
Thinking and Acting Like a Collaborative Network Weaver



A Few Words About 
Networks



“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 
(community organizer)



A Network Story
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Results

• Deeper relationships and expanded 
knowledge of each other's work

• Greater alignment and coordination of 
advocacy work 

• Enhanced access to decision-makers
• Integration of network objectives in City 

projects
• Emergent opportunities and collaborations



A(nother) Network Story



Barr Fellows



Lanfer, Brandes, and Reinelt
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Action  Case Study
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effort for the city of Boston. DSNI is a community-based planning 
and organizing nonprofit formed in 1984 by residents of Roxbury 
and Dorchester, neighborhoods then devastated by arson, disin-
vestment, and neglect. DSNI has since become a collaborative 
effort of more than 3,000 residents, businesses, nonprofits, and 
faith-based institutions.

To develop the application, Barros needed to build alignment 
among scores of stakeholders, including state and city agencies, cul-
tural and educational institutions, resident-based initiatives, social 
service agencies, and philanthropies. Barros reached out to Louis 
Casagrande, former director of the Boston Children’s Museum and 
his roommate on the 2007 fellowship journey. Could he secure buy-
in from the city’s major cultural institutions? Casagrande immedi-
ately placed the calls. “I could speak to my colleagues about John 
from personal experience,” he says. “I had spent quality time at 
DSNI and understood its credibility in the community.”

More than a dozen fellows across three fellowship cohorts par-
ticipated as key influencers, including Jorge Martinez of Project 
R.I.G.H.T., a neighborhood stabilization and economic development 
agency, and Sister Margaret Leonard, whose Project Hope moves 
families out of poverty. Because of his experience on fellowship jour-
neys and retreats, Barros brought IISC into the planning process to 
facilitate stakeholder engagement and to manage the logistics and 
communications. The result was a $500,000 federal planning grant 
for the Boston Promise Initiative (BPI). Of 339 applications, 21 
grants were awarded, with Boston one of only three to earn a perfect 
score. Having catalyzed a network hub, DSNI reached out to a wider 
circle of fellows for the next phase of federal grants.

In December 2011, DSNI learned that Boston was not chosen for 
the initial round of federal implementation grants. Yet Barros and his 
colleagues, within and outside the Barr Fellows Network, are moving 
forward with a five-year plan for the Dudley Village Campus, a model 
for resident-driven community transformation and student achieve-
ment. Says Barros, “I’ve done organizing all my life, but I’ve come out 
of this fellowship with a new understanding of what relationships 

really mean. I’m a better organizer for this experience. The power of 
this network is a set of deep relationships that will make Boston a 
better place.” DSNI is planning to resubmit for a Promise 
Neighborhood implementation grant in June 2012. And fellows are 
now collaborating on multiple BPI working groups devoted to hous-
ing, parenting, family health, and the environment. As Sister Margaret 
remarked of the process, “The support of a multitude of partners has 
moved us to another level of neighborhood revitalization.” 

s o c i a l  n e t w o r k  a n a ly s i s
Since launching its fellowship program in 2005, the Barr 
Foundation has been studying the network’s evolution, with assis-
tance from its internal and external evaluators. At regular intervals, 
fellows have completed online surveys and been interviewed by 
evaluators, to elicit information about network behaviors—how fel-
lows connect with each other and hold each other accountable—
and network effects, such as how resources are shared or aligned 
for influence at a greater scale. One of the findings is a shift from a 
hub-and-spoke network with foundation staff as the main hub, to a 
multi-cluster network where people connect ideas and resources, 
provide personal support, and take joint action from various hubs 
without intensive involvement of foundation staff. (See “Barr 
Fellows Network Development” below.)

The fellows report that they have moved beyond ego, turf, and 
ideology to generate collective courage and hold each other 
accountable. Jorge Martinez says, “Before we would sit on opposite 
sides of the room. The sense now is that we look after each other.” 
The fellows also have seen their influence grow. For example, three 
fellows—Barros, Campbell, and Claudio Martinez—now serve on 
the seven-member Boston School Committee, the governing body 
of the city’s public schools. Most recently, 2011 fellow Aaron 
Gornstein, executive director of the Citizens’ Housing and Planning 
Association, was named undersecretary for the Massachusetts 
Department of Housing and Community Development by Gov. 
Deval Patrick. This kind of recognition furthers the fellows’ identity 

Barr Fellows Network  
Development

Barr Fellows 2005
Barr Fellows 2007
Barr Fellows 2009
Barr Fellows 2011
Node size indicates how 
often a person was named 
by others (in degree)

 ■ Barr Fellows
 ■ Barr Foundation 
      staff

Multi-hub 2011

Hub and Spoke 2005

Social/Network Capital



What, Why and How of 
Effective Networks



What Are Networks?

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

• “Patterns of flow” of 
resources, information, 
nutrients, etc.

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



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
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Close Triangles



Weave the Net
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The purpose behind ONA:

If you can draw it, you can re-draw it

 Imagine the network as you want it to be

 Take the actions you need to make it so
 Make connections (“weave the net”)

 Close the triangles

A

C

B

A

C

B

A

C

B



Network Weaver Assessment


