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CoP Innovation & Mainstreaming

Practice or Tool Description
Domain of the practice or tool (add just one X to the table where applicable)
	Key phases of the innovation-mainstreaming cycle:
	

	Defining innovation priorities
	

	Selecting projects
	

	Creating learning environments 
	X

	Designing and testing new solutions
	

	Validating practices and tools
	

	Mainstreaming new solutions
	X

	Monitoring and evaluating
	

	Other
	


1. Title of the practice or tool

Thematic Networks – Package comprising:
1. Thematic Networks in EQUAL Round 2, March 2006

2. Thematic Networks – a mid-term appraisal, 2004

3. Evaluation by TN’s facilitators (only summary in English) September 2005

4. In conclusions “Professional and Social Integration of Immigrants, Refugees and Ethnics Minorities”

2. Author (Person / Organisation / Partnership / Managing Authority responsible for tool design)
EQUAL MANAGING AUTHORITY
3. Country (name of country in which the tool is being used)
Portugal 

4. Main Content (brief description of the key aspects of the practice or tool)
Thematic Networks are “communities” of representatives from EQUAL Projects working on similar themes which, within the framework of Programme guidelines, opted to engage in networking as a way of sharing problems they encounter in their projects, exploring solutions that emerge and, together, formulating proposals for policy measures.
In Portugal, Thematic Networks adopted a work methodology resembling that of Communities of Practice.  This facilitated the creation of common culture and a familiarity among the participants that were conducive to innovation and favourable to projects’ quest for quality.

Thematic Networks became an ideal forum for product validation, which in both EQUAL rounds was a mandatory prerequisite to application for product mainstreaming.  The grid and quality criteria used for validation proved to be key elements in the development of the discussions held in the Thematic Networks, and enabled highly valuable outcomes to be achieved.
The Networks operating in EQUAL Round 1 or Round 2 comprised between 15 and 20 participants.  They were facilitated by a specialist in the respective thematic domain, whose role was to stimulate interaction between participants, maintain a high level of debate, and draft the Network’s proposals.
Each Network defined its own work programme and schedule for meetings (usually bi-monthly), and produced a Living Document containing policy recommendations.
5. Added value of the practice or tool (specific contribution of the practice or tool to innovation & mainstreaming; strong and weak points)
The Networks contributed enormously to:

a) creating an “EQUAL culture” based on EQUAL’s key principles, especially partnership.
b) interaction between participants, which was invaluable to mutual understanding and group spirit by enabling open discussion on the projects and their strengths and weaknesses, and to the validation of products;

c) the innovation and improvement of the products;
d) reflection on strategies and mainstreaming processes that participating projects would be embarking upon;

e) drafting proposals for policy measures in the Networks’ respective thematic areas;
f) The fact that Portugal’s EQUAL Management required the Thematic Networks to produce a “synthesis product” or “living document” containing policy proposals in their thematic domain introduced a new level of demand on participants that was, at the same time, a uniting factor.  This demand for “production” added a new dimension to the communities of practice model, which was unquestionably more complex and exacting but also highly positive in terms of group effectiveness and cohesion.  The Thematic Networks were strategically important for the Programme (as spaces for product validation and formulation of mainstreaming plans and policy proposals), as well as for the participants, for whom they provided opportunities to share and learn, receive feedback from specialists on the progress of their project, and obtain recognition and endorsement of their projects.
The only weakness to refer to is the time taken up by the public networking meetings, which were often incompatible with the work of the projects and which need, therefore, to be well coordinated.

6. Critical steps and recommendations for setting up a similar practice (explain crucial steps to take or pitfalls to avoid when setting up a similar practice elsewhere)
Pitfalls to avoid:
1. Absence of an effective networking plan

2. Irregular face-to-face meetings

3. Networks that are too large and heterogeneous and, therefore, unworkable and unlikely to achieve internal cohesion; 
4. Irregular attendance at TN meetings by participants, which becomes a barrier to the network dynamic;

Although most of the networking took place at face-to-face meetings at which there was always a facilitator (external specialist), many Round 2 networks used technological platforms as a means of communication and information.
7. Potential users and type of support available to facilitate the incorporation of the practice or tool
Programme Managers and all those wishing to create spaces for sharing and interaction that serve to foster participants’ skills development.
8. Testimonies from users or beneficiaries (brief accounts of how it has worked in practice, strong and weak points etc. from the point of view of users or final beneficiaries)
“The Thematic Networks were a bridge to on-the ground work” (…) “an opportunity for in-depth reflection on a wide and diversified range of practices, experiences and project problems (T Network Facilitator)
9. Format of the practice/tool and languages (Document, CD-Rom, Video, Website etc. and languages in which it is available)
In Portuguese: the resources that comprise this package are available in paper format and at www.equal.pt .
In English: they are available for download at www.innovation.esflive.eu 

- The products of Round 1 Thematic Networks are all available in the “Disseminar” Collection from EQUAL Management in Portuguese.  Only a summary of the Conclusions of the Thematic Network on “Professional and Social Integration of Immigrants, Refugees and Ethnics Minorities” is available in English.
10. Contact person for more information:
Name: Ana Vale
Organisation: EQUAL Managing Authority
E-mail: equal@equal.pt 
Telephone: +351 21 799 49 30
Website: www.equal.pt 
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