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There is a knowledge 
gap between the North 
and the South.

Introduction

Knowledge – A Precondition for Development

SDC’s theme for 
2004 is “Knowledge 
and Development” 
reflecting the view that 
knowledge is a key 
to improving deplorable living conditions that exist 
in the developing world and for ensuring a more 
equitable global development. At a first glance, the 
connection between knowledge and development 
looks straightforward but a closer look reveals 
surprising complexity. There is a clear knowledge gap 
between the North and the South. The disadvantaged 
and the poor of the South still do not possess the 
basic knowledge they need to improve their living 
environment, and accessing this missing knowledge 
is beset with difficulty.

In response, a huge 
development sector 
- comprised of a myriad 
of specialist organisa-
tions and committed 
individuals in the North 
and the South - is trying 
to make it easier for developing countries to reach 
a higher level. Yet within the collective effort of this 
development movement, the same mistakes are 
made again, wheels are constantly being reinvented, 
and incompatible standards and procedures hamper 
efficient and effective progress.

The Network – a Seductive Paradigm

The network paradigm is a seductive vision to 
solve all the above ills in one go: why not connect 
the North with the South and cross-connect all the 
involved actors with networks? With such linkages, 
activities could be coordinated, knowledge could be 
shared between North and South as well as within 
and among the countries of the South, best practices 
could be exchanged, and common standards and 
procedures developed. Many have succumbed to this 
alluring vision and countless networks exist in the 
development sector.

Have these networks really achieved their objectives? 
The results are inconclusive. While some networks 
attain considerable impact in their sectors, others 
have been more bureaucratic institutions, pushed by 
considerable donor funding. Some are quite dynamic, 
others static. All networks require a big effort from 
all parties involved and are often suspected of 
being excessively expensive. What can we learn 
from existing international networks for knowledge 
sharing?

Three Networks as Illustrating Examples

In this publication, three different international 
networks for knowledge sharing are presented. 
All three have a longstanding experience in their 
respective areas:

Â The Rural Water Supply Network (RWSN, formerly 
HTN)

Â The Collaborative Working Group on Solid Waste 
Management in Developing Countries (CWG)

Â The Build ing Advisory Service and Information 
Network (basin)

These three networks vary quite a lot and focus on 
very different thematic areas. However, there are 
some general insights that can be derived from those 
three cases that could be helpful for other interna-
tional networks.

International Networks for Knowledge 
Sharing – A Definition

What is an “international network for knowledge 
sharing”? There are many different definitions for 
networks. In this publication, the term “network” 
is used for institutionalised partnerships between 
institutions or organizations and may even take the 
form of a legal entity. The network partners are 
still autonomous and contribute their resources 
voluntarily. They share a common vision, objectives 
and rules. The network partners have a set of 
common activities and regular events are organized. 
According to this definition, networks are more 
institutionalised and organised than unregulated 
exchange mechanisms or communities of practice. 
The networks in this publication are named “interna-
tional” because they include partners from the North 
and the South.

There is still much room 
to improove the effec-
tiveness and efficiency 
of development 
cooperation.
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Vision, Mission and Goals

The creation of an international network is always a 
decision of a few involved people. As the stories of 
RWSN, CWG and basin show, networks rarely start 
from nothing but are built on informal networks that 
already exist. The motivation behind the setting up of 
a network can come from a number of directions; to 
deepen collaboration, to avoid duplication, to better 
disseminate information and knowledge, to learn 
from existing experiences, to get a better impact 
in the sector. In the three case studies, a common 
factor was the perceived 
need of professionals 
to do a better job. This 
is the driving force that 
leads to the creation of 
many networks.

Once the decision is taken to set up a network, 
reality quickly catches up with the initiators. A 
common vision is needed that describes the 
network’s mission, its shared values and its basic 
functions and mechanisms. This helps to bring all 
partners in tune with each other and serves to hold 
the network together over time. The formulation of a 
vision is an important first step, but it is already the 
point where conflicts may appear due to different 
interests and cultures.

The network must clearly define its thematic niche by 
analysing the context. What knowledge is needed? 
What knowledge is available and what are other 
networks doing? Where is the knowledge missing? In 
addition, the partners should identify thematic areas 
where they have particular strengths. The intersection 
of the specific strengths and the knowledge needed 

will finally determine the 
niche where network 
will be active, and this 
niche should not be too 
wide. A network that 
does everything is nothing doing right. 

Yet this rule of thumb can trap networks in 
paradoxes. To be effective they have to focus on a 
few areas, but from the outset the network partners 
bring in a whole variety of interests. In addition, 
recent years have shown a donor tendency to push 
networks to embrace wider thematic areas or to 
take up other issues. What happens then is that the 
networks start to hide behind the latest development 
jargon but to continue to do what they have always 
done. Networks can also fall victim to the current 
trend for sustainable, integrated, comprehensive 
approaches, losing their clear focus and setting goals 
that are too broad to reach in a meaningful, demon-
strable way.

To find the right focus will always be a challenge 
for networks, and if they must stay focused on a 
well-defined issue, they must also reconsider again 
and again whether they are on the right track. A list 
of activities that the network is not going to do is 
already a first step and often helps to get a better 
focus. There is a simple test to show whether a 
network is focussed enough or not: If the overall 
goal can be explained with a few simple sentences, 
it is focussed enough. Given this conclusion, donors 
supporting networks will have to learn that they 
should always push for sharper focus and not for 
greater diversity.

Behind networks lies 
the perceived need of 
professionals to do a 
better job.

A networks that does 
everything is doing 
nothing right.
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International networks require systems of governance 
that consider the difficulties of international collabora-
tion: the members of a network are spread all over 
the world, the distances for face-to-face meetings 
are long, the flights are expensive, time zones hinder 
communication, and different cultures (with diverse 
working styles) come together. Under such circum-
stances, a clear, transparent and simple governance 
structure is advisable.

Centralisation versus Decentralisation

An important question for international networks is 
the degree of centralisation or decentralisation. Who 
should have responsibility, and how much? Should 
there be a secretariat? Should there be regional sub-
networks? There is no blueprint for the ideal network 
structure and the governance structures of the three 
case studies vary quite a lot. Nevertheless, there 
are some core elements that can be found in every 
network.

At the top of many international networks is a well-
reputed chairperson, who has a representative and 
strategic role. A steering committee or management 
board occupies a more active role, being responsible 
for strategic questions and operational planning. Some 
networks are tempted to enlarge such committees too 
much, aiming for a good representation and looking 
for strong connections with the most important stake-
holders. Yet the result of big committees is often that 
only half of the members actually participate in the 
meetings. This devalues the committee and frustrates 
those who participate. It is therefore advisable to keep 
the steering committee small.

In order to stay in touch with a major circle of stake-
holders there is still the possibility to create a virtual 
committee of patrons or a supporting committee with 
no executive function. The members of a respected 
advisory committee could support the network on 
demand.

The secretariat has a central role in international 
networks. Because of the complexity of interna-
tional networks, an official but small secretariat is 
recommendable. A node is needed for network 
coordination, where the actions of a network come 
together. Without this node, a network partner will 
take over this essential role unofficially. It is a major 
challenge to ensure that the secretariat does not 

become too strong, crowding out the engagement of 
other network partners. The secretariat should always 
strive to motivate the partners to be active and to 
support them in their work. If the secretariat remains 
small, this has the added advantage that associated 
costs can be kept within certain limits.

Regionalisation

Many international networks for knowledge sharing 
that were initiated by Northern organisations remain 
North-driven. Working towards a better balance 
between northern and southern partners can be a 
difficult process, as the Northern partners have to 
loosen their control over the network, while the 
Southern partners have to assume greater responsi-
bility and develop ownership.

An emerging trend is 
the stronger regionalisa-
tion of the international 
networks, with regional 
alliances forming part 
of global networks. The 
regional networks are 
closer to the needs in their areas and the cultural 
diversity is less significant. As the financial flows 
of bilateral and multilateral donors are increasingly 
channelled directly to Southern countries, regional 
alliances will have better access than global networks 
to such funds.

This new direction reflects the recognition by 
donors that northern partners must be encouraged 
to hand over the leading role step by step to the 
South. In this way, the needs of the South will be 
more effectively understood and addressed. In this 
changing landscape, the northern partners in inter-
national networks are more likely to play the part of 
facilitators or coaches of southern partners. They will 
also remain important conduits to information and 
knowledge in the North.

Legal Status

What legal status should international networks 
have? There are some international networks that 
are not legally registered. As they need a legal roof 
for fundraising purposes and for submitting project 
proposals to donors, they are hosted by an or-
ganisation. Other international networks are legally 

Many networks now 
face the challenge 
of how to hand over 
more responsibility to 
Southern partners.

Governance Structure




