
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Network Strengthening 

Program (NSP) 

Final Report 

 

 

Photo: MSH 

http://www.LMGforHealth.org?utm_source=report-template&utm_medium=pdf
http://www.lmgforhealth.org/
http://www.LMGforHealth.org?utm_source=report-template&utm_medium=pdf


    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Funding was provided by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) under Cooperative 

Agreement AID-OAA-A-11-00015. The contents are the responsibility of the Leadership, Management, and 

Governance Project and do not necessarily reflect the views of USAID or the United States Government.

About the LMG Project 

Funded by the US Agency for International Development (USAID), the Leadership, Management, and 

Governance (LMG) Project (2011–2017) is collaborating with health leaders, managers, and 

policymakers at all levels to show that investments in leadership, management, and governance lead 

to stronger health systems and improved health. The LMG Project embraces the principles of 

country ownership, gender equity, and evidence-driven approaches. Emphasis is also placed on good 

governance in the health sector—the ultimate commitment to improving service delivery and 

fostering sustainability through accountability, engagement, transparency, and stewardship. Led by 

Management Sciences for Health (MSH), the LMG consortium includes Amref Health Africa, 

International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF), Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of 

Public Health (JHSPH), Medic Mobile, and Yale University Global Health Leadership Institute (GHLI). 
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1. Overview 
The USAID-funded Leadership, Management, and Governance Project (LMG) developed the Network 

Strengthening Program (NSP) as a new capacity building program designed specifically for voluntary 

network managers and leaders. The program was pilot-tested with two networks in Malawi, one 

composed of networks of people living with HIV (PLHIV) and the other composed of HIV and AIDS 

service providers. The pilot testing took place over a period of nine months from September 2015 to 

May 2016, and revisions were made to the curriculum based on lessons learned while using the material. 

The objective of the program is to improve the effectiveness of networks to better meet the needs of 

their members and enhance their long-term sustainability. 

To achieve these goals, the content of the program is focused around five success factors identified 

through a literature review and a series of interviews with network stakeholders: 

 Membership and benefits 

 Distributed leadership  

 Network governance 

 Financial systems and sustainability 

 Communications for resource mobilization 
 

The NSP tailors the content and focus areas of the workshops according to the priorities of the 

network and using findings from a document review, member self-assessment surveys, and a mapping 

exercise.  The mapping is done to highlight the position of the network within its broader context and 

to identify the stakeholders that influence the network’s outcomes and the resolution of its challenges. 

At the end of the program, the expected outcomes include: 

 Written network strengthening plan with priority actions in key focus areas 

 Results from implementation of short-term action plans developed at the end of each NSP 

workshop  
 

The components of the program include pre-launch preparation, two technical workshops, and a 

results-sharing workshop which includes a results presentation to stakeholders and the broader 

membership of the network. 

The program was developed by the LMG Project and is designed to be used with the managers of 

networks, which includes network board members, secretariat leaders and staff, and/or volunteer 

network managers.  It is a comprehensive, network-wide approach that participants can use to 

strengthen the diverse management aspects of their networks. 

Results are demonstrated by the network’s performance in completing key short-term actions toward 

achieving their longer-term network strengthening objectives over the course of the program, and by 

preparing a written network strengthening plan for implementation over the following year. 
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2. NSP Development and Pilot Selection 
As initial steps in the process, the LMG Project team (hereafter ‘team’, or ‘NSP team’) that was selected 

to develop and pilot the NSP sought a deeper understanding of networks – their purposes, strengths, 

challenges and where capacity building might be most needed. The team conducted a targeted literature 

review and a series of key informant interviews. The interviews were conducted with diverse 

established networks selected for this initial research based on recommendations from organizational 

development experts and project managers within several Management Sciences for Health (MSH) 

regional and global capacity building projects. The information collected from these sources informed 

the next steps of the program development.  

The expected program results were defined in a series of participatory theory of change workshops 

held with the team at the end of 2014.  Over the next few months, the team developed the program 

structure, content, and pilot criteria through an iterative participatory planning process, drawing on 

MSH’s existing tools and approaches related to leading, managing, and governing, as well as outside 

resources identified through the literature review and interviews.  

To select pilot networks to participate in the program, the NSP team interviewed networks located in 

Africa using the following specific criteria: 

1. Serving people living with HIV (PLHIV) or other marginalized populations: Also, 

engaged in prevention, treatment and larger social needs according to PEPFAR priorities. 

2. Located in Southern or East Africa, Anglophone: Once Malawi was selected for the first 

pilot, this became a criteria for selection of the second pilot.  

3. Demand and commitment: Interest and commitment demonstrated by the network to 

participate in the NSP and produce associated workshop deliverables. 

4. Need for capacity building: Network’s need for capacity strengthening in the topic areas 

covered by the NSP, and a lack of other funding for capacity building.  

5. Logistics and cost considerations: Likelihood of effectively delivering the program based on 

the logistics and cost of engaging appropriate stakeholders and participants. 

6. Feasibility of survey: Feasibility of getting a sufficient response to the member self-assessment 

survey, based on the timeline and accessibility of network members. 

Malawi Network of People Living with HIV (MANET+) was selected in August 2015 as the first 

pilot based on their mandate of providing support to other networks of PLHIV, stated commitment in 

completing the NSP requirements, alignment of their capacity development needs with the focus areas 

of the program, and level of organizational and financial capacity. MANET+ serves as an umbrella body 

for seven national PLHIV organizations: The National Association of People Living with HIV (NAPHAM); 

Coalition of Women Living with HIV (COWLHA); Teachers Living Positively (T’LIPO); Health Care 

Workers Living Positively (HECAWLP); Malawi Network Of Religious Leaders Living or Affected with 

HIV and AIDS (MANERELA), Network Of Journalists Living with HIV (JONEHA) and National 

Association of Young People living with HIV (NAYPLH). These members are, in turn, composed of 

other networks of PLHIV down to the community and individual levels. A memorandum of 

understanding (MOU) was co-signed by the LMG Project and MANET+ to specify the roles and 
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responsibilities of each party in the pilot program.  

Two months later, the NSP team received approval from USAID to work with a second pilot network. 

Given the time constraints of the LMG Project’s period of performance, the team selected a second 

network from among those in Malawi that had already been interviewed. 

In October 2015, the Malawi Network of AIDS Service Organizations (MANASO) was selected 

as the second pilot network. MANASO is a network of 925 member organizations in Malawi that 

provide HIV prevention, care, and treatment services. Members primarily include community-based 

organizations and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  An MOU was also signed between 

MANASO and the LMG Project prior to the launch. 

3. Pilot Program Implementation 
Figure 1 illustrates the phases of implementation of the Network Strengthening Program. Each phase is 

described in more detail below. 

Figure 1.  Implementation phases of the Network Strengthening Program. 
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Preliminary phase 

Because the first pilot network was chosen in Malawi, the team conducted research to understand the 

specific Malawian context and learn more about the particular network. The NSP team then created a 

list of generic network documents they wished to review and requested that the network submit the 

ones that were relevant to their particular network. The network, with the assistance of the NSP 

facilitation team, also developed and distributed a member self-assessment survey, as outlined below.  

This same process was applied when the second network was chosen later in the year. 

Pre-launch document review 

The preparatory phase of the NSP continued with a review of each network’s documents; the team then 

tailored the content in the technical workshops to meet the needs of the participating networks.   

The document review provided insight into each network’s operating structure, business model, and 

financial systems. Key documents reviewed included: constitution; by-laws; registrations; strategic plans; 

vision and mission statements; member lists and contacts; organization charts; financial reports; and 

information on competitors. Information from these resources was then consolidated into a 

presentation and shared with each network’s managers for validation.  This information was then used 

to inform the workshop content. It was presented to workshop participants as part of the introduction 

to the first workshop and was referred to throughout the program, as appropriate. 

The document review found that both MANET+ and MANASO had well-elaborated governance 

documents and vision and mission statements, and their business models were primarily project-based.  

However, financial information for both networks was scant or out of date. While both networks had 

constitutions that provided for the collection of dues from members, only MANASO actually collected 

dues. 

Member self-assessment survey 

The member self-assessment survey was initially designed on an internet-based platform 

(SurveyMonkey) and ideally should have been distributed to all network members. The survey questions 

were designed to gauge members’ perspectives on benefits; collaboration; network direction; 

communications; learning and capacity building opportunities; financial sustainability; challenges; and 

opportunities. The expectation was to have the survey results reveal any dissonance between the views 

of the network leadership participating in the program and the network members and to further inform 

the content of the NSP technical workshops. 

Although the self-assessment survey questions for the two pilot networks were the same, the number 

of members and varying levels of internet connectivity necessitated that the method of distribution was 

quite different. For example, all seven of the organizations within MANET+ were located in Lilongwe 

with access to the internet, so the SurveyMonkey online survey link was distributed to them via e-mail 

by the secretariat. However, MANASO’s members were located throughout the country, many with no 

access to phones or internet, so only a portion of the surveys could be sent via email. Other surveys 

were conducted via phone by two consultants, and additional paper-based surveys were distributed 

during secretariat field visits. Due to the large number of members, it was not feasible to survey every 

member, but the team sought to survey a representative sample of approximately one-third (about 300) 
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of network members. The consultants were provided with a numbered list of all MANASO members 

and their contact information, and used an online random number generator to identify each member 

they called to survey. If the potential respondent was not available, the consultants attempted to contact 

them twice more before excluding them and calling an alternate member. If the contact information was 

not accurate, the consultants made a note of this on the list and called an alternate member. Prior to 

analysis, surveys were scanned and cleaned to ensure that there were no duplicates. 

Participant selection  

In addition to the way in which the surveys were conducted, the selection of participants for each of the 

pilots was also different.   

The NSP was designed for 15 - 20 participants, including board members, senior secretariat staff, and 

highly engaged members such as committee heads. Participation was to be limited to those acting on 

behalf of the network. The team felt that it was important to have the input of members as well as 

managers, but also felt that by having the pre-launch self-assessment and board members who were also 

members participate, there would be adequate member representation. 

Though MANET+ chose the secretariat’s two senior managers, a staff member and a few members from 

the board of directors who were also network members, the majority of the participants were network 

members with no management responsibilities and appeared to have no clear motivation for improving 

the strength of the network. Of the 14 participants in the second workshop, only eight of the original 

participants attended, and of those, two, including the executive director, participated less than half of 

the time.   

In contrast, there were 20 participants from MANASO, including the secretariat’s two senior managers, 

all of the board members from various regions of the country, a regional manager and some active 

members. Fifteen of the original 20 participants attended both sessions, were highly engaged, and 

appeared to be very motivated to ensure MANASO’s sustainability. Much of the energy in the room was 

generated by the executive director and the chairman. The board held a meeting after each workshop 

to discuss how to move forward with their action plans and to discuss their regular business, and how it 

related to strengthening the network. 

Content  

The content and delivery of the program were designed to accomplish the following objectives for the 

networks: 

 Explore the network’s strengths and major challenges. 

 Identify actions the network and its members could take to address them. 

 Create short-term action plans to address the identified challenges that could be accomplished 

in between workshops. 

 Increase trust and coordinated action throughout the network. 

 Increase the network’s ability to meet the needs of its members and sustain activities that would 

improve the lives of beneficiaries. 

Original content and revisions 

The NSP content was tailored to each network and was refined significantly between the first and 
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second pilot based on lessons learned. Two of the most significant lessons learned included the volume 

of information and the order in which the information was presented. This meant there were sessions 

of the program that were cut, consolidated, or re-ordered to use the time more efficiently. 

While there were changes in every module, especially streamlining of the exercises and using different 

pedagogical approaches, the most significant changes were in the governance, financial management, and 

communications modules.  

The specific alterations resulted in a stronger focus on: 

 Board and board member responsibilities, especially their fiduciary role. 

 Grounding of financial principles using a case study approach. 

 How to mobilize resources from different sources. 

Module overview and outputs 

Module 1: Net-Mapping1 

After introducing the NSP, the first workshop began with a network mapping exercise that was used to 

engage participants in a hands-on activity and facilitate discussions about relationships, resource flows, 

and power dynamics affecting the network. Adapted from Eva Schiffer’s Influence Mapping of Social 

Networks, the Net-Mapping module takes participants through the development of influence maps that 

demonstrate the linkages between “actors” (e.g. stakeholders, including donors, members, government 

agencies, civil society organizations, and competitors) in the network and their levels of influence on 

particular challenges.  

In accordance with the Net-Mapping process, in Module 1 of the NSP participants were divided into 

small groups, each working on a unique challenge the network faced. They began by identifying the 

actors that influenced this challenge; then drew the “linkages” (lines of influence) demonstrating how 

these actors interacted; next, they indicated the relative influence of each of the actors on the chosen 

challenge; and lastly, they determined whether each actor’s influence was enabling or limiting (positive, 

negative, or neutral).  

This interactive exercise fostered rich discussions and allowed participants to visualize how they engage 

with stakeholders and each other around the challenges the network faces. 

MANET+ participants identified three primary challenges and converted them into questions, including:  

 Who influences the funding situation of MANET+? 

 Who influences the sustainability of MANET+? 

 Who influences sharing of information inside and outside MANET+? 
 

MANASO participants also addressed three questions, and developed a distinct Net-Map for each 

question: 

 Who influences the regional and district management of MANASO? 

 Who influences the financial sustainability of MANASO? 

                                                
1
 This process was developed and copyrighted as Influence Mapping of Social Networks, by Eva Schiffer, and was 

adapted and delivered in the NSP with her permission. Details can be found at netmap.wordpress.com.   
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 Who influences the commitment of the MANASO 

members to the network? 
 

At the end of the exercise, each small group presented their map 

in plenary, describing their internal discussion and how they 

developed their map. See Figure 2 for an example.  Participants 

from other groups were invited to gather around each map in 

turn, ask questions, and share observations.  

The key theme that emerged from MANET+’s report out on 

their Net-Mapping session was that the network and all of its 

members were competing for the same funding. This influenced 

the network across all areas, leading to a lack of trust that, in 

turn, led to an unwillingness to share information openly within 

the network and between the members and the secretariat. It 

also led to a lack of engagement with and support for the 

network, as we discovered throughout the program.  It also led 

the facilitators to adapt the content of the Governance module, as discussed below. 

There were a number of themes that emerged from MANASO’s report out of the Net-Mapping session 

that bore some similarity to MANET+’s overarching theme, but did not lead the participants to 

conclude there was a lack of trust in the network. 

 Members collaborated on activities, but also competed for external funding. 

 The increased number of dues-paying members is closely linked to the trust the members have 

in the new managers of the network and trust more broadly within the network. 

 Some local NGO (LNGO) members provided capacity support to the community-based 

organization (CBO) members. 

 Members equated MANASO with the secretariat and did not realize that they were the 

network. 

 Some MANASO members also belonged to competitor networks. 

 The Malawi HIV and AIDS sector included many other organizations and networks that compete 

for the same funding sources as MANASO. 

 All MANASO members, whether paying dues or not, and even some competitors and donors 

receive all of the information that MANASO disseminates. 

Module 2: Membership and Benefits 

In Module 2, the participants turned their focus to network membership and benefits, which included 

updating the network’s vision and mission; reviewing criteria for membership; identifying appropriate 

and feasible current and future member benefits; and exploring the willingness and ability of members to 

contribute to the network in return for the benefits received and to support the networks’ 

sustainability.   

The Membership and Benefits module began with a facilitated session to update the networks’ vision and 

mission statements. The next session of the workshop focused on member composition and criteria for 

membership. The criteria for membership included exploring what types of members the network can 

best serve in order to be true to their mission and vision, while also focusing on meeting the needs of 

Figure 2. Example Net-Map. Photo: MSH. 
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particular types of members to ensure cohesion and the best use of funds. 

Through this discussion, the MANET+ participants reaffirmed their mission and vision statements and 

decided that their existing criteria for membership as outlined in their constitution continued to be 

appropriate for the network.  

MANASO had already considered updating its vision statement and used this opportunity to work 

through some ideas resulting in two agreed upon vision statements that the board members planned to 

wordsmith following the workshop. 

The participants learned from a database building exercise performed by the secretariat in preparation 

for the NSP that 75% of MANASO members are local CBOs delivering health services for HIV and 

AIDS prevention, testing, and care. Current membership criteria require members to be civil society or 

non-governmental organizations, working in the HIV and AIDS sector, registered as NGOs in Malawi, 

and paying subscription/membership fees. After group discussions, the participants decided to uphold 

their current membership criteria. 

Next, the participants focused on current member benefits, what member needs were and were not 

being met through those benefits, and what possible future benefits their network could offer to address 

them. Participants identified member needs around two major themes: resources (e.g. direct grants, 

computers, and supplies) and information sharing (lessons learned in community activities, workplans). 

Finally, the participants identified what reasonable contributions the members could make to ensure the 

continuation of current member benefits, the introduction of new member benefits, and the longer- 

term sustainability of the network, particularly in times when donor funding might not be available.  

MANET+ offered six primary benefits to its members: 

 An advocacy platform 

 Information sharing 

 Linking with other organizations outside of the network 

 Capacity building 

 Access to restricted funding 

 Partnerships for funding 
 

No contribution was expected from the members to receive these benefits as they had all been funded 

by donors to date and MANET+ continued to be highly focused on international donor funding. The 

general consensus was that the members would not pay for membership in the network even if a fee 

were to be established. 

MANASO had, over time, provided many benefits, not all of which were visible to their members or 

covered by external funding. Foremost among these “invisible” benefits was advocacy. Other benefits 

included: 

 Conferences  

 National events (World AIDS Day) 

 Capacity building (e.g. trainings) 

 Meetings (e.g. board meetings, regional committee meetings) 

 T-shirts, posters 

 Exchange learning visits 
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 Reference letters for proposals 

 Membership certificate (required for NGO approval by the Ministry of Health) 

 Reference letters for proposals  

 Advocacy with global stakeholders in HIV sector (United States President's Emergency Plan for 

AIDS Relief, Global Fund, United Nations) 
 

While all of these benefits have been supported with external funding, MANASO was committed to 

making the transition to becoming a self-sustaining network with members valuing core benefits enough 

to provide compensation, either in the form of fees or volunteer time, materials or infrastructure 

(photocopying, office space, etc.) 

MANET+ focused on future member benefits that would strengthen relationships between and among 

the members.  Some of the ideas identified were to complete a member mapping, increase the flow of 

information and communication from the secretariat to and from the members, and develop a resource 

mobilization plan to include members and possibly lead the network to become a grant-making entity. 

MANASO, led by the Chairman of the Board and not considering costs, developed an ambitious list of 

possible new member benefits. One of the primary actions for the period between this workshop and 

the next one was to analyze the costs of both the existing and new benefits with the idea of creating a 

core package of benefits.  This would then be included in a membership contract which would outline 

the benefits of membership in line with contribution, at a time when there was limited external 

financing. This was important as the network was faced with the certain termination of funding from its 

largest and most reliable source within three months. Many participants acknowledged it was a mental 

shift to think about member benefits and contributions together as a package. 

Module 3: Distributed Leadership  

In the Distributed Leadership module, participants learned about MSH’s leading and managing practices2, 

and thought through how to apply these practices in the network. Participants were then introduced to 

the three essential elements of distributed leadership:  

 Building and maintaining trust in a network 

 Positively influencing other members in a network 

 Inspiring and supporting collective action in a network  
 

These sections were designed to integrate MSH management and leadership approaches while drawing 

out any underlying issues related to trust, influence, and collective action in the networks. In the 

discussion on trust, participants learned how to build trust and maintain trusting behaviors, as well as 

what the “enemies of trust”3 were in organizations. They parsed out sensitive topics that might 

undermine trust between the members and the managers at the secretariat and board levels. 

With MANET+, the participants continued to return to member engagement, trust, and the need for 

funding to implement their ideas. 

                                                
2
 MSH’s leadership practices are: Scanning, Focusing, Aligning/Mobilizing and Inspiring and the leadership practices 

are: Planning, Organizing, Implementing and Monitoring and Evaluating. 
3
 Adapted from Galford and Drapeau. (2003) Harvard Business Review. Enemies of Trust. 
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The MANASO participants were highly engaged in this module and identified a large number of potential 

actions to increase trust and collective actions going forward. Some of their ideas included decentralizing 

decision-making, ensuring they were recognizing the contributions and success of all members at any 

level, drafting a new strategic plan using a participatory approach, and mobilizing resources for a 20th 

anniversary celebration and a best practices meeting. 

Module 4: Governance 

As written, the Governance module included a section on network structure which replicated the Net-

Mapping exercise completed earlier. With MANET+, the facilitators decided to address the trust issue 

directly in this module and conducted a modified mapping process to help the participants see where 

the positive and negative factors related to trust were coming from. Since all of the members were 

represented in the workshop, this led to an animated discussion where it was decided that the trust 

issues were not as big as they thought and that one particular member who was considered to be 

disruptive was actually contributing more than the other members realized. 

After the first pilot, this module was revised to delve into advanced governance topics, starting with an 

overview of governing practices of high-performing networks, and the responsibilities of the governing 

body (board of directors). This conceptual overview then transitioned into a practical session on the ten 

basic responsibilities of board members. These responsibilities were aligned with each governing 

practice as a validation of the practices.  

As a next step, the module focused on the delineation of roles and responsibilities between management 

(the secretariat) and the board of directors. The session included a small group exercise to propose 

changes to the relationship between the governing body and management, and concluded with 

participants reporting out on their discussions in plenary.  

The final segment of this module focused on governing documents, and how they might be revised or 

adapted to support the recommendations resulting from the module.   

Through an informal assessment process the MANASO participants identified the greatest board 

strengths as building a competent board, ensuring MANASO’s public standing, and effective planning.  

The areas for improvement included supporting/evaluating the executive director and 

monitoring/strengthening programs and services. 

MANASO participants also determined that there needed to be better collaboration between the board 

and the secretariat, specifically around resource mobilization.  They needed to develop a Terms of 

Reference for each, and build the capacity of individual board members, especially in other health areas 

as health services are becoming more horizontal and diverse. 

MANASO participants decided to also write a code of ethics to add to their documents. 

Module 5: Financial Management and Sustainability 

The objective of this module was to identify gaps within the current financial system and propose actions 

to close these gaps. Content included: clarifying financial management roles within the network, 

identifying areas for improvement in the network’s internal operations, and building a foundation of 

understanding of financial sustainability.   



 

Network Strengthening Program - Final Report (June 2017) 

 

 

15 

The first exercise focused on identifying and delineating the roles of the board of directors, the 

secretariat, network members, and donors in the financial management of the network. Participants 

from both networks said that this exercise was especially eye-opening because they had previously 

thought that the only group responsible for the network’s financial management was the secretariat’s 

staff. 

This activity was followed by a presentation of the results of a financial management survey completed 

by the secretariat managers prior to the workshop. For MANET+, the NSP team presented only 

cursory information, since the executive director and program manager completed the survey with 

limited guidance from the facilitators.  

To address this gap in information, the facilitators conducted the survey as an interview with 

MANASO’s senior management. The facilitators also determined that since this information might be 

sensitive, it would be better for the executive director or the person who oversaw the financial 

management to present the survey results in terms of the current strengths of the internal controls and 

procedures, as well as the gaps and areas of improvement. 

Other key concepts covered in the module included: restricted and unrestricted funding, reserves, and 

basic strategies for cost saving.  

In the original version of the curriculum, this module was theoretical and not experiential in nature or 

well grounded in reality. This lesson learned led the team to revise the module, removing much of the 

detail that the participants either would not be required to know or that was too elementary for the 

participants. The team also added a hypothetical network case study to ensure participants became 

familiar with the concepts of funding mix, donor dependency, and funding strategies for sustainability.   

This updated content engaged the participants more and led to more practical and realistic suggestions 

when analyzing the financial statements of their own network. 

While the question of cutting costs was delivered as content to MANET+, with MANASO, we ended 

the session with a presentation by the executive director on actions the secretariat had already taken, 

including: moving to a less expensive office space requiring less maintenance; transitioning a full-time 

position to a part-time external consultant; and combining program activities to reduce travel time and 

logistical costs.  

Finally, participants reviewed the network’s overall financial situation; reflected on desired levels of 

restricted funding, unrestricted funding, and reserves; and outlined additional steps to move toward 

financial sustainability.  

Module 6: Communications for Resource Mobilization 

In the original curriculum, resource mobilization was covered in the financial management section, which 

resulted in an overly long module. Communications were covered in Module 6, but it was too 

elementary for the participants and, in places was duplicative of some content in Module 5. 

The MANET+ participants made these comments to the facilitators and, for the second pilot, the team 

rewrote Module 6 to include the resource mobilization piece from the financial management section, 

and renamed the module Communications for Resource Mobilization. The team also turned some of the 
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most elementary parts of the module into optional sessions.   

Despite their comments, MANET+ benefitted from the content and developed some important actions 

to take to increase visibility and stakeholder awareness: 

 Develop standard brochures tailored to different audiences for dissemination at events. 

 Produce four member success stories on treatment adherence for dissemination at the 2016 

AGM. 

 Build member capacity to give presentations, including specific language about MANET+.  

 Improve coordination and content sharing from members to MANET+ and update website 

content. 

 Develop member capacity to contribute to website, to blogs, etc.  

 Re-start production of the newsletter, and produce it on a regular basis. 

 Develop value propositions. 
 

The focus was on mobilizing resources through external funding to take these actions. A missing piece in 

this module was how to mobilize the resources. 

The revised Communications for Resource Mobilization module helped participants identify how the 

network could strategically position itself with its broad range of stakeholders to seek new funding 

opportunities. The sessions in this module were designed to move from the big picture of 

audiences/stakeholders, including members and donors, and tailored messaging, to more specific areas of 

focus, including stakeholder analysis and creating unique value statements. Lastly, the module covered 

the specifics of proposal development and writing, as well as giving formal and informal presentations. 

Action planning and outcomes: Workshops 1-3 

Over the course of each module, participants collected information about the network’s performance.  

At the end of each workshop, participants identified a focal area, split into two or three teams, and each 

team developed an action plan to address a priority issue in that area. 

In MANET+’s case, from the beginning of the program, the focus was on resource mobilization and 

revising their resource mobilization plan. This focus was reflected in their short-term action plans. The 

plans developed at the end of the first workshop had as their desired results: 
 

• A plan for a grant making structure in MANET+ will be established by December 1, 2015: This plan 

was implemented by the program manager without the support of his action team and he 

completed the necessary research on how such structures are designed and staffed, as well as 

what steps were required by the due date. The actual plan was drafted, but not finalized before 

the end of the program.  

• MANET+ will facilitate collaboration with members on two joint proposals by December 1, 2015: This 

plan was successfully implemented for one proposal for funding from the Global Fund. This was 

a significant result of MANET+’s participation in the NSP, as the network was one of only six 

local sub-recipients and the funding replaced the same donor’s funding that was ending within 

three months. 

• A resource mobilization strategy will be reviewed and strategies to mobilize resources with the private 

sector will be developed by December 1, 2015: This result was completed. 
 

After Workshop 2, MANET+ reached a consensus on the following expected short term results: 

 Four quality success stories shared on the MANET+ website and disseminated during the first 
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MANET+ Quarterly Networking Meeting in the second week of March 2016.  

 By March 30, 2016 brochures finalized for each of three stakeholder groups (members, donors, 

and stakeholders) and posted on the MANET+ website.  

 Draft value propositions for MANET+ for each of three categories of stakeholders (members, 

donors, and government) by February 15, 2016.  
 

The participants were not as successful in realizing the results expected after Workshop 2 because they 

had difficulty obtaining success stories from the members, and did not have the funding to update their 

website with stories or publish brochures.  

For MANASO, the focus from the first workshop was on membership – specifically, developing a 

package of benefits in conjunction with potential member contributions. However, once one team 

calculated the actual cost of current benefits, the findings led both teams to abandon their initial action 

plans. They found that the key benefits MANASO provided to members had been supported by donor 

funding, and these could not be sustained by member dues alone – even if every member paid their 

annual dues. 

At the end of the second workshop, one team chose to develop communications to members explaining 

MANASO’s current funding challenges, and encouraging them to pay their dues so the network could 

provide as many benefits to as many members as possible. They planned to write a member contract – 

an agreement that would spell out basic member benefits and the contributions expected of members. 

As of May 2016, the first team had drafted a letter to members regarding the network’s financial 

challenges, but the team was still struggling with how to disseminate it given the logistical challenges of 

communication with their members. The member contract had not yet been written. However, this 

action plan helped focus the network on what they were able to do for their members, what they 

needed from their members, and how they might go forward given the critical financial challenges they 

were facing. 

The second team worked on writing the network strengthening plan, a key deliverable from the NSP, 

and thought through how the plan could be used to inform MANASO’s next strategic plan (beginning in 

2017). The team held periodic meetings and calls to divide up the work and keep it moving forward to 

produce a viable plan by the deadline. 

Results workshop 

In the final workshop, participants prepared to present the results from their short-term action plans to 

their stakeholders and members. In both networks, participants also reached consensus on their priority 

actions to implement over next 12 months, after the NSP ended.  

Measuring results: Final phase  

Results presentation (May 26, 2016) 

On May 26, 2016, as the last step of the NSP, the two pilot networks presented their results focusing on 

becoming more financially sustainable and meeting the needs of their members. The audience consisted 

of over 50 stakeholders, including representatives from UNAIDS, the National AIDS Commission, 

USAID, other donors, government officials, and the MANET+ and MANASO network members.   
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MANET+’s successes focused on financial sustainability and resource mobilization. The network 

emphasized progress made on their resource mobilization strategy and their recent selection as a Global 

Fund sub-recipient. MANET+ was one of only six local organizations chosen from over 50 applicants. 

Their selection demonstrated the network’s relevance as a leading voice in national advocacy efforts for 

people living with HIV.  

MANASO’s presentation highlighted their efforts to align their members’ community work with 

Malawi’s latest National Strategic Plan for HIV and AIDS (2015-2020). For example, MANASO 

emphasized their work to ensure that community organizations were aligned with the UNAIDS 90-90-

90 Treatment Targets and did not duplicate the efforts of other organizations within the community.4 

These efforts strengthened their members’ capacity to be key drivers of the community-centered 

response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  

MANASO also reported that a significant result of the program was the development and refinement of 

a member database that would help them to communicate more effectively with their members and to 

collect data related to their successes. 

One important theme that came out in the discussions was about the role the two networks could play 

in collecting key data from communities to inform the National HIV/AIDS response and in the efforts to 

target the PLHIV community as part of a larger humanitarian response effort to address food insecurity. 

Member self-assessment survey – Evaluating results 

MANET+ repeated the member survey at the end of the program to evaluate the program results. 

However, after sending it out with reminders to respond, only a few responses were received and the 

executive director and program manager did not follow up on this final activity. 

A pre- and post-member self-assessment survey was also developed for MANASO and administered at 

the launch of the program. Because of the time needed to collect the pre-self-assessment survey, we 

were not able to conduct the post-self-assessment survey. Some of the findings from the pre-program 

assessment included: 

• MANASO’s current financial situation was seen as not sustainable; however, there was 
significant uncertainty on financial issues as a whole. 

• Payment of dues seemed to be sporadic; only a small handful of respondents reported having 
paid their dues at the time and in the past. However, almost all respondents said payment of 
dues was a highly important membership criterion. 

• The mission, vision, and communications of MANASO satisfied most respondents. Respondents 
agreed that alignment with MANASO’s mandate, values, and ethics should be an important 
criterion for membership. 

• The leadership of MANASO was largely seen as competent, transparent, and accountable. 
• When respondents were asked to prioritize the member benefits they wanted most, the most 

popular options were:  
­ access to other members 
­ grants and funding  

                                                
4 These goals state that by the end of 2020, Malawi will have: diagnosed 90 percent of people living with HIV 

(PLHIV), treated 90 percent of those diagnosed, and achieved viral suppression for 90 percent of patients on Anti-

retroviral treatment. (Source: Ministry of Malawi website (http://www.hiv.health.gov.mw/index.php/2014-07-08-14-

20-52/latest-news/22-malawi-90-90-90-goals). 



 

Network Strengthening Program - Final Report (June 2017) 

 

 

19 

­ referrals and letters of support  
­ capacity building 

• Respondents overwhelmingly agreed that MANASO was relevant to the HIV and AIDS response 
in Malawi. 

Case study  

To gather information about effects of the NSP on a network, it was decided that a case study 

evaluation was the best mechanism in view of the time constraints. 

The case study was designed to serve as a qualitative assessment of the NSP as implemented with 

MANASO. This pilot network was chosen because of the higher engagement level of the participants 

and because the network received a closer-to-final version of the curriculum. 

The evaluation questions and case study plan were developed with information synthesized from the 

targeted literature review, the NSP theory of change, the review of MANASO’s documents, and the 

baseline member self-assessment survey. The case study served to evaluate the extent to which the NSP 

supported MANASO in working more effectively within its operating environment. It consisted of seven 

key informant interviews and one focus group discussion (FGD) which were conducted in May 2016, 

immediately following the third NSP workshop.  The responses were analyzed to distill common themes 

and findings. 

Additional information and findings from the case study can be found in the Network Strengthening Program 

Case Study Report. 

4. Lessons Learned  

Pilot selection and preparation 

1. Engage senior management in the process  

Whereas with the MANET+ pilot, the engagement of senior management of the network was limited to 

the pre-selection interview and pre-launch preparatory discussions, the facilitators engaged the 

MANASO board chairman and the executive director of the network, as well as some other board 

members, as co-facilitators.  They were thus trained to apply the program later with their members 

(thus cascading the NSP to others) and engaged them more in the process and results than happened 

with MANET+. 

To increase ownership of, support of, and engagement in the NSP, the team held two-day preparation 

sessions before the first and second technical workshops with MANASO. 

Each of the MANASO co-facilitators brought unique experiences and complementary strengths.  They 

were able to share insights on MANASO’s history, management structure, and strategic goals 

throughout the two-day preparatory periods before the workshops took place.  

The two-day facilitator preparation before both workshops also proved valuable in building a 

collaborative partnership between the team and MANASO, and allowed the team to gain a better 
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understanding of local cultural norms within Malawi, and in the HIV and AIDS sector more specifically. 

In the first workshop, there were three co-facilitators. During the second workshop, we included two 

new MANASO co-facilitators, one being a replacement for a facilitator from the first workshop who 

was unable to attend, giving a total of four (4) facilitators who were very engaged in the action planning 

after the first workshop and brought diverse and valuable perspectives. One co-facilitator, for example, 

was the leader of a small community-based organization who brought critical insights from the field. 

2. Solicit member feedback  

For the first pilot with MANET+, the NSP team requested that MANET+ leadership distribute the 

membership self-assessment survey via e-mail with a link to the online survey. Despite the NSP’s team’s 

help drafting messages to members and ultimately sending them out to support the secretariat’s efforts, 

regular follow up with the executive director, and assurances that members would complete the survey, 

the survey received only a few responses to the pre-program self-assessment and none from the post-

program survey. The team acknowledged that online surveys can often have low response rates due to 

their impersonal nature. It may also have reflected a low level of member commitment to MANET+ or 

to the NSP program itself. 

For the second pilot with MANASO, the member self-assessment was administered using three different 

methods to a representative sample of about 300 members, as previously described. The consultants 

who administrated the survey reported that members were excited to be contacted and that the 

contact seemed to renew their interest in MANASO and its activities. In the results presentation, 

MANASO leadership shared that the member self-assessment also helped them update their 

membership contacts database. 

3. Right people and continuity 

For the MANET+ pilot, the team left the choice of participants largely to the network. The executive 

director chose a few board members, members of the secretariat, and a cross-section of members.  

Unfortunately, the members had neither the interest nor the position in the network to enact changes.  

They stated that working to strengthen the network was not their responsibility. 

With greater guidance from the facilitator team, MANASO’s executive director selected the workshop 

participants carefully to ensure that all board members participated in the program, along with 

representatives from the secretariat.  They came from different geographic regions in Malawi and 

represented different types of members (CBOs and LNGOs), and there was a gender balance. NSP 

participant selection criteria and the executive director’s thoughtfulness in participant selection were 

critical in fostering high engagement among workshop participants. 

All of the board members were able to participate in both workshops, which was particularly important 

for the Governance module and for developing proposed actions to address funding gaps and pursue 

new business development opportunities.  

One lesson learned was the need to make sure the participants who attend NSP workshops in the 

future can communicate effectively in a common language. With the NSP pilots, the common language 

was English, but a few workshop participants did not understand English well enough, which created 

communication and participation challenges. 
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Content and facilitation approaches  

The interactive nature of the NSP proved to be engaging for the participants, especially in the second 

pilot where many of the exercises were streamlined and made even more interactive. The use of a mix 

of plenary, small group, paired and individual exercises and activities provided variety. These exercises 

showed that an important element of the workshop was the honest exchange among participants 

around how they interact and function as a network, and what individual and shared strengths they 

could employ to overcome challenges to build a stronger network. 

1. Ensure sessions are interactive and draw on local knowledge 

The evaluations indicated that one of the key strengths of the NSP proved to be the degree to which all 

of the sessions were interactive. This aligned with the objective to focus on inquiry and dialogue rather 

than using a didactic approach. The program was designed to lead the participants to their own 

conclusions and determine their own actions. 

One important practice was starting the NSP with the Net-Mapping activity. This interactive exercise 

called on local knowledge about the network’s environment and drew out the network’s most critical 

challenges (e.g. decreased funding, competition).  

This exercise enabled a significant change in how participants discussed internal dynamics openly among 

themselves, and highlighted the high level of collaboration, influence, and respect that the members had 

with each other.  

While much of the interaction was done in small group discussions and pairs, two other types of 

exercises proved to be particularly engaging – having the groups match financial roles and responsibilities 

on a flip chart and participating in a membership “café.” 

2. Exercises should be structured with a clear outcome 

The NSP activities that worked best had a clear agenda, were time bound, and actively engaged 

participants. For example, when the NSP team initially facilitated the membership benefits section with 

the first pilot network, the list of desired benefits that participants generated was so extensive it could 

not possibly be covered through membership fees or anticipated donor funds.  

Therefore, the exercise was revised in the second pilot using an adapted World Café approach. The 

session focused on three specific questions, each discussed in small groups whose membership changed 

between questions. First, groups were asked about current member benefits; next, potential future 

and/or new benefits; and finally, member contributions, particularly what they themselves could or 

would contribute in this time of financial extremis for the network.  

This time-bound, structured method helped keep the small groups focused on the questions at hand. 

3. Exercises should be practical and include specific examples  

Participants were far more engaged in exercises that had a clear, practical application. For example, the 

Governance module was much better received in the second pilot when the content focused on specific 



 

Network Strengthening Program - Final Report (June 2017) 

 

 

22 

roles and responsibilities of the governing body, rather than broader topics such as MSH’s governing 

practices5. A similar pattern emerged around adaptations to the Finance and Communications modules.  

When content was linked to clear, tangible examples, such as the case study in the financial sustainability 

exercise, participants were more likely to stay focused and comprehend the terms and concepts. 

4. Graphics (visual aids) are needed to engage participants 

The team concluded that an increased number of graphics and other visual aids would give the NSP 

greater impact. The visual aids used during the pilots were limited, for the most part, to collecting 

information on flip charts. Although there were PowerPoint slides, it was difficult to use them 

continuously throughout the workshops given the erratic electricity in Malawi. 

Attractive graphics should be included to illustrate concepts and processes, according to feedback 

received from the participants. Printed graphics would be valuable, but, additionally, videos could be a 

supplemental instructional tool to explain some of the more difficult concepts, where circumstances, 

including the availability of predictable electricity, allow. Finally, a marketing video about the NSP 

approach could provide important information, including a clear overview of what is entailed, to 

prospective networks about the program so they could gauge whether or not it might meet their needs. 

5. Simplify action planning 

The action planning process employed in the pilots was drawn from the Leadership Development 

Program and other materials developed by MSH. Overall, the action planning process proved to be 

difficult to administer and implement in the limited time available. As a result, the team simplified the 

action planning process in the final version of the curriculum and facilitator’s guide. 

5. Conclusions  
The Network Strengthening Program was effective in meeting the capacity development needs of the 

two pilot networks. Having a second pilot proved to be especially critical to refine the program and 

evaluate its success. 

It is clear from the lessons learned that the adaptations made between the first and second pilot were 

highly effective, particularly in terms of engaging the network senior management and including them in 

the facilitation of the program. However, it was also clear that more adaptations are needed and could 

be included in future versions of the curriculum or made by the facilitators themselves when conducting 

an NSP.  

The revised NSP curriculum and facilitator’s guide will be published in June 2017, and these publications 

will be available on the Leadership, Management and Governance Project (www.lmgforhealth.org) and 

MSH (www.msh.org) websites. 

                                                
5
 MSH’s governing practices are: Setting the direction, cultivating a culture of responsibility, engaging stakeholders, 

and stewarding resources. 

http://lmgforhealth.org/
http://www.msh.org/
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