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1. Lessons learned from Round 1 – what should change in the TNs

The findings of the evaluations carried out on EQUAL Round 1 Thematic Networks (TNs) both by facilitators and coordinators and by participants themselves were highly positive insofar as achievement of objectives for product validation, knowledge and experience sharing, and participants’ skills development were concerned.  Furthermore, the adoption of the communities of practice method had a very positive impact on the TNs’ cohesion and dynamics, reinforced a spirit of trust and cooperation among participants, and contributed in large measure to the networks becoming excellent spaces for discussion and sharing, which gave rise to a culture of continual learning and openness to constructive criticism, to more in-depth examination of project related issues, and to a welcoming of feedback from peers and specialists, particularly where product validation was concerned.

The objectives of producing new knowledge/new products, influencing policies and facilitating the formation of strategic partnerships and alliances were not so successfully achieved, even though the networks have had a visible impact on the emergence of new partnerships in Action 3 and EQUAL Round 2.

In EQUAL Round 1, Thematic Networks were key “knowledge management” tools that centred mostly on the projects and on addressing their problems.  Now, in Round 2, it is important they evolve to a more strategic and outwardly focused dimension where policy mainstreaming objectives can be achieved by formulating recommendations and proposals, and where it will be possible to generate new knowledge through the production by the TNs of their own products or synthesis products of the participating projects.

Following are the key areas of change in Round 2 TNs:

(
Greater orientation towards tangible results, more clearly defined objectives and forward planning activities

It is important that, right from the very first meetings, participants set clear boundaries for their thematic work domains, reach agreement on specific objectives and draw up a realistic activities plan.

(
Having a qualitative influence on project products and practices, influencing the DPs and partner entities 

Heightening the TNs’ impact on products, project practices and on the partner organisations themselves will call for increasing the projects’ representation in the networks and involving the partner entities’ representatives at critical moments, such as product validation and meetings with policy-makers.

(
Influencing policies

Adopting a “more policy” approach and a more proactive attitude, which will mean:

· identifying thematic domains precisely, “aligning” them with the main national priorities (knowledge is only worthwhile if it is used);

· identifying in the projects the “solutions” found that have quality and the potential to promote change; 

· putting into practice ways of increasing the “demand” (from decision-makers of mainstream bodies) for new EQUAL solutions;

· inviting leaders and decision-makers, public administration departments, social partners, OP managers, etc. to take part in sessions and/or workshops organised by TNs.

(
Highlighting and emphasising EQUAL principles

TNs’ contribution to policies should also include highlighting the most distinctive feature – in terms of EQUAL principles – to be found in each product/practice/recommendation: partnership working, empowerment, innovation, equality, transnational cooperation, mainstreaming.  EQUAL principles will also have to be reinforced in the functioning of the TNs themselves.

(
More outwardly oriented and affirming TNs as dissemination facilitator structures

It is important that the TNs considered themselves and become spaces in which product designers and product incorporators are able to converge, new dissemination partnerships (Action 3) are built, commitments entered into, and dissemination strategies are debated and designed.  It is vital that experts, dissemination facilitators, social partners, decision-makers, public sector bodies, etc. are invited to take part, especially in critical moments such as product validation and presentation.  This outward facing approach is crucial to enriching the debate, obtaining critical feedback on proposals, as well as to engaging potential incorporators of project and TN results.

(
Size and composition of TNs

· Smaller homogenous groups

On the basis of Round 1 experience, small networks (15 participants, maximum of 20) are preferable, comprising members who share common “thematic” and/or territorial areas (which facilitates face-to-face meetings) and who have a more homogeneous in terms of “status”.

· Participants with a high sense of responsibility and availability
Motivated participants, with appropriate technical skills, availability, and with a deep sense of responsibility are paramount to ensure that the TNs have a greater positive impact on the projects and on the entities in which they work.

· An active and dynamic core group

Each network must have a core group of 2-3 individuals with initiative and ability to rally enthusiasm, generate teamwork dynamics, and mobilise others.

( 
Work Model for TNs

· TNs should have face-to-face meetings at least once every 2 months and these should last for one or two days.  In between these direct meetings, they should engage in virtual contacts.  The success of this dynamic will depend largely on participants’ interest and motivation, but will also be influenced by the mobilising abilities of the facilitator who should play a guiding role in this respect; 

· Face-to-face meetings should “travel” through the projects more, as this enables closer contact and leads to a better understanding of the host project – the “Open Doors” days should become a practice for projects and a “resource” for the TNs;

· Sharing and building knowledge in the Networks should, however, essentially occur through the use of new communication technologies, collaboration, and learning.

2. Objectives and expected results from TNs 

The TNs’ objectives are: 

Level 1 objectives

· To formulate proposals for policy and practice innovation, particularly those of public administration services, social partners and the associative world which are responsible for “responses” for the target groups concerned;

· To formulate recommendations for the projects, contributing to the improvement of their intervention and products;

·  to carry out validation of project products and practices, and engage the validation process as an opportunity for reflection on and enhancement of products before they are finalised, and as a chance to promote their dissemination by inviting relevant specialists and players, namely from the public sector;
· to contribute to shaping projects’ dissemination strategies and mechanisms, facilitating the formation of new strategic partnerships and alliances and involving potential dissemination targets; 

· to develop specifically TN “products” that will bring added value to the participating projects’ products;

· to interact with any European Thematic Events taking place during EQUAL Round 2, i.e. participating in them, gathering new ideas and policy and action proposals, and contributing to them with national successful cases.

Each Thematic Network should define its own specific thematic objectives, taking into account what national and European policy priorities and the participating projects’ concerns are, and draw up a realistic Action Plan.

Expected tangible results from the TNs are: 

· Enrichment of the participants’ skills portfolio

· Recommendations to participating projects

· Validated practices and products

· The network’s own products or synthesis products of the participating projects

· Proposals for policy measures and for mainstream organisations (Public Administration, trade union and employers’ associations, the associative world)

· Publication of articles and synthesis documents publicising the Thematic Network results for public diffusion (living document)

· Proposals to the EQUAL Management Office, namely as regards the dissemination processes to be selected in Action 3

· Holding thematic meetings that may be in the form of training workshops, action-research groups or dissemination workshops

· Forming new partnerships

3. TNs as “Communities of Practice”

The communities of practice methodology in EQUAL Round 1 achieved very positive results for the networks’ dynamics and will therefore be adopted in Round 2.
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4. Composition of TNs

Thematic Networks are made up of professionals involved in EQUAL projects, who are specialists in the respective technical domains, willing to share their experiences and expertise, and committed to finding new solutions.

The extent to which network members are involved in the themes will determine the network’s cohesiveness and intentionality.  It is important, therefore, that the members’ participation is voluntary.

Each Thematic Network should include members from the different “sectors” represented in the projects, whether they are private sector, profit or non-profit making, or public sector, so that these “partners” with different viewpoints and profiles have an input to the discussions and the solutions arrived at.  Given the experience gained by Round 1 TNs, the size should not exceed 20 members, members’ profiles should be more homogenous, and they should be of higher status.

Depending on the topics being discussed or the solutions being researched or disseminated/shared, professionals and specialists in the domains concerned, representatives of the social partners, public bodies responsible for social, employment and training policies, and even organisations that could incorporate successful practices validated by the Thematic Networks, should be called upon to give their input to the Network or even to join it.

The Mainstreaming Working Group in the scope of the EQUAL Monitoring Committee recommends that members of that Group attend TNs’ meetings whenever there is a critical moment in the drafting of policy proposals.

TN participants are expected to have:

· A high degree of responsibility in their EQUAL project (coordination level);

· An open attitude towards continuous learning;

· The availability and willingness to invest in networking;

· The ability to communicate their project’s successes and failures to the network;

· The ability to incorporate and disseminate in their organisation what they learn from network meetings.

Each TN must have a core group of 2-3 individuals who are able to rally enthusiasm and mobilise others and generate teamwork dynamics. 

5. Work Model

Although each Thematic Network can determine its own specific work model, the following aspects should be taken into account:

· At the very first meetings of each Network, participants should make efforts to get to know each other, become familiar with each other’s projects, identify common problems and issues, define objectives and strategy, and draw up a Plan of Action and timetable for Network activities;

· Members of each network must meet regularly enough to get to know each other and reinforce their relationships and interaction, as this is vital for building a climate of trust and for learning.  In addition to formal meetings, informal meetings and visits always cement relationships within a community;
· It is important that network members create habits of listening to each other, consulting each other, and seeking solutions together;

· Networks should not close in on themselves, but rather invite and listen to people from outside who can bring different perspectives to the debate and/or even help network members to realise their own potential;

· Inviting experts, key players, senior administration officials and even project beneficiaries is desirable and recommended at critical times in the life of a network (product validation, drafting policy proposals, etc..);

· TNs must comply to a greater extent with EQUAL principles, namely the partnership principle (e.g. involving, whenever appropriate, partners that are not represented in the TN), the empowerment principle (e.g. inviting end users to discussions and asking them for their views on the proposals being drafted), and the mainstreaming and transnational cooperation principles, as well as equality, by introducing the theme transversally in TN debates;

· TNs should set up “bridges” with the Round 1 TNs and DPs, in order to incorporate the conclusions and guidelines contained in Round 1 TNs’ synthesis documents in their own discussion and “production”.  They should also invite Round 1 DPs, whenever pertinent, to contribute to thematic work, inform them about their progress, demonstrate their products, etc.

All TNs should take into account what Round 1 TNs considered to be success factors, specifically:

· avoiding straying from or changing the subject of debate and focusing discussion on current issues that are relevant to the participating projects; sticking to the Action Plan;

· sidestepping project issues that are merely operational in favour of more “policy related” reflection on the results;

· building collective reflection around the “sense” of project outcomes in the context of the EQUAL C.I.;

· giving concrete expression to/formalising outcomes to legitimise the recommendations;

· setting structured times for multiplier effect communication between the participants and other members of the DP team, whether the head of partnership or partner entities;

· ensuring TN members attend regularly and are conscientious about participating;

· developing interpersonal relationships, group interaction and members’ sense of belonging;

· recognising the skills of the facilitator and her/his ability to galvanise the group.

Thematic Networks may, in addition to face-to-face meetings and virtual contacts, organise and develop:

· Training workshops on issues that are central for the development of the projects and/or products (e.g. product marketing, dissemination processes, etc.) and whose content addresses the identified needs of one or several Networks;

· Productive workshops or action-research groups, in which the TN or some of its participants decide to take a more in-depth look at a specific theme and produce a proposal or product (e.g. the working groups in TN6 – Partnership, in Round 1).

· Dissemination workshops and events geared to building convergence and commitment among authors and potential incorporators or senior administration officials as regards disseminating results.

6. Indicative duration and stages

TNs will last for approximately 2 years, and are expected to have the following indicative stages:

· Stage I – Generating a culture of trust and cooperation (±6 months)

· Participants getting to know each other and the projects;

· Identification of promising practices and products;

· Identification of thematic domains to discuss on the basis of policy priorities and concerns of the projects;

· Appropriation of what was achieved in EQUAL Round 1 – recommendations in the Living Document, products being disseminated (presentation by the Round 1 DPs);

· Training for (and in) action (with the involvement of, and “practical cases” from Round 1 DPs) – e.g. How to produce a product?  How to define and incorporate a dissemination strategy from the beginning?;

· Establishing interrelations with the European Thematic Group;

· Devising the Action Plan.

· Stage II – Producing and opening the TN to the outside (± 6 months)

· Identifying key players and potential product incorporation targets

· Discussing dissemination strategies (new alliances, dissemination mechanisms and activities, etc.);

· Organising mid-term product validation processes;

· Organising workshops for more in-depth examination of certain thematic domains with the involvement of relevant actors.

· Stage III – Validating and disseminating (± 1 year)

· Drafting concrete proposals for policy innovation;

· Action-research groups or “productive workshops” and presentation of results;

· Product validation sessions;

· “Open Doors” days in projects for the purpose of product demonstration;

· Dissemination workshops (with key players and potential incorporators);

· Finishing the TN synthesis document.

7. Technical and technological resources

Each Thematic Network must have:

· A “facilitator” with robust personal and relational skills, who ensures that everyone participates, facilitates interaction and group dynamics, encourages participants’ autonomy, and has technical skills in the network’s domain that will ensure a high standard of debate, assemble a body of common knowledge that will enable team working, and concentration of the group’s energies on increasingly advanced topics.

The facilitator’s functions are: 

1. to provide information on the progress made and expected developments in the field of the knowledge in question; provide a bibliography and reference practices;

2. to prepare working documents that support and stimulate the Network’s discussions and activities; draft technical syntheses of the discussion in the Network that point out their value added and take into account the contribution of EQUAL principles;

3. to guide and support participants in the identification of successful and transferable products and practices, and in the validation of project outcomes;

4. to systematise the solutions arrived at, write technical articles and documents that support the dissemination and transfer of results; 

5. to identify and, eventually, contact/mobilise the entities and organisations that could benefit from the dissemination of good practice;

6. to identify resource persons and key players that would bring added value to the TN and mobilise them to take part in the Network;

7. to make TN meetings more dynamic, intervene in workshops and public events, and prepare any interventions that would provide an opportunity to present good practices, facilitate their incorporation in policy or by third parties, and disseminate the projects’ outcomes and those of the TN;

8. to identify key issues of national and European policy, as well as potential areas for action and debate, and promote articulation between projects’ and TNs’ outcomes and policies; in this respect, the facilitator could be called upon to take part in the Mainstreaming Working Group to be set up in the scope of the EQUAL Monitoring Committee;

9. to participate in virtual networking and in the management of a knowledge database that can be gradually built up by the TN and which it is important to disseminate; 

10. to take part in meetings and gatherings that are held on her/his respective thematic domain at European level in the scope of the EQUAL Initiative, and to develop interface activities between European Thematic Groups and national Thematic Networks.

Skills profile of the Thematic Network facilitator 

The facilitator of a Thematic Network must have the following technical, personal, and relational skills:

1. technical knowledge and expertise, which must be continually updated, in issues underlying the Thematic Network, i.e. areas covered by the European employment strategy and by national social policies on employment and training;

2. ability to facilitate access to relevant information and knowledge in the thematic area concerned;

3. analysis and synthesis skills and experience in writing technical documents and articles;

4. ability to support TN participants in identifying, characterising and evaluating the products and practices resulting from the projects;

5. ability to use new information and communication technologies and to energise virtual networks;

6. deep sense of responsibility and autonomy;

7. flexibility, creativity and a spirit of initiative;

8. ability to integrate in groups and understand the contexts in which they operate;

9. ability to invigorate meetings, stimulate group dynamics and interaction among participants, encourage debate and knowledge sharing;

10. expertise in English and/or French.

Facilitators’ network

Facilitators from the different Thematic Networks will meet periodically with the EQUAL Management Office (every two/three months, in principle) in order to share problems and solutions, fine-tune networking methodologies, exchange work support tools, determine joint interventions, etc., and will become a “network” for sharing that brings value added to the facilitators themselves, to the TNs and to the EQUAL Management Office.

The TNs may also call upon external experts, whose contribution would be essential at critical times, such as product validation.

8. The eleven Round 2 Thematic Networks:

	Thematic Domains
	No. of Projects involved

	I – EMPLOYABILITY

	TN 1 – Integrated pathways
	12

	TN 2 – Integration of immigrants, refugees and ethnic minorities
	9

	RT 3 – Offender and ex-offender capacity building
	4

	II – ENTREPRENEURSHIP

	TN 4 – Business creation 
	10

	TN 5 – Territorial and Sectoral Animation
	8

	TN 6 – Quality in the 3rd Sector
	6

	III – ADAPTABILITY

	TN 7 – Restructuring and valuing tradicional skills
	7

	TN 8 – Organisation Innovation
	9

	TN 9 – Corporate Social Responsibility
	9

	TN10 – ICT for Inclusion
	6

	IV – EQUALITY

	TN 11 – Reconciling work-family life
	6


The practices





To become a real community of practice, a network should take charge of the development of the domain it has chosen as its own.





What strategy and activities should a community organise?  What knowledge to share, develop, document?  How to create a habit of mutual consultation?  What useful support should be given to each other at a given time?  What kinds of activities to organise?  How should the knowledge repository be organised so as to reflect the “practice” of members and be easily accessible?  Where are sources of knowledge and benchmarks outside the community?  How can we make our knowledge useful?  Which actors should be invited?





These are the kinds of questions that will help a community to become an effective knowledge resource for its members and for other constituencies that may wish to benefit from its expertise.





Adapted from: Wenger, E; McDermott, R; Snyder, W (2002) Cultivating Communities of Practice, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, Massachusetts.








A community





Each Thematic Network will only become a true “community” if its members build solid relationships and mutual trust, which will enable them to interact dynamically.  Establishing a “community” calls for organisation and investment, especially at the initial stage.


. 


What roles are people going to play?  How often will they meet, and how will they connect on an ongoing basis?  What kinds of activities will generate energy and develop trust? How can the needs of the various segments in the network be balanced?  How will newcomers be introduced into the network?





Addressing questions such as these will enable networks to determine their own work model, build relationships, and grow.





Adapted from: Wenger, E; McDermott, R; Snyder, W (2002) Cultivating Communities of Practice, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, Massachusetts.











The domains





The participants in each Thematic Network should ask themselves:





What topics and issues concern us? How are these domains connected to the strategies of the organisations involved?  What are we going to get out of the discussion of the topics? Which are the important issues that should be examined in more depth? What kind of leadership are we prepared to take up when we promote and develop our domain?  What kind of influence do we want to have?  What policies do we want to influence?, etc.





By addressing questions such as these, networks will gain a better understanding of their respective domains, reach consensus on areas of interest, find their own legitimacy and more effectively engage and involve their members.





Adapted from Wenger, E; McDermott, R; Snyder,W (2002)  Cultivating Communities of Practice, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, Massachusetts.














Domain – is the topic area on which the community focuses, its field of interest and knowledge, and that which gives its members identity





Community – is what creates the social fabric of learning, the relationships forged between the people in the group that encourage the sharing of ideas. A strong community is based on mutual respect and trust.





Practice – is the set of frameworks, tools, information, ideas, good practices, products and policy proposals that the community will share and produce.  It is the specific knowledge that the community develops, shares, accumulates and disseminates.  This knowledge “repository” serves as the basis for future learning.








What are EQUAL Thematic Networks





They are communities of technicians and coordinators from EQUAL projects on related themes, who decide to share their experiences and knowledge, and work together in a dynamic process of interaction and continual learning, of discovering new solutions for their projects’ and beneficiaries’ problems, and of influencing policy in the domains in which they work.





Adapted from Wenger, E; McDermott, R; Snyder,W (2002)  Cultivating Communities of Practice, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, Massachusetts.
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