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“In this exquisitely 
connected world, it's 
never a question of 

'critical mass.'  
It's always about 

critical connections.” 
 

- Grace Lee Boggs 
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“We never know how our small activities will affect others through the invisible fabric of our connectedness.

In this exquisitely connected world, it’s never a question of ‘critical mass.’ It’s always about critical

connections.” ~ Grace Lee Boggs

“Connection to others is important in many aspects of life, from establishing a sense of self to securing

basic safety. In this piece, Curtis Ogden shares the story of a couple who discovered this truth while hiking

in the mountains of Nepal during the 2015 earthquake and makes a compelling case for why critical

connections are a key to resilience and to moving from chaos to order in times of crisis.”

Read the full story….

(Thank you to Russ Purvis for sharing.)



“Long-term prosperity is primarily a function  
of healthy [diverse, intricate, robust] human webs.” 

 
- Dr. Sally J. Goerner, Science Advisor, Capital Institute 

 



What Are Networks? 

•  Networks are sets of “nodes 
and links,” of elements that 
are connected to each other. 

•  People and organizations 
link to achieve collective 
goals; i.e., produce net 
gains 

 



Adaptive Capacity 

Resilience Rapid Dissemination 

Small World Reach 



Network 
Value 

•  Being with people who inspire and support me 
•  Learning about topics relevant to my work 
•  Getting updates on and fuller picture of the changing environment that 

shapes my work 
•  New tools, skills and tactics to support my work (policy analysis and 

research, communications, outreach and engagement, fundraising, 
management) 

•  Being affiliated with something that has prestige/recognition 
•  Amplification of voice and efforts 
•  Access to funding and other resources 
•  New partnerships/joint projects and activities 



Coordinated 
Action 

Advocacy, prototyped 
project, common 
support venture, 
fundraising, etc. 

Alignment 
Align around context, current 
reality, systems analysis, goals                

Achieve conceptual 
congruence shared terms                 

Create and promote shared 
values vision 

Connectivity 
Build stronger connections and trust  

Share knowledge, create new knowledge 
systems and resource channels together 

Develop understanding of the state of the 
systems 



Structure Matters 

Centralized/Hub-and-Spoke 
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10. 
THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME: 

STRUCTURES OF NETWORKS 
 

As the members of a network connect and work with each other over and over, 
patterns of linkage appear; the network takes on a shape or structure.  Perhaps the 
most familiar network structure is the Hub-and-Spoke, in which one node in the 
network connects to many other nodes that are not connected to each other.  That 
hub node becomes the network’s “connectivity center” through which information and 
value flows to the other nodes. 

 
Hub-and-Spoke Structure 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
But other, quite different structures are commonly found in networks, such as 

the Dense Cluster and the Multiple-Hub.  Each of these structures enables connectivity 
among nodes in different ways and greatly affects how a network operates.  Some 
structures are better suited than others for certain types of production networks.  Just 
as important for network organizers, a network’s structure evolves over time.  A Hub-
and-Spoke structure may be a great starting structure for your network, but many 
network organizers find that a central hub can eventually become a “bottleneck” that 
slows down information flows and gets in the way of relationship building among the 
other network members.  Other structures include: 

 
• A Dense Cluster network in which a number of members (nodes) are 

connected to each other.  Everyone is linked to everyone else; all are equally 
connected. There is no hub. 

 
• A Multi-Tiered Hub network in which hubs (with their many spokes) are 

connected to each other, thus creating efficient pathways for rapid growth and 
diffusion of information. 
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     Dense Cluster Structure            Multi-Tiered Hub Structure 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Along with their shapes, network structures have three other important 

characteristics: 

 

* They have boundaries and horizons.  A boundary is the outer border where 

membership in a network ends and non-membership begins.  In formal networks, 

boundaries reflect deliberate decisions about who can or cannot become a member (see 

Chapter 8.)  A horizon is the distance that any network member can see across the 

network.  In a Dense Cluster structure of, say, seven organizations, all the members are 

readily within the horizon of other members.  But in a far-flung network with, for 

instance, 1,000 members, most of the nodes and much of the activity that goes on is 

“over the horizon” of most members.  You can see that this would raise challenges 

around communications and management of the network. 

 

* Networks have a core and periphery with strong and weak ties.  A 

network core is a set of strongly linked nodes.  “Strong ties” typically reflect a history of 

contact among nodes that has given rise to higher levels of trust and understanding.  

The social capital embodied in these connections makes for efficient relationships, 

including more efficient communication and aligned action.  A network core also has 

“weak ties” to other nodes at the periphery of the network.  Weak ties typically arise as 

a result of contact that is less frequent or prolonged.  Nonetheless, weak ties are 

valuable to a network because they may provide connections to resources the network 

doesn’t have.  The core of a network organizes the purpose of the network and 

performs much of its work.  It connects to those on the periphery to find resources it 

cannot find at the core. 

“Both kinds of ties are important,” say researchers Ashman, Brown, and Zwick 

in a study of social capital in civil society organizations.  “Strong ties provide social 

cohesion and weak ties provide new resources organizations need.”
76

  Network 

organizers tend to focus their attention on building the core, the strong ties among the 

initial members, but they should recognize that connections to the periphery exist and 

can create value for the network. 
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Distributed/Multi-Tier Dense Cluster/Mesh 



Network Evolution 

Source: Plastrik and Taylor, NET GAINS Handbook, 2006) 





• This graphic shows the DentaQuest 
Foundation’s vision to gradually build an 
interconnected OH2020 network with a 
stronger core that shares knowledge and 
resources, as well as engages new 
members.  

 
• The Foundation’s vision is to ultimately 

achieve an independent and sustainable 
network infrastructure in 2020.  

 
 

Evolution of the OH2020 
Network Strategy 

Prepared by Harder+Company Community Research for the DentaQuest Foundation 5 
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Survey participants were also asked to share 
a time in the past year that they had success 
working with other network members on 
oral health actions. Many participants 
shared stories of policy change successes. 

“In 2015, our oral health coalition 
brought forth a bill which would 

provide funding for the state sealant 
program. We requested resources and 

information from the network and 
Basecamp and were able to share this 

information with many of our 
legislators”. 

 “We worked with other network 
members on letter writing campaigns 

to defeat community water fluoridation 
rollback attempts, support HR416 and 

extend CHIP funding.  We also signed 
onto national letters to extend CHIP 

funding, and support passage of S.192 
and the Reauthorization of the Older 

Americans Act.”  

Network Successes: 
Policy Change 

Prepared by Harder+Company Community Research for the DentaQuest Foundation 30 
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For 10 minutes discuss the 
following with someone else at 
your table: 
 
1.  What type of network is 

your network currently 
(connectivity, alignment, 
coordinated action) and 
what is its overall 
structure (hub-and-spoke, 
mesh, decentralized)? 

2.  What value is it creating 
for participants/the field?  

3.  What value would you like 
the network to create and 
how might you shift the 
network to create this? 





Key Roles/Functions 

Network(
Leadership(

Facilita3on(

Communica3ons(
&(Cura3on((

Design(
(Process,(Structure)((

Convening(

Coordina3on((

Weaving(
(Bonding,(Bridging)(



Backbone 
Organization 
Coordination 
Comms/Curation 
Convening 
Funding 

Process Team 
 
Process Design 
Agenda 
Setting 
 

Network Team 
 
Engaging citizens, 
networks, 
communities 
 
Building and 
weaving the 
Network  
 
Developing and 
synthesizing 
strategy content 
 
Summit agenda 
development 

The Broader Network/
Annual Food Summit 
Attendees 
Network building and 
weaving 
Information and resource 
sharing 
Collaboration 

Rings of Engagement 

Communities 

Institutions 

Businesses 

Govt. agencies 
& representatives 

Organizations 

Other Networks 

Strat(
Team(

Strat(
Team(

Strat(
Team(



“A pattern that others 
made may prevail in the 
world, and following 
the wrong god home,  
we may miss our star.”  
 
- William Stafford 


