is 
relatively large, and members do not 
attend all meetings, consider a short 
written survey to gauge opinions. And 
always make it clear you are ready to 
listen to the views of members inside 
and outside of meetings.  

Let the group decide 
 
Decisions on meeting topics should be 
made by the whole group where 
possible. If only a minority are keen on a 
particular subject, consider a sub-group 
meeting. 
 
Further information 
 
Trusteenet 
www.trusteenet.org.uk 
 
 
Disclaimer 
The information provided in this sheet is 
intended for guidance only. It is not a substitute 
for professional advice and we cannot accept 
any responsibility for loss occasioned as a 
result of any person acting or refraining from 
acting upon it. 
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Tel: 0800 2888 329
www.wcva.org.uk 
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