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Abstract

The University of Manchester

Terence David Gibson

Doctor of Philosophy
Horizontal Learning and Social Media in
an International Development Network
2011

The growth of networks in international development, accelerated by communications possibilities provided by new social media, offers the potential for richer access by local groups to information and ideas on which to base development activities. However, a long history of participation in development shows that information is often imparted in a top down way, vesting control and power in institutions external to the local groups who wish to make use of it.

Frameworks for social learning such as Communities of Practice tend to focus on collaborative learning from experience, rather than such a 'top down' transmission of information, offering the possibility that they may enable horizontal learning between geographically distributed groups linked by social media.

Through a three year co-operative enquiry within the newly established Global Network for Disaster Reduction, this action research investigates whether horizontal learning employing social media can enable this network to share learning and thereby support grassroots development.

The research finds that the structure and relationships within such an internationally distributed network lead to a qualitatively different mode of learning framed as a Community of Praxis. It proposes that this framework can be further elaborated and applied within network contexts to encourage the possibility of a different emphasis in development.
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Glossary

AFL: Action at the Frontline

Action at the Frontline: (AFL) Participative video case study project undertaken by GNDR
BBC: British Broadcasting Corporation

Cats Cradle: Mode of communication in a network where members communicate directly with each other without formal prompting

CAQDAS: Computer assisted qualitative data analysis software
CBDRM: Community based disaster risk management
Community of Practice: (CoP) A particular form of learning community based on collaboration of members who share an interest in their practice

Community of Praxis: (CoPx) In this study A particular form of learning community which is concerned with learning cycles based on managed corporate cycles of action and reflection (praxis)

Convivial Space: In this study Social contexts in which people interact in shared action and reflection

CoP: Community of Practice
CoPx: Community of Praxis
CSO: Civil Society Organisation

Digital Media: Technically referring to media which translate analogue material into digital form for transmission. In practice referring to new media such as internet based social media and new forms of existing media such as video

Disaster Risk Reduction: (DRR) A thematic focus in International Development concerned with reducing vulnerability of communities of risk resulting from hazards (typically natural)
Distributed: People or organisations separated spatially

Distributed Communities: A community whose members are not co-located

DRR: Disaster Risk Reduction
GATT: General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
Global Network for Disaster Reduction: (GNDR) A network of civil society organisations concerned with Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR). Founded in 2007. GNDR is independent of UNISDR
GCE: Global Campaign for Education
GNDR: Global Network for Disaster Reduction
Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction: (GP-DRR) A two yearly major conference in Geneva organised by UNISDR to monitor and report on the progress of the HFA.

GP-DRR: Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction

Grassroots: Referring to action which emanates from local concerns and views rather than being imposed externally

HFA: Hyogo Framework for Action 

Horizontal Learning: Learning from peers as opposed to heirarchical learning imparted by instructors, institutions etc.
Hub and Spoke: In this study of communication in networks; in which communications are generally from individual members to a central person or group such as a secretariat, as distinct from Cats Cradle
Hyogo Framework for Action: (HFA) Ten year programme of action on policy development and implementation of DRR established by UNISDR in 2005

ICT: Information and Communication Technologies 
Information and Communication Technology: (ICT) Usage applies to digital media
INGO: International Non-Governmental Organisation

Interpretive Leadership: In this study refers to the twin characteristics of leadership and facilitation

Likert Scale: collective responses to a set of items on a rating scale
Members: In this study: Active participants in VFL. This body grew from 40-70 during the study

MDG: Millennium Development Goal
MoU: Memorandum of Understanding
MTN: Large mobile phone network operating in Africa

Narrowcast: A one-to-many transmission (radio, TV etc) to a small niche audience rather than a large general audience

National Coordinating Organisation: (NCO) In this study: A GNDR member organisation responsible for implementing the VFL survey programme in their country. The number of NCOs grew from 40 to 70 during the study period.

NCO: National Coordinating Organisation 

Network: In this study: a number of people or organisations who are connected together; requiring an organising architecture but not forming a unified organisation

NGO: Non-Governmental Organisation

One size fits all: In this study: the act of imposing a general solution to problems which are in fact contextually specific

PAR: Participatory Action Research
Participating Organisation: (PO) In this study: POs are in-country CSOs which are selected by the NCO (on average 6 per country) to assist with the practical VFL survey process. In most cases POs don't directly communicate with the secretariat and are not described as part of the active membership of the network.

PO: Participating Organisation. 

Practice: A shared body of knowledge about a particular domain of activity, for instance a profession. Part of the framework of a Community of Practice
Praxis: In this study: the Freirian view of  "Reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it" (Freire, 1970 p. 33)

Rarefied Space: In this study: A social space in which the members are not in close contact with each other and are not part of a single Convivial Space
Regional Coordinating Organisation: (RCO) In this study:  GNDR member organisation responsible for coordinating the work of NCOs during VFL. There were initially 11 regions; one further region was added during the study

Reservoir of taken for granteds: In this study: Characterisation of the tacit knowledge accumulated and shared within a Convivial Space through communication and social learning (from Habermas, 1987 p. 124)

RCO: Regional Coordinating Organisation.

Secretariat: In this study: Executive body of GNDR answerable to SG and responsible for coordination and leadership of the network. Consists of Network Chair, Project Manager (the researcher), part time assistance of administrator and accountant, and ad hoc services of consultants.

SG: Steering Group
Shared Actions: In this study:  Actions undertaken individually by member organisations according to a shared method and timetable, for example VFL

Social Demand: In this study: Term used by GNDR to refer to people at local level combining to express their wishes; exerting pressure on the political system at local or national level

Social Learning: In this study: A range of actors within a Convivial Space communicating and interacting collaboratively or convivially to learn experientially about the system of which they are a part

Social Media: Media (typically digital media) facilitating one to one and one to many communication
Social Networking: Participating in a network informally using Social Media

Steering Group: (SG) In this study: of GNDR. Responsible for its oversight. Composed of 12 people who are professionals in the field of DRR
Structured Communication: In this study:, communication activities which are formally organised 

Subscribers: In this study: People who are signed up to the network's email database; approximately 700 subscribers in 2011

System: In social contexts a holistic view of a social scene, accounting for all the factors which shape and influence it

Systems Thinking: An approach to understanding social situations and options for action which is holistic in nature.

TAMS: Text Analysis Markup System (CAQDAS software package)
Techno-fix: In this study: An approach to a social situation which addresses one aspect and attempts to fix a symptoms rather than considering the entire system. 

Thin Communication: In this study:  the communication which is not rich (for example limited to email) and where commitment and identity between participants is limited 

TOR: Terms of Reference

Transformation: A view of social action and change which is holistic and system wide rather than narrowly focused on techno-fixes.
Transnational Social Movement: (TSM) Mobilized groups engaged in sustained contentious interaction with powerholders in which at least one state is either a target or a participant. (From Tarrow; 2000)
TSM: Transnational Social Movement
UNISDR: United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction. Secretariat founded to manage the UN's action programmes such as HFA concerned with DRR. Established in 1999

USAID: United States Agency for International Development

VFL: Views from the Frontline
Views from the Frontline: GNDR's main shared action project, based on participative surveying of respondents by NCOs and PO's to assess progress on the HFA, presented at the biennial GP-DRR staged by UNISDR
The Author
Prior to this research the author completed an M.SC in Globalisation and Development (IDPM, Manchester, 2006), following earlier academic study in the field of natural sciences and philosophy of science (M.Phil, London, 1985, B.Sc hons, Liverpool, 1976). He has worked as a practitioner in visual media; 1982-2008 and as a practitioner in participative communications in development; 1990-2011. He has been employed full-time as project manager of the Global Network for Disaster Reduction from 2008 to the present.
Chapter 1: Introduction
The context of a curiosity 

As a media practitioner previously in corporate and broadcast video-production, now extensively involved in international development, I am increasingly intrigued by encounters in the field. These repeatedly focus my professional and academic attention on the role of media communications in linking locally with what is called globally development. 

An early influence was the experience of producing a documentary in a Tanzanian village. Several visits over the period of a year led to encounters with individuals which dismantled stereotypes in my thinking. Matayo, a farmer in the village, described his family lifestyle as one where he, his wife and two children enjoyed discussion and each others' company. Within an economy categorised internationally as subsistence, he and his family nevertheless enjoyed their rich family and social life. Even more striking was a chance meeting with another contributor to the documentary, Cathalene, a much poorer member of the village community than Matayo. On one occasion where I visited her, she was fashioning clay pots. I asked why she was doing this. Were they needed for cooking? Could she sell them to provide some additional income? She answered that she did it because she liked making pots. She had a friend who made pots so she had asked her friend to teach her. She had spent two years learning to make clay pots. Her answers cut right across my preconceptions of a single mother bringing up eight children on her own with but a smallholding to support them. Yet she was doing something purely aesthetic. 

These encounters led me, as someone at that point relatively new to these worlds, to wonder whether local people, often dismissed as poor subsistence workers, had far richer lives than I or distant development policymakers had imagined. As a backdrop to these encounters I was also aware of the widely applauded leadership of the country's first President, Julius Nyerere, and of his restructuring village populations into condensed Ujamaa villages. Whilst this had been presented as an innovative development strategy, I found the villagers I met had different views. They would recall hard-edged memories of forcible displacement and of social upheaval. Nevertheless, throughout my contact with them I was treated hospitably as an outsider, with unerring deference, regularly offered their precious chicken and goat to eat whilst they stuck to basic maize-based ugali. 

Development activities and their outcomes

Such recurrent disparities were unsettling, further challenging if not contradicting implicit assumptions I had taken with me into distant contexts. It struck me hard that officials thousands of miles away were learning to dismiss grassroots communities as needing development while the local people in them were learning to treat government authorities and outsiders like myself as emissaries to be deferred to. Yet were not villagers like Matayo and Cathalene revealing untapped insights into values of their local experience; challenging our own assumptions about the paths they should follow? Were they not possessing what I came to learn is referred to in adult learning and international development jargon as 'agency'? What opportunities would it take for their local influence to shape more directly and take greater control over their own development?

Invitations grew for me to apply media skills within projects where local people would participate in video productions. I came to anticipate different ways I might enable local people to articulate their own views and to share their aspirations and expertise with their peers – locally and beyond. There was theory behind my hypothesising and willingness to innovate, yet I continuously and rapidly kept finding the reality more complex than the discourse explicating it. Participation, I discovered, was a word about which many books had been written from many quarters (Friere, 1970; Chambers, 1983; Servaes et al, 1996) and over which debates waged in academic circles in the world of international development (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Hickey and Mohan, 2004; Chambers, 2008). I soon came to appreciate the problems in the projects I was involved in were but the tip of an iceberg contested over issues of fundamental complexity: whose knowledge counts?; how is power communicated?; who determines what is meant by development? 

The discovery of this contradictory, imbalanced world, while unsettling for me, increased the sensitivity of my practice. This in turn helped to broaden my thinking and understanding of the possibilities of creating spaces for local insights and knowledge to be articulated and shared. The continuing interplay of doing and thinking about my doing led also to more academic reading and formal study to investigate critically the best thinking about participative communication. Inevitably this iterative journey combining practice and theory took me into what I came to identify as horizontal learning in development. Below, I continue the scene setting of the introduction to the thesis by recounting further episodic impacts arising from this immersion and reflection. They iteratively introduce an emergent, progressive focus in discovering how to release and share local knowledge through local communications. Taken together, they thematically highlight a central problematic in the backdrop to the study: unlocking local knowledge is more difficult in practice than it appears in theory in the face of institutionalised knowledge from the outside (Mosse, 2004; Harrison, 2002; Green, 2000).

The evolution of a focus
The four scenarios which follow are presented in thematic rather than chronological order. They unfold a story of increasing curiosity about the possibility of locally initiated action and reflection and about the potential for horizontally shared learning at this level, allied with the alluring array of new possibilities offered by social media to create spaces for these. The thesis conceptually accounts for these through a programme of action research. Can later media innovations help to resolve some of the problems associated with earlier modes of participative communication? And can this grounded study theoretically contribute to whether these technological advances could be of service in generating and releasing knowledge among grassroots communities?

On to a different village in the same region of Tanzania. A more systematic investigation is in place through the production of a video programme focusing on local knowledge of people.

1 Local level knowledge: clouds but no rain in Tanzania

The visit was to the Tanzanian village of Uhambingeto to produce an educational video aimed at the supporters of the sponsoring International Non Governmental Organisation (INGO). The aim of the programme was to bring local perspectives on poverty and progress to the attention of supporters of the INGO. The video was made with the assistance of one of the INGO's partner organisations who worked in that region. They had also introduced me to the village described in the previous section, located in the same region. I wanted to give the people we met during the making of this programme some control in creating it. This approach directly grew out of concerns which had emerged from my earlier work, where I had mistakenly assumed I was able to correctly interpret village situations as an outsider. So I had arranged for the programme here to be introduced and narrated by two local project workers from the Tanzanian partner organisation.
Interviews for the programme highlighted themes which the local community members thought were significant, as far as we could establish in a one week visit. John, as a farmer, identified practical steps which could improve his business. He wanted better access to spare parts for his tractor, and wanted a road to be built to the town so he and other farmers could secure better prices for their produce. Joyce, a mother, also felt better communications would help the villagers. Her personal concern as a mother was also to secure education for her children. At the dispensary, the nurse, Noja, highlighted the need for HIV screening machines. There was a particular reason for this. At the end of the 10km dirt track accessing the village was the ‘truckers route', the Tanzania/Zambia highway. The truck stop there attracted sex workers, leading in turn to high HIV infection levels in the area. But infection was often not detected. 
The interviewees clearly felt that, whilst both the road and the HIV machines would be beneficial, they were out of the reach of funding from the partner organisation. So they didn’t expect either of these to happen. They implied a sense of inevitability about the grinding status quo. We were also shown an overgrown and disused tea plantation nearby reflecting, we were told, the downward pressure on commodity prices. This had meant there was insufficient income from tea export to repair the broken down processing machinery. Again, there was a sense of inevitability about the failure of the tea plantations; an aura of futility over a previous artefact of hope.

The interviews demonstrated that the villagers had clear views about practical actions which would enable them to improve their present village economy. They knew which issues in health and education they needed to address for the future. Yet as their comments about the abandoned tea plantation also showed, they felt the forces affecting them were beyond their control. They felt powerless to secure resources on the scale required to build a road or to get an HIV screening machine for the village. So the range of possible and practical options which the community could conceive of appeared to be constrained. Was this a local manifestation of Freire’s (1970) suggested relationship between the oppressed poor and the institutional powerful: the former internalises the latter’s assumption that poor people are unable to conceptualise ways in which their world could be different?

What do the locals
 know?

The head of the local partner organisation was interviewed as part of the programme. He said that in the communities where he worked people felt that they saw 'clouds but no rain'. They watched large scale initiatives such as the ‘Africa Commission’. They saw the big rain clouds in the sky promising big changes. But they didn't see any rainfall. People in the village used the term ‘grassroots’. They felt strongly that resources didn't reach the grassroots. If they did, they would know exactly what to do with them. If the rain fell, the grass would grow.
The local partner organisation's head talked further off the record, when the camera stopped. He wondered whether the work which his organisation had done during the twenty years he had led it had really made any difference. As a result of this concern, he described how he used a sum of money – received as an honorarium for a BBC interview – to offer various people in the local town market some small amounts of cash to improve their businesses. He asked only that they would tell him how they got on. Many took the trouble to do so, and he found that in general they put the money to good use, making a good return on the capital.

So his question was this: “Why not just give the money to the poor?” Imagine for a moment that this was what actually happened. What would be the role of the development machine? Perhaps it would go into 'reverse thrust' and learn from what the poor did with the resources they received, rather than apply their external knowledge to thinking about local problems. This idea echoes another premise of Freire's: the oppressed can best teach the oppressors. 
The idea stuck in my head and led me to investigate whether anyone else had posed the same question. I found it had been asked by Lord Desai, leading Hanlon (2004) to investigate in response the effects of doing formally what the Tanzanian development leader had done informally. He discovered two comparable cases in Mozambique. After the civil war in 1994, 93,000 soldiers were demobilised and were given payments by cheque for the following two years. And after the floods in 2000, over 100,000 families were targeted by USAID in what that agency described as a unique project of each family being given approximately $92 dollars to help re-establish themselves. In both cases the assessment of the impact of the payments was generally positive. Evidence indicated that – as well as the direct recipients – the whole community benefited from the injection of wealth (only about 1.5% appearing to be spent on alcohol). The administrative costs in both cases were only about 5% – massively lower than typical institutional administration costs. Hanlon (2004, pp.381,382) concluded by asking provocatively whether the development industry is really doing anything, suggesting, “Perhaps we should at least consider the possibility that the main cause of poverty is simply lack of money”. 

Who benefits?

Reflections of this kind were not included in the programme distributed by the INGO filming the documentary. Its requirement had been to encourage supporters to fund its continuing activities. In a bizarre postscript, I ended up making a return day trip to Tanzania when the INGO insisted on rewriting the narrative contributed by the local development workers. I had to travel there to get them to re-record their words, now amended by the external institution. Alien disregard of local knowledge . . . 

Further evidence of local knowledge running the risk of being externally dismissed by Western institutionalised knowledge was revealed when the representative of the INGO asked the local project worker to identify within the village the 'beneficiaries' whom they could interview. The local project worker responded quite sharply that there were no beneficiaries; the villagers were partners with them in the activities they pursued together. This term, widely used by INGOs, was offensive to the local development worker. Their offence echoed the dictionary meaning: “a person who gains benefit from something” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2002)? Does not the term connote a  one-way direction (implying a top-down relationship) rather than portray a two-way transaction through mutual exchange?

Influences on the focus of the study 1
Several queries reflecting the emergent focus of this study were posed from this initial case scenario from Tanzania:

· How were coherently articulated expressions of local knowledge from people in the village community met by responses from external agents of international development?
· What happens to idiosyncratic evidence of local communities ‘getting on with it themselves’ (as in receiving direct cash grants) in the aid industry when it comes to building on, and scaling up, new knowledge in international development?
· What is the meaning in developmental terms of a local community coming to regard some options (such as provision of HIV screening) as being beyond what institutions were capable of supporting?
The vignettes above were planting seeds in my mind which spurred questioning of the complex relationship between development interventions, their goals and their actual outcomes. Matayo, Cathalene, John, Joyce, Noya – all revealed a level of local insight and agency which for me contrasted with an inability to act on the situations they actually faced. The potential they suggested was at variance to the development projects in action, which repeatedly combined a sense of apparent movement and action with a resultant stasis. There were reports, money, but nothing changed. Vast sums were being spent on development programmes; the people invariably involved were highly concerned and motivated. Yet the effort expended seemed, rather like Lewis Carroll's Red Queen (Carroll, 1871), like running and running just to stay in the same place. And all this despite stated aims of international and national institutions concerned with development to secure progress. The leader of the development organisation in Tanzania wondered whether all their interventions had made any difference. If the lack of progress over that whole period had led to someone like him who had worked faithfully and persistently at the local level feeling defeated, then could not something else be considered and tried?  

Investigation of discussions on this topic revealed similar concerns about the practical relevance of development activities applied at the local level but conceived at the institutional international level. Mosse (2004, p.640) had argued that at project level the outcomes rarely match the original project goals. He describes a devils dance between policy proposals created by experts who are remote from local realities and the subversion of the ensuing programmes by people at the local level who have a clearer idea of what they feel would actually be of benefit within the local scene. If the outcome happens to turn positive, it is despite rather than because of the policies and programmes imposed on these situations which it appears disregard and ignore local level knowledge. 

On the world stage, Wilkinson (2001 pp.397,398) examined the behaviour and decision-making processes of one of the major international institutions intended to support development, the World Trade Organisation (and its predecessor the GATT). It was pursuing its mission to secure equitable trading relationships for the benefit of economic growth and development for all countries (WTO, 2011). Wilkinson demonstrates that it consistently failed to take decisions and allocate resources in line with its stated goals, acting in practice to benefit the wealthy nations who were its patrons. Pieterse looked at the numbers behind these discrepancies over the post war period (2002, pp.1023,1024). He argues that huge investments in international development have not achieved the goal of reducing inequality. Cammack (2001, pp.406,407) and Escobar (1995) are critical of this entire development 'system', positing that the exercise of power by developed countries ensures the interests of those countries are served through international development. In shaping an emergent focus on what would become doctoral research, I was observing the parallel at the international level of the same exercise of power by the powerful which was frustrating and confounding me at local levels. This growing focus was not limited to what people in villages knew; it was also how they saw and felt their worlds.

2 Local level perspectives: reconstruction after a Nicaraguan disaster 

More aware of unheard voices in my practical work, I was becoming increasingly alert to ways in which they could be brought to the fore through the use of media such as video. I had not at this point been exposed to the wider work on practitioner experience in participative communication. I was simply engaging in projects at the request of my clients. Through one of these requests I came to work with a group of local NGOs in Central America tasked by an INGO who supported their work to gather together their experiences and learning from their responses to the disaster caused by Hurricane Mitch sweeping across the region. The project as a whole was broad in its scope. One activity pursued though – almost unnoticed at the time – suggested the potential of participative communication to make local voices heard.

The villages forming the community of Posoltega, near Leon in Nicaragua, had been devastated by a mud slide during Hurricane Mitch in October 1998. Over a thousand people had died, and much of the area of the original villages was buried under several metres of mud. My brief was to organise production of a series of videos recording aspects of response, recovery and rehabilitation in the region.  The motivating idea was that records of experience – from trauma counselling and environmental management to community development – would be valuable for NGOs facing similar challenges.

In tendering for the project I had suggested a simple participative approach as an alternative to the documentary production style which they had intended.  This proposal was accepted, and the production process was therefore based on enlisting a number of people from local NGOs in Nicaragua and Honduras, training them in a basic video making process, and then collaborating with them to take their material and produce finished programmes. While pressures of deadlines and expectations of the funding INGO curtailed these processes, one of the people trained in video recording as part of the project went on to take the idea of participation to a different level: she trained some women in Posoltega to record their own video material. She left camera equipment with them for several weeks, and the women visited fellow villagers, recording their ideas and concerns about problems which concerned them all. How to cope with the impact of the tragedy? How to rebuild community life? Working together, in the absence of outsiders, they recorded very frank and personal observations. In one case, a lady who had clearly been deeply traumatised was unable to articulate her feelings in words, but had created a song which described her feelings, and she recorded this. 
What do the locals see and say?

People who would not have spoken in community meetings were able to video-record the expressions of their fears, anxieties and frustrations about their dislocation from their own land. They could speak about their doubts about the future of the community in its new location, and their desires –  despite the hazard – to return to their former land. By encouraging the vocalisation of the individual voice, the medium was enabling a community process to take place more effectively than it would have done otherwise in public events, where many of the interviewees would have been unlikely to speak up.

The video recordings revealed a contrast between the external knowledge that many NGOs responding to the disaster had held, and the knowledge of the local people who had gone through it. From the perspective of the external institutions, the programme of physical relocation and rebuilding had addressed the losses. Yet the video recordings revealed that this development work had in fact led to further individual and social dislocation. For the interviewees the loss of traditional lands and buildings and small plots previously allocated them was their main concern. These views had not been heard by the organisations working in the area. 

Whose voices are heard? 

The video activity described above came about in an informal and ad-hoc way, unusual in terms of the overall project. It took place as part of production of one of seven videos completed. The overall project depended on funding by the INGO. As it proceeded, the pressure of time meant that the opportunities for participation were reduced. The overall programme style began to shift from one based on the initial training in participative video, towards one based on gathering material which illustrated narrated scripts created by the core production team. The INGO also had a significant degree of editorial control, plus its concern to meet deadlines to complete and circulate the package. 

The goals of the sponsoring INGO therefore progressively limited local participation and collaboration. In the case of the Posoltega project, this meant that resource was not available for final editing of the programme material.

Influences on the focus of the study 2

Again, questions emerged funnelling further thought on bigger issues:

· How replicable is the use of communications media by local people in enabling a local discourse where it might not otherwise be found or take place?

· Can important issues of local knowledge be reliably revealed which institutional knowledge of the situation would not take sufficiently into account?

· How frequently in practice do institutional requirements of a sponsoring agency curtail rather than embrace local voices?

I could now see the account above as another indicator of the possibilities available from allowing local peoples' voices to be heard – and which might be worthy of PhD-level inquiry. The experience combined with comments from people I had met during such visits to reinforce an emerging 'Red Queen Hypothesis'; does the system of international development continue to run and run and yet stand still
?  If what I would call local level thinking asserted its voice could the locals show how to take a step forward? Comments captured off the record supported this idea: on a number of occasions officers and leaders of NGOs responsible for these projects were interviewed as part of video programmes I was making. The moment when the camera stopped seemed to have a particular effect on them. Perhaps they had a sense of being released at that moment from toeing the party line. It was as if they no longer had to present views and attitudes that would be acceptable to the institutions who funded their work. The kind of insightful images of the Tanzanian development organisation leader ('clouds but no rain') were invoked many times by others who had had much to say once the camera stopped.

In Peru the leader of a national NGO which organised community healthcare compared his work with a folk story of crabs clambering ashore, lemming like, to die under the full moon.  A young boy was throwing them, one by one, back again. When an adult pointed out that they would all die, the youngster had replied: “Not this one.” The leader used this story to underline his feeling that they were achieving no systemic progress through their persistent, piecemeal work. Again, the leader of a slum-improvement project in Delhi described how their success of securing legal status for slum dwellers had landed them running: they could now invest in improved sanitation! Yet the unintended result was to entice owners of the properties to sell them to speculators because the properties now had legal status and value. This of course threw the residents back to being landless – to standing still. A continent away in the Mosquitia rain forest of Honduras, a development worker conducted me up a river in one of the few remaining forested areas of the country. He doubted whether the locals would resist the invitation to accept free chainsaws. It would enable them to log the forest and open up the area to ranching, but in doing so they would lose their habitat and livelihood.

A gulf seemed to be fixed between economic forces concerned with progress based on what external proponents saw and said, and what the cost to local people, their progress and livelihoods would be. Options for local people taking hold of situations, making their own views known and shaping action for their future in ways they preferred were curtailed. As I turned to literature on this subject, I discovered that the complexities of the relationships and diverse goals of development actors at the 'interface' – where they negotiate and work together – remain widely discussed and examined (for example Freire, 1970; Chambers, 2008; Long, 2002; Wals, 2007; Wollenburg et al, 2001). In particular, those in the role as subjects of development (urban and rural communities in the developing world) would be expected to be actors with significant agency in the activities addressing their livelihoods. Yet why was it that they were often the last people to be listened to? Why so often kept silent? Or when expressed, re-written – deleted and voiced over?

It seemed in my experience that local people were often disbarred from participation in the work which was meant to benefit them. Participation as an approach established to engage actors and give them a voice was charted in a series of approaches to development, for example by Protz (2006, p.6). Yet how meaningfully did these approaches actually engage local participants? Many case studies and critiques collected by Cooke and Kothari (2001) argue that power is found to rest with external institutions. Decisions about what activities are undertaken in development projects are determined by these external agencies. This is not to say that the subjects of development have no agency. Long (2001) demonstrates ways in which different actors exert agency at certain interfaces, even when they appear powerless: shaping parameters of projects to match them to their local concerns and goals. Mosse’s illustration (2004) of this idea in a large scale agroforestry project revealed the subtle subversion of project activities by local actors. They argued that a road infrastructure was needed for the forest, when in fact their own goal was creating off-season employment as workers building the proposed road. 

My pre-doctoral registration journey was punctuated with such episodes: local people being made invisible or bracketed as beneficiaries, yet retaining agency. But it was the exception, not the norm. Too often power imbalances appeared to lead to local passivity and resignation in the face of outsiders’ dominance and control. A local development worker in rural Ethiopia helped me understand how this internalisation of an external power source affected the motivation of local people. He said there was an adage in the region that “We're OK as long as the grain harvest is good in Canada” (the source of much World Food Programme grain). So when a project I assisted with there showed me a counter-example to that sentiment, it particularly encouraged me to investigate further how local people were making use of their own knowledge to change their situation.

3 Local level action: identifying what would make a difference in Ethiopia 

We now go to the village of Gale Warego, in the Southern Wolaitta zone of Ethiopia, a place typical of subsistence communities all over the world. The village is scattered across rolling land framed between deforested hills given over to arable farming and cattle. The development workers in the area claim that there is a particularly strong ‘dependency culture’ in rural areas of the country, resulting from the massive aid influxes from the drought and famine – particularly the famine of 1984/85. It is this experience that they believe accounts for local farmers’ confidence in the Canadian harvest to support them. 

What can the locals do?

In this particular village, however, the development workers had observed the impact of the introduction of ‘self organised learning’. Interestingly this approach had been identified by a worker from the same INGO whose video documentary work in Tanzania has been described previously. As a country officer with a degree of autonomy he seemed more attuned to encouraging local capacities rather than externally managed projects.  He had seen that the passivity of the communities he worked with was a barrier to local sustainable development. He shopped around for a training methodology which could capture and channel the energy he felt was locked up in these passive populations. The methodology he adopted was delivered firstly to his field workers by a team from a UK University. When they caught the vision for it they shared it in turn with villagers such as those in Gale Warego. The practice is based on a methodology developed in corporate organisational contexts by Harri-Augstein and Thomas (1991) which had been effective in shifting managements from passive top down approaches to engaged action. In Gale Warego it has had just as powerful an influence on villagers’ problem-solving their own situation and taking ownership of actions they have identified. The methodology emphasises critical thought and discussion in examining the whole setting which is faced for people to understand how to change it. Here, systems thinking and shared reflection about their challenges had led to the villagers to realise that while they had previously pressed for specific actions or 'techno-fixes' – a school, a veterinary centre, a clinic, and for more interest from local government – the key to resolving many of their problems was in fact a road. Their reflections and discussions showed them that access and communications were the first stage in systemically making progress on all their other problems. Once the road was built there would be access for provision of a school, veterinary centre and clinic. What's more, the road would help government officials get to the area in their landcruisers and then villagers could make the case to them directly for support of these facilities. Unlike the specific symptomatic techno-fixes this system-wide analysis had the potential to contribute to transformation of their situation.

Based on this analysis they organised their own resources and labour to build a road between the villages dotted across the hills. This was a complex project, the route running through several communities and cutting through areas of private land. The process of problem solving required them achieving successful negotiations with landowners to contribute their land.  It also required commitment of all the communities along the road to contribute voluntary work teams who would build and maintain their respective sections of it. At the time of my visits the work was well on, and the development workers who were facilitating the process told me that the local tier of government, the Kabele, was impressed with this self-organised activity. They were prepared to contribute resources to the area. It seemed that there was a virtuous circle in operation here: locals had not only been able to become active in pooling their local knowledge, insights and will for change. In doing so they were also gradually engaging with local government to support their own programme of action.

Whose support and ownership counts?

Prior to the facilitation by development workers of the self organised learning process, these same workers had reported there was little uptake of development activities to which the villagers had previously been introduced. An example was the use of appropriate composting methods. These had previously been introduced by government trainers but not taken up at the time by the villagers. Yet when the need for these was identified as part of the community's own self organised learning processes, the local people owned the idea and took action on creating composting pits. The strategy became something locally owned and enacted.

The case example is noteworthy for illuminating the absence of the dependency and passivity I was told were a chronic problem more widely in Ethiopia. Simply telling people what to do, as the government trainers had tried to do with composting, didn't work. But when local people owned an analysis and decided their own action, considerable local motivation was unlocked in the village and people were empowered to engage with the local government in a new way.  

Influences on the focus of the study 3
More questions are prompted:

· To what extent are locally empowering methodologies which enable local people to engage in learning and action socially (for example 'Self Organised Learning', 'PILLARS' (Carter, 1999) and 'REFLECT' (Hickey and Mohan, 2004 p.163) appreciated and acknowledged in international development?

· If local communities’ experiences of taking local action were shared with others, could this emphasis in horizontal learning among peers make a difference in development across communities, countries and continents?

The idea of horizontal rather than vertical learning is illustrated in the Ethiopian case. Vertical knowledge imparted by government trainers did not appear to have much effect on the villagers, whereas horizontal knowledge generated between them – social learning (Dybal in Wals, 2007) – had traction. In part this appeared to me to be because local people were able to draw on rich local knowledge and identify the most important, feasible action to take. In part it reflected an emotional dimension of ownership of the ideas and self esteem which enabled them to come up with their own solutions.

In situating my own thinking within broader thought about participation in development, I found many roots in the work of Paulo Freire (1970). Examining his thinking I found commonalities: his experience of the imbalance of power was closely allied to a particular view of knowledge; his depiction of authorities and institutions placed a high value and status on institutionalised knowledge; his critique of the little value put on local understanding and tacit knowledge leading peasants to devalue their own knowledge and perspectives which didn't count so they would defer to experts. In Freire’s cosmology of oppression, this enabled powerful institutional actors to dominate and control relationships and shut down conceptualising of alternatives by local groups. Freire promoted what we would call participative action research so that local level actors could become conscious of their oppressive environment. He believed this would release confidence in their own ideas over the dominance from institutional actors. Freire's approach where local people become active participants in defining change in line with their own wishes has formed the foundation, explicitly or implicitly of many participative approaches since that time (for example Participatory Rural Appraisal: Chambers, 1983 and 2008; REFLECT: Hickey and Mohan, 2004; p.163 and in a very different context Steve Biko and the Black Consciousness movement (Cole, 1994 p.191)).  But whilst an element of many development projects I had witnessed, participation did not seem to me to offset the dominance of institutional knowledge. The mismatch continued between the chronic intention of participation and the continued imposition of external knowledge. Filming in the village of Uhambingeto where the aim of gathering local views had been overridden by the INGO 'correcting' what local people had said illustrated this. Again, in my wider reading this seemed to be recognised as an endemic problem in development, thus Cooke and Kothari’s The Tyranny of Participation (2001). The authors suggested participation can be used in practice not to increase agency of local level participants nor empower local groups, but to act as a tool for information gathering and control by institutional actors.

But what would happen if the emphasis behind learning could be switched from vertical to horizontal? From the transmission of the expert’s know-about to the sharing among peers of know-how? Could local groups be empowered through a horizontal learning process? In the back of my mind was something I had seen in a much earlier field visit. It now was reinforcing the potential of horizontal learning. In the Mosquitia rain forest of Honduras I had found the local NGO helping locals constrained by illiteracy to go through the process of securing legal land rights to their areas of the forest. If they could do this they could prevent outside American companies logging their lands and turning the areas over to ranching. This was the same challenge the development worker mentioned earlier had bemoaned once the camera was turned off: his despair that villagers could be bought off with free chain saws. Nevertheless, having video-recorded the work they had done successfully together with one village, they had the idea of floating a battery powered video player downstream to the next village to show them what their neighbours upstream had accomplished. The recording turned out to be tremendously inspirational, mobilising this next village to embark too on the complex legal process. Important basic steps required were contained in the video. But the development workers significantly found also was that the next villagers had concluded, “if they can do this, we can too.” Was this an additional psychosocial value in horizontal learning, as important as its informational aspect?

I was excited, then, when I discovered a small local NGO in Zambia who were explicitly focusing on the process of horizontal learning as a way of empowering and mobilising local groups. What would be their experience?

4 Local level shared learning between Zambian communities

The NGO inviting me to help them make use of video in their work in the central copperbelt region of Zambia was focusing on community mobilisation and empowerment. They were promoting a network of self-help coalitions in different towns in the region, typically through local groups of churches. The informal community of Mapalo, on the edge of Ndola, exemplified the groups they worked with. Unemployment was high as a result of the privatisation and scaling down of the copper mines. HIV infection rates were high. There was no school, and no access to clean water. The roads were not metalled. The group said that people expected aid to come from outside to improve their situation. 

The NGO was promoting the idea that communities could initiate their own actions and advocacy. They were facilitating workshops where participants discussed the problems they faced and ways of tackling them. The approach to these processes appears similar to that in the village in Ethiopia. Here in Zambia, over a period of three years in Mapalo, community residents had collaborated to build a school and to develop farming and smallholdings. They had also mobilised groups to advocate with the local and regional government, securing improved services from them. These achievements represented a real departure for the community. They had previously felt no confidence to speak with government officials and had relied on outside organisations to do this on their behalf.

What can the locals learn from each other?

The NGO now took the next step of enabling horizontal learning between groups. It facilitated sharing of the experiences in Mapalo with other groups in the region, in the neighbouring towns of Kitwe and Mufulira for example. In these cases the sharing of the stories of their experiences was done face-to-face, as the groups were geographically near to each other. According to the NGO, this led to the nearby groups developing confidence that if their peers could take their own action then they could do likewise. As in Mosquitia confidence as much as specific knowledge appeared to be the key. One group of women had identified the importance of access to water in their community. They knew that supplies ran past their community, so why could they not be tapped into the supply? They went as a delegation to the regional government offices where at first they were refused a meeting. They quite simply refused to go away until they were heard and when they finally met with the regional government officer he finally acknowledged they had a right to the supply. They then shared their experience with groups in other towns, who adopted a similar approach in taking control of their own advocacy for resources and services.

Who chooses what is learnt?

What happened in Zambia seemed to parallel what I had been told about horizontal learning in Mosquitia.  Firstly, practical information about how to secure change (for example, through advocacy addressing local government) was shared. Then, and at least as important was the cascading effect of other groups coming to realise that if their peers could take action in this way, it was equally possible for them to do so. Again it seemed that this psychosocial aspect was as important as the information that was provided. My own role was in providing training in participative video so they could extend this work more widely. However, this small NGO was heavily dependent on the external funding agencies which financed it. These agencies, according to the NGO, found the learning project less attractive to their supporters than work on HIV/AIDS, so funding was diverted from the learning project to HIV/AIDS work. It seemed ironic to me that even where local learning had developed further into horizontal learning the whole project, with its potential ability to transform local situations was vulnerable to an external judgement about what was best for the locals; reflecting a preference for a specific techno-fix in preference to tackling the conditions affecting the whole system. I have found that external funding and the associated external judgements about what funding should be applied to have been a common means of exerting levers of power. Local level groups are vulnerable to the preferences of funders and as with this group find themselves shaping their programmes of work in line with these rather than their own local judgements. As one group in Nigeria said to me, not only did they dream of supporting sustainable development based on appropriate long term programmes, they dreamed of being a sustainable NGO rather than being dependent on the vagaries of external funding institutions.
Influences on the focus of the study 4

Some final emergent questions are posed which inform the focus of an approaching doctoral study . . .
· To what extent can peer-led action and reflection among local people reduce their reliance on external aid?

· How prevalent or constant within horizontal learning is the appearance of its distinctive characteristic above of psychosocial mobilisation of community confidence? 

· Would it be possible to extend the range of the impact of horizontal learning through video beyond country cultures or even regional and continental boundaries? 

Despite the funding being cut for the project in Zambia, I felt that participative communication could be valuable in supporting horizontal learning. As I examined accounts of work in this area I found that just as Freire's name appears repeatedly in discussions of participation, so Snowden's name and that of the 'Fogo Process'  appear repeatedly in discussions of participative communication. Donald Snowden did pioneering work with the islanders of Fogo, Newfoundland, in 1967 using film media to enable them to articulate their local concerns and needs at a national level (Quarry and Ramirez, 2009, pp.76-78). The communities were struggling to remain sustainable, and through the use of films recording their own situation and views and presented to government authorities, they were able to open up a dialogue which would not otherwise have occurred. The project reflected the emerging approach of participative communication as a way of empowering local level people through media and communication processes. In my mind the potential of this process to give a voice to local groups was attached specifically to the possibility of using it horizontally for learning between groups – extending Freire's idea of learning in 'culture circles' to facilitate learning between community circles.  Could such communication act as an antidote to the undesirable consequences on people of top-down dominance of institutional power and knowledge?

One practical block to this vision of local learning based on use of media was the nature of the media themselves. Snowden relied on 16mm film, a medium requiring considerable expertise, expensive equipment, film stock and processing services. Communications projects in general had therefore struggled because of the cost and training requirements of earlier 'dinosaur' media: 16mm film, early videocassette systems and the cumbersome film cameras, video recorders and editing systems it requires. For example, Turner's influential early work with the Kayapo Indians in Amazonia (Turner, 1991) struggled with the costs of equipment and complexities of film processing and editing which made local control impossible. As a practitioner, I experienced the transition from 16mm film to Betacam video equipment in the 1980s. Video removed a lot of the cost and logistical problems associated with carrying film stock, processing and editing it. However the use of video still required large, expensive systems for editing. Digital video changed the parameters again in the late 1990s. It reduced the costs of equipment to less than a twentieth of that of Betacam gear. More important still, the advent of computer based editing at that time ended reliance on complex and expensive sub systems and opened up the possibility of editing on a laptop. While these advances were underway, though, the emergence of the internet was opening up yet another media revolution. Dinosaurs were suddenly replaced by social media.
The expansion of broadband internet services and the emergence of social media and social networking have changed the character of media and communications dramatically in the first decade of the 21st century. 'Facebook', 'Twitter', 'Youtube', 'Flickr' and 'Blogger' all signal a shift from broadcast messaging to narrowcast self-publishing, and a shift from carefully crafted programming controlled by professionals to expressively communicated productions directed by lay people (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). For those with access to such media there are rich opportunities for movements, communities and campaigns to emerge, opportunities which have been seized rapidly by niche groups and social movements from Greenpeace and the Global Campaign against Poverty to Al Quaida. This is all happening very fast. The Asian Tsunami of December 2004 was widely reported on the BBC news website, for example, via blogs and texts from people involved in it (Gibson, 2005a). Yet this was still two months before YouTube and a full year before Facebook were launched. More recently another social medium took centre stage when some of the earliest news of the Sichuan earthquake of 2008 broke first via ‘Twitter’.

From my perspective above of professional intrigue and academic curiosity, the seismic shift in internet based communications and media, combined with the emergence of social networking and social media, invited the possibility of their application in enabling communities to communicate with and learn from one another. The possibility of participative learning shared between different groups through the use of new social media was therefore of great interest to me, especially in my thinking tempered by both practical limitations of use of media in the developing world and deeper issue of historically imbalanced power relations. For those with access to the new social media, the barriers of external intervention and of sustainability are irrelevant. But access remains hugely problematic for much of the world. Those in the developed West easily forget this; in Africa's larger administrative centres, internet access at 2011 remains challenging. (An international conference staged in Dar-es-Salaam in February 2010 tried and failed to provide a daily ‘video blog’ of its proceedings due to bandwidth problems.) The most recently published figures from the International Telecommunications Union (ITU, 2011) show that less than 5% of people in the developing world have access to the Internet. Strikingly, over 34% now have access to mobile phones.
If new media are to be used participatively in horizontal learning in the developing world, then access to the media is an immediate constraint. The rapid explosion of mobile phone usage suggests a dynamic and fast changing context. Additionally, mobile phones of course are rapidly becoming an alternative to desktop computers as an internet access point. As a counterpoint to the limitations revealed above at the Tanzanian conference, three months later in Ethiopia (a country with poor internet access even in African terms) my colleagues were already browsing the internet on their iphones. Providers such as MTN, a major South African mobile phone provider operating in many African territories, are opening data channels on mobile phones in a growing number of countries with the result that users are increasingly able to browse the internet directly via their phones. So, while access to Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) is at a very different level in the South than in the North the scene is rapidly changing. And the emergence of social media will progressively reduce barriers of cost, skills and sustainability to participative communications processes. But the introduction to the thesis has shown that access, while helpful, is not the only condition for effective community participation in learning for development. Power and powerlessness impact severely on attempts to promote local learning, expression of peer voices and sharing of horizontal knowledge. Could a field orientated investigation take account of key operating issues of access (clearly changing in the medium term) as well as underlying issues of dominance and control (likely not to change in the medium term)?
The research questions of the thesis

While no longer holding communications technology as a panacea for problems encountered in development projects, I felt the potential of horizontal communication to empower grassroots groups in sharing information throughout my empirical and intellectual journey above. I could also see that the recent technological changes in the emergence of social media offered scope for sidestepping the blockages to participative communications encountered in the first generation of dinosaur media. Was there a way now of putting together insights from effective participation, from new social media as communication tools, and from local horizontal learning based on these? Sceptically motivated, was I ready to take the plunge . . .?

Horizontal Learning and Social Media in an International Development Network?
I elected to embark on a doctoral action research to investigate this topic. The research would depend on identifying one or more suitable action scenes. Could I identify a group or an organisation for which deliberate learning between distributed members was an aim, and which was open to the application of social media in creating communications and shared learning? In considering opportunities like this, I constantly found the ideas of 'networks' and 'communities of practice' coming to my attention. I forged a promising collaboration with two network based projects, Linkspace and Church Links. Both were based on a network structure and intended to link faith communities in the developing and developed world to enable shared learning between North and South. With networks a natural platform for shared horizontal learning, they appeared ideal candidates for an empirical focus. These projects and two others I was involved with, a network of NGOs and a network of community health practitioners, also offered parallels to the structure of communities of practice, a complementary framework for horizontal learning. Indeed a key thinker in the development of communities of practice, Etienne Wenger, made exactly this comparison (Wenger et al, 2011). 

But these initial project involvements did not lead to the hoped for opportunity for engaging in action research. It was disappointing to be set back, especially as I had now registered for the doctorate and the clock was ticking. My search for a suitable action scene then discovered the recently formed Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR). It had been established in 2007 and I was asked to take on a role in its network's secretariat with a specific concern for communications, commencing in November 2008 (This fulltime paid job, coterminous with the focus of my PhD, was to mean I later interrupted my academic registration to ensure adequate time for doctoral reading and writing). In subsequent chapters of the thesis I will describe this involvement in more detail and chart the excellent context it provided naturally for a study of actual practice. The timeline; figure 1.1, shows the chronology of the research as described above:

Figure 1.1. Timeline of Doctoral Research
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The period of action research presented in this thesis spans a three year period, after which the author continued working with GNDR. Below I re-cap the formative influences on the question this action research was probing. 

I have related above some impacting experiences I encountered as a latecomer to development studies in observational and interventionist roles with people in cities and villages of the developing world. These reinforced a Red Queen hypothesis that huge amounts of resources behind programmes and projects were leading to little change on the ground. Sometimes encapsulated in off-the-record insights when the camera stopped, the essence of these conundrums and conflicts was the phenomenon of potential agency of local people systematically overlooked and eroded. I wondered repeatedly whether they could do more with less, and get the Red Queen moving. While cast in many cases as passive beneficiaries, the local people I would meet and engage with displayed considerable knowledge and energy which the development system seemed to constrain rather than release. 

Enabling people to participate in setting and taking action on their own development goals seemed to be an integral ground-level process, even though enabling participation in practice as a theoretical discourse had become a highly contested area. Where people could participate, there seemed to be the possibility of progress; I saw this when villagers were able to articulate their real concerns in Nicaragua and where they were able to identify their own local action which could lead to systemic transformation, rather than atomistic techno-fixes in Zambia and Ethiopia. The Zambian experience in particular led me to feel that one way of unshackling grassroots groups from the dependency and passivity which seemed to be attached to the development system was to facilitate local learning between groups, the peer-to-peer horizontal learning I had witnessed near Ndola and in Mosquitia. 

Was not the major hurdle to be overcome for this to happen the shifting of the locus of power and control away from external agencies and keeping it in the hands of the locals? Was it possible to create spaces where people could learn from each other? How might those learning processes work? Additionally, how could horizontal learning be achieved between geographically separated groups? Was it simply an extension of the kind of learning that happened between members of local communities, or were there deeper differences? It seemed clear that in any case there would need to be some means of communicating between these distributed groups, so communication became a critical element. Social media were particularly attractive as a tool in this. If they could be applied within this context they might offer the possibility of communicating words and audio visual material between groups without the barriers of technology, training and cost attached to dinosaur media. 

This journey of practice and reflection and thinking therefore frames the main question underpinning the thesis, distilled as follows:

Does new thinking in the application of social media with grassroots community groups suggest ways in which the media can be meaningful tools in community development?

This question raises immediate corollaries of asking how learning happens in social situations, how this applies to horizontal learning between separated groups, and how communications can be used to support peer dialogical learning in this way. What work has been done in these areas? Can it be drawn together to inform or to provide a framework for enabling horizontal learning? What gaps exist now in understanding how this could happen? 

The thesis proceeds through a number of steps approaching the central action research of the study. In Chapter 2 we consider and review critical building blocks of understanding from the literature. Horizontal learning is situated within a view of learning located locally and emerging experientially which is often impeded by barriers to participation. In considering social media as a platform for participation these challenges are reiterated. Power and voice are underlying themes which require consideration in order to unlock effective participation. Spaces for participation are discussed, drawing on thinking about Networks and Communities of Practice. With these foundations in place Chapter 3, the methodology examines modes of data gathering which combine engagement with detachment, as well as methods of analysis which can help make sense of rich, iterative, multi-dimensional material sources of data.

Chapters 4 and 5 engage with the action research itself, setting the scene in terms of the history and context of GNDR's action scene – Disaster Risk Reduction – and the formation of the network in Chapter 4. The period of action research, immersed in the central case study of the thesis, is recounted in Chapter 5.

Chapter 6 addresses the challenge of making sense of this action research, considering the  body of data thematically through a discussion of the kind of space and interactions found in the network, the role of social media, the learning processes which obtained and the potential impact of these elements in enabling grassroots communities to define their own development.

What does this sense-making contribute to the body of knowledge? Chapter 7 shows three transitions in thinking stimulated by the research which combine to frame a nuanced view of learning and action accelerated by social media in an international development network, termed a 'community of praxis'. This structure is offered as a contribution to enabling grassroots communities to take control of their own development, bringing local voices into global contexts.

Chapter 2: Social Learning for Action
Introduction

The opening chapter of the thesis has previewed two possibly related thematic areas for investigation, alongside a third parallel focus of the developmental field where the study is taking place. Horizontal learning and new social media are to be an entwined substantive focus within the broad context of international development. As the research is about a specific setting for an alternative kind of learning – globally distributed grassroots groups sharing their learning among and within themselves at local levels – it raises questions about how situated social learning might take place and might work between communities. Indeed, on a larger scale is this is even possible or feasible? A space, probably virtual rather than actual, for making contact and for engaging each others’ stories, would be required. This in turn would demand some means of communicating between the participating communities in a network. How could such groups and networks reach out and access each other, where conventional informal mechanisms of communications between geographically bounded communities wouldn't exist? The example given in the previous chapter of the Mosquitia rainforest showed communities sharing their experiences of securing local land rights using video. Can this kind of technical bridge be extended, so that distributed groups at a distance could accelerate communication in ways which enable learning across geographical and cultural boundaries? What kinds of spaces would need to be created to allow this and to promote it? Would institutional support and direction be needed? If so, how would it lead and facilitate to mobilise this broader local level learning in ways which would respect community ownership and voices? The ground level investigations described in the opening chapter suggested that networks and communities of practice may be possible candidates worthy of these enabling functions; warranting further examination in this chapter.

So we acknowledge at the outset that the learning which is the concern of this research and was previewed at the start of Chapter One is of a different order from that done formally in schools and universities. In the opening pages of the thesis we saw how ideas of adults were discovered and their voices heard through discussions and reflections shared in the groups where they were local constituents. Unearthed, these scenarios revealed the preliminary core characteristics of this kind of learning. It was situated: relating to particular circumstances and experiences of real people and their actual livelihoods. It occurred in social contexts: not imparted by a sole teacher nor even largely through individual reflection, but generated communally, sometimes convivially, sometimes heartfelt. One task of this chapter, then, will be to explore other characteristics of this situated social learning from established sources, and to explore how it might be supported, and whether it can be extended and accentuated.

The scene-setting chapter of the thesis has also alerted us to the complexities in enabling all voices to participate in community learning and action (in the first instance simply to be heard). We are immediately into the realm of power relations, hierarchies, insiders and outsiders, ‘the big people’ and the experts. As part of any investigation of situated social learning within a global context of international aid and development projects, the chronic syndromes of barriers to access to and equity in participation present themselves. In this chapter, then, where we remain alert to the problematic of international participation in networks and communities of practice, can we stay rigorously open to alternative frames of grassroots organisation and power which might act as forces countervailing the insidious institutional control and programmed dominance of the aid industry? Are there other perspectives for situating power relations through local horizontal learning enabled by new social media, globally distributed virtually beyond normal face-to-face interaction? To this end, we need to investigate where new horizontal learning can take place and under what circumstances, to appreciate also the practicalities of whether it can be promoted further by social media. 

So it will be necessary in this chapter to be sensitive to the range of social contexts we are talking about, for example, even in referring to the basic terms of community or network. We saw in the post disaster Nicaraguan village of Posoltega a concern for loss of community. The external NGOs did not detect this and the author's experience at the time was that the villagers themselves had difficulty articulating exactly what they were missing. So what is the embodiment of community which leads to reminiscence about 

“our community . . .”? What could make a story held internally by one grouping become alive for and resonate with a distant grouping to inspire learning and action elsewhere? In the video recordings which the villagers of Posoltega made, they associated their feelings with the physical location of the old village; the author’s sense was this was a proxy for something deeper. Given that at the heart of this study are social groupings we refer to as local communities and global networks, can we be intellectually robust in extending and adapting current thinking on them, our own ideas from practice and others’ from the literature? If we can rigorously construct alternative meanings of local empowerment and consciousness which are intellectually consonant with our focus on local level, globally distributed learning, might we not additionally contribute initial plausible thinking in the direction which offsets imbalanced power structures and excessive external control? 

The chapter breaks into three sections as it explores these interconnected ideas. Firstly, Horizontal learning is located within a view of learning located locally and emerging experientially. Whilst acknowledged in theory through the many expressions of participation, the practice is more messy, and the knowledge of the locals is often relegated to second place, subsumed by the prescriptions of outsiders. This contestation recurs secondly in an investigation of social media applied to link up the locals. Whilst earlier dinosaur technologies created problems of their own, deeper challenges are presented by the realities of access and voice which parallel the blockages encountered in enabling horizontal learning. Thirdly we turn to International Development Networks. What kinds of space might allow learning to be shared between the locals? Acknowledging the wide-ranging applications of Networks and Communities of Practice we investigate the spaces they define and the opportunities they present. How would identity, which seems such a critical component of localised groups, develop in these broader spaces? Mindful of the deeper challenges facing locally led learning and communication we delve down into the deeper nature of organically and intentionally created spaces, local and remote, seeking understanding of what factors enable and constrain learning in these spaces. We find a deep bass note at the root of this chord – the same note which rumbled under the account in the opening chapter – politics and power must be made visible and confronted, or any new configuration will inevitably fold away from transformation, like a losing hand, leaving the red queen smiling up from the table and the status quo preserved.
Horizontal Learning

Socially situated learning

If horizontal, then learning emanates from diverse local realities in order to be shared between them. How can learning emerge from encounters with grassroots realities and how can it cohere through the shared communicative understanding of people within these realities? In what ways does this learning claim its place as a legitimate source of learning? What foundations underpin and give value to the generation of situated learning in social groups?  Several possibilities are rooted in different educational traditions. 'Experiential learning' offers one articulation of knowledge resulting from encounters with action. As the term suggests this is the view that learning is based on experience rather than instruction. Experiential learning was framed by Kolb within a 'learning cycle' (Kolb, 1984 p.42) in which experience is followed by reflection, leading in turn to synthesis which changes and develops understanding. The process continues as further iterations influence action and experience, creating a continuing cycle. Kolb's model elaborated the thinking of Dewey and Lewin (Kolb, 1984 p.5,8) which similarly recognised that learning could be based on experience and reflection. 

Figure 2.1. Action and reflection cycle 
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(Based on Kolb,1984 p.42)

As Kolb framed it this model has been drawn on widely, particularly in situations such as 'on the job' learning about skills and techniques. Its emphasis is on an individual, rather than a social process whereas the examples we encountered in Chapter one were social, rather than individual.  Several commentators share this emphasis on the social context of experiential learning, seeing it as an intrinsic aspect of learning processes (Seaman, 2007; Wals, 2007; Wenger et al, 2002). They agree that learning depends on social interactions. This view is a lynch pin of Habermas's programme of thinking about the structures of society; depicting experiential learning as creating an almost invisible body of understanding, a "reservoir of taken-for-granteds" (1987 p.124) which are only revealed when they become the focus of a situation and a debate about action. Habermas located shared knowledge within 'Lifeworlds' – worlds of mutual understanding and knowledge which are socially developed and distinct from the external system (Habermas, 1987 p.127). Polanyi encapsulated the deep, wordless nature of this kind of knowing in 'tacit knowledge' which informs our understanding but is beyond the reach of language and discourse (Polanyi, 1958, p.90). This is the kind of visceral knowing that we encountered in  the Nicaraguan village of Posoltega (p.28) for example. If wordless and unarticulated though, how can such knowledge can be discussed or shared? Somehow the tacit taken for granteds need to be made visible. Nonaka and Takeuchi suggested that tacit knowledge could be made visible and shared through a tacit-explicit conversion cycle (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Bodies of holistic, inexpressible tacit knowledge could be drawn out into elements and analogues which were expressed and discussed, rather as sharing a case study or story verbalises a concrete set of circumstances and events within which a tacit idea is contained. Deconstructing the tacit into a story narrative makes it visible. For example the story of securing land rights in Mosquitia (p.37) contains within it the tacit idea of emotional confidence and self belief that the villagers were able to bring to this action.

Freire (1970) took this view; applying a socially situated experiential learning methodology in practice, working with poor and marginalised communities in Brazil in the 1950s and '60s and evolving the methods of Participatory Action Research. At the heart of this was his view of praxis which he described as "Reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it" (Freire, 1970 p.33). He cites, for example, discussion in one of the culture circles which were the setting for his participatory learning activities. They were invited to consider a scene in Santiago where a drunken man was walking down a street while three young men were chatting on the corner. Counter-intuitively, the participants in the discussion said:-

The only one here who is productive and useful to his country is the souse who is returning home after working all day for low wages and who is worried about his family because he can't take care of their needs. He is the only worker. He is a decent worker and a souse like us.

(Friere, 1970 p.99)

One could imagine this account contradicting the typical view of an outsider, who might focus on the alcoholism of the worker as the important issue. The participants focus, rather, on the tacit idea of exploitation and oppression which drives the worker to drink; and on the value of the worker. They are proud to identify with him. The useful knowledge is that held by those in the situation and yet Freire argues that reflection driven by the outsider would take a different direction. The institutionalised interpretation might focus on the social disease of alcoholism rather than the role of the worker, the pressures resulting from their exploitation, and their sense of solidarity. In the same way the villagers of Gale Warego took a locally informed and socially generated view when they nominated the building of the road, rather than agricultural inputs, healthcare or education as the critical next step in pursuing their own developmental objectives (p.33). The villagers of Posoltega, Nicaragua also engaged in experiential encounters which identified issues preventing the rebuilding of community after the tragedy of the mudslide. Whilst development interventions provided what appeared to be practical housing on safer land – based on the externally framed reading of the situation on the part of the NGOs who were involved; discussion between villagers recognised the loss of identity resulting from their relocation as the critical element to be addressed in rebuilding the community (p.28). In both these cases the villagers learnt from reflection on the actual experience, rather than from externally imparted knowledge. 

We have seen that socially shared understandings form a basis for action; leading to reflection and further learning. Shared understandings strike deep into the members of communities, lying below the level of words and forming a reservoir of taken for granteds. Nevertheless it is possible to make this knowledge visible and bring it into discourse and action through tacit/explicit processes, such as storytelling. 

Plural rather than 'one size fits all' knowledge

Knowledge developed socially through action and reflection is situated and particular to the context of its creation. If value is placed on this knowledge and space is created to share our study aims to discover whether horizontal learning could ripple from community to community. However it is seen that often very little value and authority is placed on local knowledge beyond the groups who hold it. Two anecdotes illustrate subsidiary value being placed on local situated knowledge. In a presentation by the head of an academically based poverty reduction centre on 15th May 2008 he said "the job of this university is to create knowledge which will help alleviate poverty; the poor may even contribute to this". Again, during a more informal INGO workshop on January 27th 2011 a field worker discussing local knowledge  about migration patterns signifying imminent drought – said "scientific investigation has now proved that they are right". In both these statements local, situated knowledge is made secondary to that of the expert; the holder of absolute and universal knowledge and yardstick against which other understandings are tested.  Horizontal learning is devalued and displaced by vertical perspectives. This reflects a dominant positivism which claims that it is possible to create a single authoritative body of knowledge (Jacobson in Servaes et al, 1996 p.77). Horizontal learning sits comfortably with a different view – 'epistemological pluralism' – focusing on socially generated experiential knowledge. However pluralism has been thrown into the shadows over the last two centuries by the rise of science and technology and its underpinning positivist perspective. Freire characterises this as the 'banking theory of knowledge' – a means of exerting and maintaining dominance which defines the teacher as authoritative and makes the student the passive recipient. (Freire, 1970 pp.52,53). As a counter to this, the poor and oppressed should become 'conscientized' and as a result create their own understanding and knowledge of their situation as a basis for action. 

Should science be required to test local knowledge? Should the poor depend on academic experts to resolve their problems? Shifting from a positivist to a pluralist perspective doesn't mean rejecting scientific and academic thinking; but it does demand giving value to local learning. Only where experts place their perspectives alongside rather than above those of the locals – horizontal rather than vertical – can equitable power relations be established; and knowledge is an important lever of power as Daniels and Walker (1997, p.20) demonstrate. Teffo (2011) also argues strongly that this pluralist perspective needs to be brought to the fore in terms of African development, by placing a high value on indigenous knowledge and tradition rather than making it subservient to external understandings. Wenger (2002 et al, p.4) recognises the long tradition of communities of various types generating knowledge on the basis of their shared experience as a foundation of the concept of 'Communities of Practice'. In the world of international development there has long been a theoretical acknowledgement of the value of going horizontal, recognising local knowledge and local participation which ought to embrace these pluralist claims. However the practical implementation of participative practices has often been found to exclude the voices it claims to invite, retreating to the safe ground of a vertical positivism and playing little more than lip service to local participation and local knowledge (Cooke and Kothari, 2001). This presents a challenge for our exploration of horizontal learning so why, then, are these voices excluded? 

Horizontal or Vertical?

Freire made it clear in his  work that he saw power relations, which were often unequal, as a central issue (Freire, 1970). He argued that a positivist view of knowledge, vesting it with experts and authorities, carried the ability to maintain power; imposing prescriptions vertically from the top down, constraining the oppressed and maintaining the status quo. He suggested that this system could prevent oppressed groups from even having any awareness of the possibility of change. It was as an alternative to this that he developed his principle of conscientization. He argued that this enabled the oppressed to become questioning and active. Practical explorations by the Social Learning group based at Wageningen (Wals, 2007) demonstrate that power relations, contestation and conflict are important aspects of this dynamic. Why do they place these factors at centre stage? They find answers in the  interplay of actors engaged in environmental management negotiations (Dyball et al, 2007). As these dramas progress diverse stakeholders have contrasting understandings of the plot and conflicting views of how the ending will play out. The issues are often complex, with technical, social, economic and political dimensions. The Social Learning group argue that a meaningful understanding at these interfaces can only be developed experientially and contextually. The application of 'one size fits all' knowledge from external sources is ineffective and inappropriate. They suggest that developing locally relevant knowledge as a basis for action demands, as a prerequisite, the resolution of inevitable conflict between the stakeholders  and a process of learning from the differences between the perspectives of the participants. They see this as enabling the development of a system-level understanding of the situation which is necessary in order to achieve sustainable and broadly accepted change and progress (Wals, 2007). 

Whilst this account argues that participation of all stakeholders and their robust engagement – as diverse interests and knowledges clash in the search for shared understanding –  is essential in developing understanding of holistic social and environmental systems; much evidence suggests that participation runs into problems in practice (Cooke and Kothari, 2001). Horizontal in theory flips to vertical in practice as experts and authorities are given a voice and others are excluded. Why is this? As the practical embodiments of goals of shared knowledge and decision-making are supposed to be participative methodologies, then critiques of their effectiveness are one way of learning where the challenges in enabling inclusive participation lie; so we turn to reflections and field accounts of participation confronting power:

The invisible levers of power

Unravelling the outworkings of participation in practice reveals blockages to vibrant  horizontal learning, resulting in situated knowledge being devalued. Protz (2006) charts the twists and turns of participation from a Foucaultian ‘power perspective’ suggesting that approaches developed and applied over a thirty year period have repeatedly failed to engage participants on equal terms. According to her account, fresh and effective initiatives are repeatedly institutionalised and neutered through the exercise of power.  She summed up a number of these approaches in the realm of agricultural development. Hickey and Mohan (2004, pp.6-8) have also identified approaches applied more broadly in development. 

The table below (2.1) draws on both of these, depicting a spectrum of approaches and methodologies applied in the post-war era. 

Table 2.1. Models of participation in development 1945 - 2005
	1945 -
	Community development - Colonial/Post-Colonial (1940s - 1970s)

	1950 -
	Participatory Action Research (PAR) (1950s to 1980s) 

	1960 -
	Technology Transfer and Diffusion Theory (1960s) 

	1970 -
	Training and Visit Model of Extension (T&V) 

	1970-
	Applied Anthropology (1970s) 

	1975-
	Farming Systems Research (mid 1970s and 1980s) 

	1970-
	Gender and Development Discourse (GAD) (1970s to mid 1990s) 

	1980- 
	Indigenous knowledge discourse of the early 1980s 

	1980-
	Audience Analysis and Social Marketing (1980s) 

	1980-
	‘Farmer First School’ and Rapid Rural Appraisal (1980s) 

	1990-
	Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) (early 1990s) 

	1990-
	'Social Capital' (1990s - present)

	1995-
	Participatory (governance (late 1990s - present)


The table identifies many methods in the period from 1945 to 1980 which were rooted in the ideas of diffusion and modernisation – the view that development depends on disseminating experience from the developed world. Community development, technology transfer and diffusion theory; and the training and visit model are examples. PAR is clearly an exception to this trend, and in turn provided inspiration for many of the methods developed and applied in the period from 1980 onwards. However the string of methodologies framed on these participative principles suggests that the limitations of each of these leads to repeated remedies through a reinvention of participation in another new methodology. Biggs (2008), Cooke and Kothari (2001) and Protz (2006) argue that by the 1990s this multiplicity of participative approaches had become increasingly formalised and segmented, spawning rigid systems with distinct groups of practitioners championing their favoured methodologies rather than flexible frameworks encouraging more effective social learning. What leads to this fossilisation of fresh ideas into rigid methodologies? What breaks down the intention to allow local voices to be heard in shaping development programmes? Field workers, anthropologists and social scientists identify a number of factors:

Investment of sufficient time to allow meaningful communication and participation is highlighted as a constraint by Pottier (1997), citing examples of consultations in Uganda and Tanzania which took place over a compressed timescale of a few days which led to them producing fundamentally flawed conclusions. Ferguson describes the collapse of a project in Lesotho due to a woefully inaccurate reading of the local situation (Ferguson, 1990). Making the choice to cut investment in time and discussion suggests that little value is being placed on local knowledge. Where this is so the pre-existing knowledge of the external actor is likely to hold sway, reinforcing the power imbalance between local people and the external organisation. 

And power relations are at the heart of many of the problems. External agencies such as NGOs typically have more overt power than the local groups they work with. They in turn have to contend with power relations with other actors where they themselves may be subservient; as Lister (2003) argues. For example, Harrison demonstrates that as a result of NGO complicity with government models of partnership in Ethiopia, projects took little notice of the voices of people on the ground (Harrison, 2002).  Whilst NGOs may apply principles of local knowledge and participation at the local level their actions are shaped by the external agencies who fund and therefore direct them. As a result their local level activities can actually work to maintain dependency (Green, 2000). Failing to tap into rich local knowledge and accepting the direction of external agencies leads in turn to acceptance of external and formulaic ‘one size fits all’ solutions. This results, as Green (2003) argues, in development consultants consciously or unconsciously fashioning the social space of the community to fit external myths, clichés, preconceptions and policy prescriptions. Green demonstrates evidence of this in the striking similarity between development projects imposed in a one size fits all way over diverse local realities. 
Lister (2003) and Mosse (2004) suggest that NGOs face other pressures relating to power relations. One is a major concern for their own legitimacy. Unless they can demonstrate to their peers that their work is coherent and consistent with perceived good practice they will not maintain their status, and their sources of income. The poor need them, in the current order of things, to deliver resources. The NGO food chain, however, demands that they have to be seen to go through processes of evaluation, monitoring and impact assessment which ‘tick the boxes’ irrespective of whether the actual outputs of their action achieve meaningful goals for the poor. Ultimately institutional donors and governments are allowed to exercise invisible power through this dependency and accountability structure. Stirrat suggests that this exercise of power shapes the decisions of individuals as well as of their organisations:
They are forced by the modernist vision to produce reports which have only a tangential relationship to the world they are trying to influence, and forced to engage in a seemingly futile production of paper and plans rather than action and deeds.

(Stirrat, 2000, p.43)
Trapped by institutional expectations invisibly shaping the choices they make, by NGOs and their operatives, the locals are often left out of the decisionmaking equation; being faced with what McGregor (2000) refers to as a ‘poverty of agency’. They may be rich in knowledge of how to act to change their worlds, but poor in attaining any level of countervailing power in order to achieve their goals. Instead they participate in a performance directed by outsiders, as NGOs and other development organisations focus their expertise, professionalism, processes and measurements on the goal of reassuring their peers and stakeholders of their legitimacy. The invisible exercise of power can be seen as a function of the system and its framing of knowledge as the province of experts and institutions, thereby excluding the locals. In this reading it is not generated by an overt tyranny, but covertly, by a structure which demands that organisations and individuals behave in this way. How can this invisible force be confronted? Countering the accusation (Cooke and Kothari, 2001) that participation had therefore become a 'new tyranny', Hickey and Mohan (2004) suggest that understanding the political backdrop is essential: 
We believe, and most contributors confirm, that understanding ways in which participation relates to existing power structures and political systems provides the basis for moving towards a more transformatory approach to development.

(Hickey and Mohan, 2004, p.5)

All of this depends, as Hickey and Mohan go on to assert, on the recognition that politics matters. They argue that failing to account for the influence of external and internal politics and power relations is likely to lead to a failure to allow participation. Where these forces are addressed they suggest that development can adopt the system-wide, transformatory approach glimpsed in Ethiopia (p.33) and Zambia (p.39), turning away from a top down emphasis on symptomatic techno-fixes which leave underlying conditions unchanged.

Invisible power 

Social change in which people participate fully depends on revealing the invisible levers of power and bringing them into collaborative discourse, negotiation and even conflict. As long as the locals are unaware of the factors shaping their being they are unable to act for change. Take the action of the villagers of Gale Warego (p.33) in identifying the need for a road, and then embarking on building it. This dynamic mobilisation contrasted with the observation of a local development worker that a typical attitude in the locality had previously been "We're OK as long as the grain harvest is good in Canada". Freire argued that the seemingly benevolent act of providing large scale food aid in response to a famine, as the villages referred to above, is part of a system which exercises power to maintain a state of oppression: "In order to have the continued opportunity to express their 'generosity' the oppressors must perpetuate injustice as well" (Freire, 1970 p.26). If applied to the massive publicly supported effort in response to the Ethiopian famine of 1984-95 this comment may seem churlish; and yet the consequential passivity appeared to have negative consequences in the long term. He went on to say: 

True generosity lies in striving so that these hands – whether of individuals or entire peoples – need to be extended less and less in supplication, so that more and more they become human hands which work and, working, transform the world.

(Freire, 1970 p.26-27).  

Benevolent action such as large scale food distribution may be necessary as a short term response; but reflects an exercise of subtle, invisible power. This is less easily recognised than power which is exercised visibly and malevolently; as in the insistence on use of an official rather than local languages to reinforce top down dominance  (Robinson, 1996 p.246). However, overt exercise of power is less common than its imposition in these seemingly benevolent and invisible ways. Freire used the language of 'limit situations' (Freire, 1970 p.80) to describe the powerful idea that the language and situation in which people are embedded restricts their ability to even see alternatives to their current situation. He uses this concept in a constructive way, referring to Pinto's description of such boundaries as not "the impassable boundaries where possibilities end, but the real boundaries where all possibilities begin" (Pinto, 1960 vol.2 p.284 in Freire, 1970 p.80). Foucault, who also emphasised the power of language to constrain the perceptions and behaviour of people, referred to 'limit experiences' as a way of expanding the boundaries of perception (Foucault, 1964 p.88). The idea common to both is that power is exercised subtly by constraining the boundaries of the visible universe of possibilities. Take the case of a group seeking to identify shared meanings on the theme of livelihoods (SPARK-STREAM, 2003). Collaborators from several countries shared in this project and as discussions unfolded revealed different meanings attached to the equivalent words. For example Bahasa Indonesia had three different words relating to jobs, way of life and human relationships. Delegates also found that reified words such as activities, outcomes, impacts, changes and lessons presented challenges of understanding meaning for them as well as the communities they surveyed. And local understanding went beyond words to local practices. They described a local tradition of a full moon event which audited local resources; a locally driven livelihoods survey. A delegate noted the possibility of participating in those events: "That would be people analyzing their own livelihoods and us taking part, not the other way round' (SPARK-STREAM, 2003 p.6); a vision for shifting from vertical to horizontal. However the livelihood framework which was being employed came attached to funding ​– from DFID. The delegates had to work hard, as they revealed in personal stories, to make the language of this livelihood framework their own; language which reflected an external view of reality. Freire (1970), Long (2002), Habermas (1987) and Foucault (1964) all depict the pervasive and subtle nature of power, resisting attempts to breaking through the limits and boundaries it creates. 

Making power visible

The invisibility of this exercise of power in development is expressed by Escobar: "Development constructs the contemporary third world, silently, without our noticing it" (Escobar, 1995 p.213). However participation can serve to make power visible. Where the competing goals of different actors are brought to light and into the discourse power is revealed and may be challenged and negotiated. Such encounters are likely to be evaded out of choice by powerful authorities, as Daniels and Walker (1997) illustrate. They cite the example of the USDA Forest Service which, faced with the need to consult local interests about their policy and actions, managed community consultations as a requirement of the service in a way which evaded difficult questions and just ticked the boxes. Conflict was avoided and the invisibility of power was retained in the short term. However Daniels and Walker showed that these evasions came back to bite the service in the form of a rapidly increasing volume of appeals against decisions.  An array of case studies examine such encounters within the real of natural resource management (Wals, 2007; Wollenberg et al, 2001). 
How can power be made visible at these interfaces? Stories of resource management negotiations in Holland and Benin (Maarleveld and Dangbégnon, 1999) exemplify outcomes where power is either revealed or concealed. In the Gelderland area of Holland a transition from an external and expert-driven approach to creation of a platform allowed different stakeholders to negotiate a practical local solution.  It wasn't in line with the top down prescription – a national framework for watershed management – but reflected a negotiated local reality which was owned and supported by the local stakeholders. A contrasting example in the Lake Aheme area of Benin showed a different outcome. Whilst two initial 'journeys of reflection' between the stakeholders, including the government, local fishermen and external business interests identified necessary actions to restore depleted fish stocks, the tensions between the stakeholders were too high for the solution to be 'owned' in practice. Rather than working through the conflictual tensions between them the parties withdrew and the reflection didn't lead to negotiation. The difference between the two cases can be ascribed to the willingness or otherwise to pursue double loop learning; shifting attitudes as well as immediate actions (Argyris and Schon, 1974). Nemarundwe (2001) unpacks this further in a case study concerning the recovery of communal lands in a Zimbabwean community.  In this case migration into the area, along with the presence of multiple local authorities who could be appealed to, had led to 'creeping privatisation' of the common land. Attempts to promote an approach of active communal participation in protecting the common lands as a shared resource met initially with resistance. However as a result of encouraging groups to visit other localities where this approach had been adopted there was gradual acceptance of the approach. Nemarundwe describes these stages of social learning, which resolved competition for the land and created a negotiated communal solution, as an example of double loop learning. Once power is made visible allowing contestation and negotiation to take place, the conditions are established for all stakeholders to participate in double loop learning leading to decision making and action. Where the exercise of power is acknowledged and people are able to engage in negotiation and even conflict – for example in what the social learning group refer to as platforms – then all participants are able to take a part and have a voice. In this case, as in the example from Zimbabwe above and as in that from Gale Warego (p.33), the outcome can be transformative, leading to a reconfiguration of the system. Where this is not the case the actual learning and outcomes are limited by those participants who are able to exercise power and dominate others and will tend towards institutionally determined responses to particular symptoms – techno-fixes – which leave underlying conditions unchanged. 

Summary: what are the implications of the nature of this horizontal learning as reviewed above to learning in convivial and broader spaces?

It is clear that whilst it is normal in the field of international development to pay lip service to local knowledge and participation, a hierarchy of choices are made which preserve a vertical view of knowledge and in doing so concentrate power away from the locals. At every level – choice of language, location, investment of time and comparative value placed on local versus institutional knowledge – even where participation and horizontal learning are valued in principle they are devalued in practice. If we are to create spaces in which horizontal learning is valued and celebrated then power must be made visible and the holders of power must be challenged to participate in, rather than evade confrontations, negotiations and hard work to achieve shared understandings; placing interactions between local level actors at centre stage. 

Given the imbalances created by language, status and access to resources how could such equitable spaces be created?  Habermas placed communication at the centre of his conceptualisation of lifeworlds: his theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1987) seeing this as the engine creating the shared understandings and knowledge within those worlds. We therefore turn to consider communication in social contexts, with a particular interest in the possibility of communications through social media providing an analogue to informal communication as we turn from locally situated communities to the possibility of horizontal learning between different communities. 

Getting connected - participative communication and social media

What role could Social Media take in creating spaces for a distributed community? Even within a community, consider the village of Posoltega (p.28), where views which individuals made known about problems with village relocation might not have been revealed in the normal communal meeting; voices of articulate members and the 'big man' would tend to dominate. Capturing one-to-one interviews to videotape in more private situations allowed a broader range of views to be gathered from less articulate and confident village members. This exemplifies participative communication in action, founded on the principles of participation discussed above. If these tools can reveal ideas within a community context they could be even more relevant to the goal of horizontal learning. This possibility has a caution attached; as participative communication has faced the same challenges as participation in general, reflecting the hidden exercise of power which can tend to exclude participants. In addition participative communication methodologies face the constraints of accessibility and sustainability of the media and technologies employed. What can we learn from past experiences?  Dagron (2001) presents case studies of fifty projects using participative communications. Although he focused on well established projects his assessment was that only one of these fifty projects had achieved local ownership and control. Sustainability was very limited in the remainder, many displaying remarkably short life cycles. Dagron suggests that this lack of sustainability is due to projects being conceived on too large a scale, and with insufficient local engagement.  People have limited time to offer to activities outside their daily work according to Yoon (1996) who describes this as a 'participation cost' which needs to be taken into account. Similarly, short timescales create problems. Bessette (2006) points out that project funding timescales of one to five years are too short to allow programmes to develop in an embedded and sustainable way. 

These points are exemplified by Braden (2003) in a participative communications project in Malawi. Their project timescale was limited by the donor to three years. The budget, a total of £240,000, implied intense activity over that period. The aim of the project was to involve local people in articulating their development challenges through participative video, leading to community meetings at which the videos were presented to local and regional authorities. Through doing so they hoped a dialogue would be opened up leading to support for the community's concerns. The project achieved its short term goals of video production and community meetings. However at its conclusion Braden reports that alongside some concrete outcomes a reorganization within the INGO driving the project led to a degree of paralysis and the departure of many of the team. An internal evaluation by the INGO also refers to the need to move away from a ‘stand alone project’; highlighting issues of capacity and of engagement with stakeholders and advising that:  " . . . emphasis will have to be placed on horizontal relationships among equals, with stronger links between the district assembly and other alliance members." (Owusu, 2004 p.14). The message emerging clearly from this case study and the preceding discussion is that local ownership and contextual relevance, along with an appropriate scale and pace of activity have to be addressed if the potential of participative communication is to be realised. 

The emergence of the internet and social media during the early part of the 2000s opened up new possibilities. Developing since Dagron's study, have these media contributed to more effective participative communication? To investigate this question a simple baseline survey was conducted during the current study to examine some recent participative communications projects (Annex 2.1). The method is detailed in the annex. The survey identified twenty six significant hits on the basis of examining over four hundred initial results. These included both specific cases and more general reports and surveys. There were seventeen specific cases of which thirteen were video projects, two were ICT based, one made use of radio and one of television. Qualitative analysis showed that thirteen of the projects appeared to have limited sustainability, with indications that they were either concluding or had a limited lifespan. Two had failed completely, and only two appeared to demonstrate long term sustainability. The reports were analysed to assess whether the projects achieved their stated objectives. Eight appeared to do so. Two appeared not to have done so. Most interestingly, seven were reported as having achieved different objectives from those intended for the project. This baseline survey tells a similar story to Dagron's. Projects typically had short term life cycles and the likelihood of success in relation to the project terms of reference was limited. It does however highlight an interesting point which is that unexpected outcomes may emerge from such projects. This in turn suggests a need for reflection and flexibility during their execution. Both sources suggest that the persistent lack of sustainability of participative communication projects indicates, as Dagron (2001), Bessette (2006), Yoon (1996) and Owusu (2004)  all suggest, the need for a managed approach allowing time for a communication space to develop sustainably, rather than overloading participants. 

New social media

So far in this discussion the technology itself has only been mentioned by implication. It is in many cases a significant cost factor and also implies training and support resources. However the expensive and technically complex media which were typical of earlier participative communications projects – for example 16mm film, tape based videorecording, audio recorders, radio stations and so on – were being superseded by a new wave of digital technologies at the outset of the study period. The emergence of social media is changing the character of media and communications (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). It seems that their emergence will progressively reduce the barriers of cost, skills and sustainability which have been hurdles to participative communications processes. However, evidence from the discussion of participative communications above shows that barriers to success and sustainability are not simply those of technology and cost. How can new media be introduced into horizontal learning situations without facing similar barriers of power and control? At the outset of this study there was little evidence of their role in participative communications. However a previous ICT boom in participative communications, triggered by the spread of basic internet access during the 1990s provides insights and comparisons. A useful overview is offered by a 1999 survey of ten case studies of ICTs in development, showing both the promise and the frustrations of these projects (O'Farrell et al, 2000). Seven of the projects surveyed were internet based, one used internet and radio, one was radio based and finally there was one mobile phone based project. Outcomes of the projects ranged from partial success to complete failure. Where successes were reported, success factors included local consultation, local ownership, relevant services, simplicity and good support and leadership. Where projects struggled or failed they often took insufficient account of technical limitations and challenges. More importantly they sometimes displayed limited relevance to the local context. It should be particularly noted that two projects, village telecentres in Pondicherry, India and village telephones in Bangladesh, were widely publicised to the extent that the web presence of the Pondicherry project seemed to be weighted more towards the donors than the users. Who was this project really for? The Bangladesh project, Grameen phone, was also felt by the researchers to have gained a profile which was out of proportion to its overall modest impact. The tendency for particular projects to attain an iconic status can give the impression of greater success and impact than is the case; fostering in turn a 'one size fits all' approach which leads to their application in other locations without considering local relevance and contextualisation. The learning from this phase of ICT based participative communications reinforces that from other commentators, emphasising the need for relevance and contextualisation.

The most recent wave of new media bring yet more opportunities and new claims, many exploiting the possibilities afforded by the extensive reach of mobile phones in the developing world. For example Gibson and Scott (2011) report a novel use of SMS for large scale surveying of participants in the developing world; which demonstrates the ability to reach large numbers of people rapidly and at low cost compared with the face to face method adopted previously (Gibson, 2011). Gibson and Scott acknowledge that along with the clear benefits of speed and reduced cost the method may also have disadvantages – in particular a concern over how text based survey questions are understood  – another contextualisation challenge – which require further study to assess. Such projects run the danger, despite their modest accomplishments, of becoming the latest 'ICT icons', rather as O'Farrell et al (2000) suggest of their Bangladeshi and Indian cases;  implying greater maturity, sustainability and value than is the case. For example after the sudden and powerful earthquake which struck Haiti in January 2010 a massive mobile phone based programme was triggered as part of the response. Organisations including Ushahidi, InsTEDD, Microsoft and Google collaborated to perform extensive SMS based mapping and news dissemination in collaboration with the affected population (di Tada and Large, 2010, Ushahidi 2010). The project drew in hundreds of volunteers in North American universities to assist in manual data extraction from the text messages. As di Tada emphasised in a presentation of this case study (Seattle, 2010) the actual percentage of the population touched by this service was tiny - 15,000 out of a population of over 700,000 in Port au Prince. Nevertheless this action has been presented as an iconic ICT (see for example BBC, 2010) despite the fact that, as di Tada acknowledges, the system depends on huge amounts of manual data processing to provide a service to a very small percentage of the population. 

Three waves of participative communications projects considered in this discussion all underline the message that despite the claims of iconic case studies, small (and slow) is beautiful. Although the technologies and even the culture of communications has changed as new media – particularly emerging social media – appear; the issue of sustainability persists. Too much, too fast and too soon is a recurring issue. Such projects fail to engage people in their local contexts; they are not embedded or sustainable. To much; too large and impersonal to engage with participants. Too fast; too short a development period. Too soon; introducing technologies before they can be used practically in a particular context.  On the latter point a major US IT consultancy has coined the term 'hype cycle' to describe chronic overclaiming of IT innovations, leading to a slump in interest as performance doesn't match expectations, followed by a much slower recovery of acceptance of the innovation as it is assessed realistically and is progressively de-bugged (Gartner, 2011).

The author's own experience in an East African participative communication project highlighted all three general challenges referred to above (Annex 2.2). The study faced the challenges of a substantial budget and work programme, a compressed project period and the application of social media which were in their infancy. As a result the project had very limited success in terms of its stated objectives. The author learned that the timescale meant that little common understanding developed between the project leaders and the participants. Without this buy-in they matched the resources to their own concerns. He realised from wider reading (Bessette, 2006; Mawdsley et al, 2002; Hickey and Mohan, 2004) that the tension between funders' needs for a short turn around and final report and the need for projects to develop and learn over a longer timeframe was not unique to this project, but widely experienced. Finally the project was too soon in terms of the technology curve. Video editing was too complicated, time-consuming and technically fragile at this point and the internet connectivity too poor for the intended goals to be achieved. As a practitioner who had spent a number of years in field visits being critical of, and recording other practitioners' criticisms of development projects in action the author's own experience in leading this project was a salutary reminder of project management realpolitik, revealing that the technological constraints, while significant, are not the main story. The lesson, time after time, is that projects should be negotiated with and owned by the participants and this depends on moving sufficiently slowly to build understanding, shaping common goals through adapting the design and developing sustainability. Too much, too fast and too soon leads to unsustainability. 
Summary: Social Media – Small (and slow) is beautiful

Many of the case studies in this overview of old and new social media in participative communication support a view that such projects tend to overpromise and under-deliver. Whilst the technologies involved are often highly visible, their application in practice drives home the point that at the heart of all such projects are social interactions. The primary focus of project design needs to take account of the role of social media in social contexts; demanding contextualisation and engagement with the participants. Westrup (2011) emphasises the need to understand context in accounting for success or failure of innovations in ICTs for development. The term too much, too fast and too soon teases out some key factors which militate against applying social media with social sensitivity.  Project scale and project timetable can both militate against developing a sensitive contextualisation which results in ownership and broad participation. The technology supporting the project needs to be applied in a measured way which is not ahead of the practical technology curve and more importantly not ahead of the social acceptance curve, otherwise the supposedly cool new technology may hinder rather than support the goal of building a community space. Developing a sustainable communication space sensitively takes time and flexibility – the opposite of a one size fits all approach.
An International Development Network?

Creating spaces for learning

So far this discussion has been concerned with how learning happens. Since the focus is on learning in social situations this raises the question of where such learning happens. We have identified the kind of learning we are concerned with as emanating from grassroots interpretations of experience, corporately and interactively communicated. What kind of space can embrace grassroots participants who are geographically distributed? Is it simply an extension of the space geographically co-located participants enjoy? In either case it needs form and definition.  What are its boundaries, its identity and how would communication happen within it in order for the accumulation of learning – the reservoir of taken for granteds – to take place? The term community is often used to define such spaces; however it is a word which becomes more indefinable the closer one approaches it. For example Puttnam (2001) makes much of the concept in his study of the decline of community in America – 'Bowling Alone' – referring to the increasing individualisation typified by players at bowling alleys no longer meeting as groups, playing individually. He analyses social factors which he sees as contributing to the decline of community. He argues that an unusually civic generation emerged as a result of the second world war, but that successive generations since have been less embedded in community life (Puttnam, 2001, p.275). He also attributes this decline in community engagement to factors such individualistic electronic entertainment – for example TV  (Puttnam, 2001, p.283). What, in this analysis, is the author's underpinning concept of community; its boundaries, identity and communications? Boggs (2001), for example, argues that a nostalgic use of the term is being employed by Puttnam and suggests that nostalgia for a remembered and idealised past may be all that is represented in Puttnam's account. 

Stepping back therefore from the fuzzy term community; we have adopted, in common with Gaventa and Mayo (2009, p.12) the term spaces and consider how the spaces we are looking for develop identity and boundaries.  One way is through definition by their members. Brown and Gaventa (2008, p.9) argue that identity is critical to forming trust in transnational networks and Wenger et al, (2011, p.12) emphasise the shared identity of a space as a key aspect of it. They see this identity as being both a strength and a weakness in term of their specific interest in learning. Shared identity is seen by them as a strength because it creates a space where learning can take place formally or informally. It can also be a weakness as a space can become rigidly defined by established rules and behaviours. It may become entrenched in nostalgia in the form of nationalism for example, as Muro (2005) suggests, looking back to a remembered and idealised past. Spaces may also  be constructed, or even constrained, by those outside them (Liepins (2000). For example politicians may define the identity of a community in different ways to those who are supposedly its members. Particular members may have a strong sense of identity which other, less engaged members don't share. They may be members of many different, more or less overlapping spaces, as  Mann (1997; in Held and McGrew, 2003 p.145) argues. This emotional sense of identity, a mental model of a perceived space, is a far more important defining factor than geography. The term 'imagined community' was used by Anderson (1983, p.6) to emphasise this point. He suggests the members of all spaces, even those where face-to-face contact is typical, have an imagined sense of community based on a limited or bounded periphery of vision and a sense of comradeship. This tacit sense of identity may apply therefore to different scales of space: local, national, or distributed. 

It is also defined, strongly, by what it is not. "The ways of making others are the ways of making ourselves" (Fabian, 1990 p.756). For example diaspora, such as the many Haitian emigres, may maintain a strong community identity despite their geographical separation, as Parham (2004) shows. Liepins (2000) identifies non geographic spaces and boundaries including 'interest', 'intention', imagination', 'memory' and even 'resistance'. The boundaries may be hard, but they may be soft and do not necessarily exclude peripheral members, Wenger (1998) for example recognises 'legitimate peripheral participation' as one of the learning processes in the 'Communities of Practice' model.
Within these socially defined spaces communication is the mechanism of interaction which builds the cohesiveness, shared meanings (the reservoir of taken for granteds) and identity of the space through its ability to create an intersubjectively shared reality. Conversation between members is a fundamental function, and in fact Habermas's theory of communicative action argues that it is only through communication within the world 'within my actual reach' that an intersubjective understanding of that world is reached (Habermas, 1987 p.123). Servaes similarly recognises that development goals can only be framed within locally contextualised discourse rather than through top down universal norms. (Servaes, 1996; in Servaes et al, 1996 p.83). The identity of a community is therefore fashioned through the process of communication which builds a shared, tacit view of the world. 

How does identity emerge beyond the boundaries of local spaces? This question is important in enabling our envisioned horizontal learning between communities. The collaboration of the SPARK-STREAM delegates (2003) is interesting in this regard as whilst their work on livelihoods and languages was devoted to embracing local realities and establishing shared meanings in local situations it also hinted at bridging these meanings between these situations: 

"At first I thought common understanding could only be useful for within each country, and now it's clear that common understandings should also be important for regional and international efforts in livelihoods improvement strategies. I really like the idea of this perfect combination . . ."

(SPARK-STREAM, 2003 p.26)

The delegate points us towards the possibility of horizontal learning between groups. What happens if we in some way create a space within which these groups might exist and communicate? To do so we might turn to social media to construct explicit communications where implicit channels don't exist; intentionally creating a space which might seem 'thin' compared with the rich cues and expressiveness of a local group. This would in turn affect the strength of ties between members, who as noted in the discussion of identity and boundaries above may have varying levels of allegiance to any particular community (Mann, 1997; in Held and McGrew, 2003 p.145). Is it possible to create ties and identity between groups in this way? To address this question we turn to a consideration of forms of distributed collaboration which have been applied in International Development.

Spaces for learning in distributed contexts

Our interest is in building out from transformatory learning and reflection within local spaces to the possibilities of interlinking them together though distributed in space and differentiated by culture and language. How would such spaces emerge, or be created? Lave and Wenger (1991) see examples of organic emergence,  taking their cue from spaces defined by trades and professions. Medieval Guilds, for example, were early examples of spaces defined by common interest rather than geography. In a modern analogue – social and experiential  learning in situations such as apprenticeships – they showed that there were basic features of learning spaces which had wide applicability. In collaboration with Jean Lave, Etienne Wenger developed a  framework to formalise these spaces.

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.
(Wenger, 2006)
Contained within this definition are our basic elements of a space (the group of people) an identity (sharing a concern or a passion) and communication (interacting regularly). Unlike local spaces transformation isn't typically an element of Communities of practice (CoPs); whose function focuses on bounded domains of knowledge, often professional, technical or interest based, rather than on holistic multi-stakeholder concern for systemic change. They focus on interactions and the learning that results once people have found each other. Wenger et al acknowledge the overlap between this framework and thinking on networks, which are concerned primarily in their view with the ways in which people can get connected in the first place. (Wenger et al, 2011 p.10,11). They suggest that the two frameworks are complementary. They see a value in the structured and collaborative nature of communities but they also see a challenge, in that the structure can become constraining. They see networks as looser and dynamic, but acknowledge that as a result coherent knowledge flows can be difficult to manage and to isolate from the 'noise'. In their view "the absence of collective intention and identity makes it more difficult to steward a domain systematically." (Wenger et al, 2011 p.11).  They acknowledge that many learning communities are, to varying extents, both CoPs and networks. For an outsider perspective on the comparison we turn to Cummings and van Zee (2005, p.19), who conversely see networks as the more formal, and CoPs as the less formal structure. Their point is that networks require an institutional architecture to exist; a perspective which is congruent with our view that a distributed group – such as a network – requires structure and coordination (employing social media for structured communication for example). The resolution of the apparent clash may lie in the definition, since Cummings and van Zee's interest is specifically in networking for learning, rather than networks per se (Cummings and van Zee, 2005 p.14). They agree with Wenger et al (2011) that the two frameworks – CoP and Networks – represent a spectrum, and that particular expressions may lay at various points between the two poles. We will therefore examine these two complementary frameworks, looking first at the nature of networks as shaping learning spaces, before returning to the CoP model and its particular focus on learning within such spaces.
Networks have certainly  grown in number and in scale as spaces for collaboration in international development in recent years, as Waddell and Khagram (2006) chart in what they refer to as 'Global Action Networks'. Of 33 networks surveyed they find that the oldest emerged in 1948 and the next oldest in 1973, the remainder having been established since that time. In other words they are a recent phenomenon. They exist in many forms and there have been some attempts to define and categorise them
. The 'network functions' approach used by GNDR during its formation (Ramalingam et al, 2008) is a relatively fluid approach; it is not prescriptive but offers a range of functions which may apply in varying degrees in particular networks. The approach was recently updated and simplified under the title Not Everything that Connects is a Network (Hearn and Mendizabal, 2011). The authors define a number of characteristics of networks involved with social change and development, and these have been set out  below in table 2.2 alongside the characteristics Waddell and Khagram (2006)  use to define their more specific network type: 'Global Action Networks'.

Table 2.2. Definitions of Networks

	Characteristic
	Network functions approach
	Global Action Networks

	Components and scope
	Actor based
	Global scope

	Organisation type
	Non-hierarchic, not limited to project cycle
	Inter-organisational and cross-sectoral

	Role
	Organised around specific issues or general sets of values
	Issue based (public good)

	Organisational format
	Support entity such as secretariat
	Structures that can promote fundamental changes and innovations


Table 2.2 above shows that both frameworks highlight a focal theme (the 'Role'). In this sense they are comparable with CoPs. Unlike these, however, learning is seen as a possible, but not a necessary function of networks (contrasting with Cummings and van Zee's perspective). There are a number of other possible functions. Those enumerated by Hearn and Medizabel (2011) include 'Amplification and Advocacy', 'Convening', 'Mobilising Resources' and 'Community Building'. How do networks measure up to our checklist of elements of spaces for learning? We can say that they are given a common identity – their role. It is less clear whether or how communication features in network structures. Some of Hearn and Mendizabel's network functions – for example 'Amplification and Advocacy' and 'Mobilising Resources' suggest a centralised and managed work programme, rather than the regular interaction which Wenger mentioned as a characteristic of CoPs.  

Waddell and Khagram address the question of network structure. In their view Global Action Networks typically require strong, centric leadership at their foundation, but tend towards a more polycentric, interactive structure as they develop; allowing their members a progressively greater say in leadership. They see this as running in tandem with a transition from specific techno-fix actions towards more transformatory action (Waddell and Khagram, 2006).

Two specific cases are offered by Brown and Gaventa (2008) and Gaventa and Mayo (2009). The Citizenship Development Research Centre (DRC) is an intentionally created network between seven academic institutions engaged in shared action research on Citizenship. (Brown and Gaventa, 2008) The Global Campaign for Education is a single issue global campaigning network uniting civil NGOs and Trades Unions in 65 national coalitions (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009). Both cases support Cummings and van Zee's contention that careful construction and coordination are required to establish and evolve networks. Both reflect generally non-hierarchic organisation, the need for a clear role and for coordination. Both have proved successful in relation to their goals; nevertheless the accounts of both cases are sensitive to the challenges. 

Citizenship DRC was formed on the basis of external funding and timescale.  Rapid early formation led to initial mistrust and concerns about divergent goals. As shared goals developed, the account notes that shortcuts taken by the leadership could easily erode trust, as could informal channels of power (most of the institutions were south based but members of the northern lead institution, IDS, could easily collaborate in chance corridor meetings). Participants valued face to face meetings, field trips and exchange visits as ways to strengthen shared understanding and trust. Brown and Gaventa conclude that "Effective networks are the result of ongoing social and political construction processes" (Brown and Gaventa, 2008 p.28: emphasis added).

The Global Campaign for Education (GCE) is very different in scale as well as purpose. Encompassing a reported 350 CSOs it has gathered round a single goal – to secure free, compulsory and good quality primary education by 2015. But how global is global? the legitimacy of similar coalitions – the Global Coalition Against Poverty and Make Poverty History have been called into question; in whose name do they speak?:

. . . they often feel like second-class citizens among their northern partners. They feel welcomed as sources of information and legitimisation but not as equals.
(Clark, 2003 p.24 in Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.14) 

However Gaventa and Mayo find it remarkable in the case of GCE that the small secretariat devotes as much effort to supporting national and local voices as to its global actions, and indeed ensures that these are shaped and mobilised from the membership upwards, rather than top down (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.21,24). They conclude that national and local rootedness, careful governance to reinforce this, inclusion and recognition of all contributions and finally practical resourcing for participation are key factors illustrated in this case (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.26). Implied though not explicated in their account is the sense of the leading secretariat striking a careful balance between thoughtful leadership and responsive facilitation; a dual role. Cummings and van Zee articulate it thus: ". . . balance consultation with members with pushing forward the delivery on network plans." (Cummings and van Zee, 2005 p.17). Waddell and Khagram (2006) emphasise the requirement for strong centralised leadership during the initial development of a network; coordinating techno-fixes – very specific activities – to achieve an end. They suggest that the goals and structure of networks evolve towards deeper transformatory changes. entailing transition from centralised organisation towards 'polycentric' interactions: richer and less dependent on central management.

This role may be less complex within a CoP, whose members cohere through a common concern and motivation. Indeed Wenger describes a CoP facilitator's key role as "walking the halls" – an enabling rather than a driving role (Wenger et al, 2002 p.83). We turn back to CoPs, examining their specific concern with learning. Table 2.3 below sets out a summary of the building blocks of a community of practice (Wenger et al, 2002, pp.27-32).

Table 2.3 Communities of practice summary table 
	Component
	Summary

	Domain
	An area of activity of interest to all participants. It may or may not be of any relevance in the wider 'world'

	Community
	A body of people who share an interest in the domain

	Practice
	The accumulated body of knowledge and understanding about the domain, generated by the community

	Core participants
	Community members with expertise in relation to the domain who both contribute to and access knowledge from the practice

	Peripheral participants
	Community members who are learners, apprentices or novices and primarily benefit from the practice. They may become core members 

	Facilitator
	One or more community members with the ability and commitment to encourage interaction within the community


How do these components of CoPs equate to concrete realities? Wenger gives an illustration of a CoP emerging in an informal manner at Chrysler, where specialised engineers were split into different teams as a result of restructuring. The group, who had previously worked together in the same domain were now fragmented. They felt isolated in facing the technical challenges within their practice, and core participants gradually started to form informal communities with the implicit approval of their managers. These groupings became known as 'tech clubs'; allowing them to consult colleagues about problems and challenges; supported by facilitators. The clubs developed further, embracing peripheral participants and started to create 'Engineering Books of Knowledge' to capture this expertise. (Wenger et al, 2002 p.3). Wenger emphasises formalised aggregation of knowledge by CoPs in books, electronic repositories or databases. This in turn increases the benefits to each individual member. The aggregation of shared knowledge – in a less formalised form – is a feature of all communities; for example in what is described by Habermas (1987) as the construction of a 'lifeworld'. However, where Habermas characterises such community knowledge as remaining "in the background" (p131) or tacit as Polanyi (1958) describes it, in a CoP it becomes important to make this knowledge visible and accessible to all participants.

Whilst communities of practice emerged initially in industrial and educational settings, the concept has been widely adopted. In many cases CoPs sit within organisations rather than existing as an independent entity as networks do. INGOs and other development institutions often refer to CoPs as part of their activities. They function by encouraging communication between members – asking questions or sharing experience. This may start from a low base as the aspects of trust and mutual benefit need to be developed. For example the knowledge manager of a large INGO with over 40,000 staff found it took 2-3 years to develop significant active participation in the CoPs they set up, with active participants still representing only 5% of the whole membership, though access to information in is more widely appreciated (personal communication, 16/09/2010). Applying the framework in a more diverse distributed setting may bring additional challenges. Discussion with the knowledge manager of another INGO (personal communication, 24/09/2010) indicated that where this had been attempted among their globally distributed international staff they found barriers of language and culture influenced peoples' willingness to participate. The African members were most enthusiastic to do so; possibly because they had less access to alternative sources of information than members in Asia and Latin America. The issue of cultural diversity is an important one, but one which has not been widely considered, as Wenger confirmed at a workshop on the subject (personal communication). Case studies and discussion of CoPs generally refer to memberships which may be geographically distributed but are not culturally diverse. Even language, as a barrier, is rarely referred to. Placed on a spectrum from conviviality to rarefaction such spaces, with members sharing a common profession and often a common professional culture, the degree of diversity may be substantially less than in the spaces we envisage between communities in the developing world. In this respect we see a contrast between the reach and scope of CoPs and that of networks, which we find have diverse and distributed participants in some cases.

One example which does explore the potentially more rarefied world of a cross-cultural CoP has been given by Johnson (2007). She looked specifically at the application of CoPs between participants in developing world settings. She examined two cases; interactions between stakeholders in a project in Zimbabwe and between government officials collaborating between the UK and Uganda. The challenges of cross cultural collaboration and building of shared understandings came to the fore in these cases and led her to conclude that the CoP model, whilst a useful starting point for social learning in this context, requires extending to take account of the range of actors, multiple agendas, and changes in priorities over time. She terms her nuancing of CoPs 'Action learning spaces'. 

Cummings and van Zee (2005) suggested that CoPs and networks are in fact related frameworks representing poles of a spectrum of possibilities and this view has been reinforced by our consideration of the typologies offered (tables 2.2 and 2.3) as well as by the specific cases of Citizenship DRC, GCE, Chrysler, and INGO, Zimbawian and Ugandan CoPs. We see Johnson's term 'Action learning spaces' as a useful way of describing this spectrum of possible collaborations and therefore use it as we pursue our study, identifying basic attributes of Action Learning Spaces:

Action Learning Spaces

· Actors in a rarefied space 

· Collaboration over a shared goal 

· Identity is established by learning and action.

Summary: CoPs, Networks, and Action Learning Spaces

Within this framing the interplay of CoPs and Networks has been troubling. Cummings and van Zee note that their enquiry was driven by "irritation that the two approaches, of communities of practice and networking, were similar but that they were not learning from each other" (Cummings and van Zee, 2005 p.20). This author finds that while both frameworks are illuminating it remains unclear how each might fit with a particular action scene. Leaving this uncertainty unresolved we situate them within the umbrella term Action Learning Spaces and suggest they may enable groups to reach out to each other, enabling horizontal learning.

We have interrogated modes of learning and communication which might enable  Horizontal Learning. Several questions remain to be answered during this investigation. As well as the structural question posed by the interplay between CoPs and networks in Action Learning Spaces we have repeatedly encountered what we referred to as the deep organ note of politics and power as we have investigated the themes of participation, participative communication and networks. We have asserted that power cannot be addressed unless it is first made visible. We turn to addressing this challenge. 

From techno-fix to transformation: a different development?

Grassroots?

If Waddell and Khagram (2006) are correct in claiming that networks, at least at their inception, are not self organised but need strong centralised leadership then are they really grassroots in nature? Tarrow (2000) echoes this concern, and also asks how potential members of a grassroots network can find each other in the first place, arguing that external actors – mobile and globalised members of organisations used to operating on the international stage and forming connections with their peers – may be required. These actors, described by Tarrow as 'cosmopolitan activists', are also recognised by Caouette (2007); who refers to them as 'rooted cosmopolitans' (Caouette 2007, p.147) and by Chambers who suggests they are created as a result of the 'urban trap' (Chambers, 2008 p.26). They have their roots in and claim identity with the local; through their professionalisation and internationalisation they have access to global spaces, but potentially lose their legitimacy as representatives of their original local contexts.  Tarrow argues that international institutions also have significant  convening power (Tarrow, 2000); providing opportunities and even support for members of potential networks – in particular cosmopolitan activists – to meet. These external interventions start to ring alarm bells. The emphasis of this chapter has been on horizontal learning, participative communication and on the creation of spaces allowing grassroots communities to learn within and between each other; and yet we see that even for such liaisons to be established there is a dependency on actors and institutions external to these spaces. These bells chime in with alarms previously sounded. We have seen that an array of structural factors militate in favour of externally imposed one size fits all approaches to development, opposing situated approaches based on local understandings. We have seen how external pressures lead to the too much, too fast, too soon syndrome impacting participative communication. Now it appears that even the spaces in which participative communication might lead to horizontal learning are dependent on external leadership and facilitation through the agency of international institutions and cosmopolitan activists. 
The compromising of horizontal learning and participative communication through the pervasive power of top down institutional influence leads the author to be suspicious of this further colonisation of the local (Habermas talked of the system colonising the lifeworld; 1987 p.355). Even the upward shift engendered by emerging networks may be counteracted in this way by the challenge of contention moving downwards (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.13); bringing to mind once more Freire's depiction of institutional power shaping and constraining the possibilities for change; what we have referred to as the invisible levers of power. The nature of this wordless power which nevertheless has permeated this exploration was troubling to the author, who through a short circuit from Freire found insights in the work of a well known Italian communist writing nearly a century ago.

Confronting the colonising of the local

Antonio Gramsci's work (Gramsci, 1957) was discovered by Freire while he was in exile. He said: "I read Gramsci and I discovered that I had been greatly influenced by Gramsci long before I had read him" (Mayo, 1999 p.7).  Mayo found they shared much common ground in analysis of the situation of the poor and of the need for a sustained programme for transformation – what Gramsci referred to as the war of position – to address their situation. At the roots of this, according to Gramsci, was the exercise of power not bluntly but subtly – hegemony; "a social condition in which all aspects of a social reality are dominated by or supportive of a dominant group" (Mayo, 1994 p.127). Mayo's description resonates with the troubling wordless power which has repeatedly emerged during this exploration. Cox (1983 pp.52-53) invokes it to account for Gramsci's contrast between a war of movement and a war of position. In the former, brute force can lead to revolution, as he recognised in the Bolshevik revolution. His analysis emerged from asking why the communist expectation of revolution in Western Europe was not fulfilled. He saw the answer in the robust and embedded nature of the bourgeoisie there. This dominant group were able to exercise power through influence on administrative and government institutions and indeed by shaping views and perceptions; a cultural hegemony. He concluded that even if a revolution was engineered the resilience of this multidimensional manifestation of power would lead to its failure in the long term. Hegemony describes well the invisible levers of power which we have witnessed; leading us to ask what countervailing forces could be applied in order to free the potential of horizontal learning in allowing people to do development differently, unshackled from external constraints and control. According to Cox, Gramsci believed that faced with a hegemonic exercise of power a long term war of position was called for:

To build up the basis of an alternative state and society upon the leadership of the working class means creating alternative institutions and alternative intellectual resources within existing society and building bridges between workers and other subordinate classes. It means actively building a counter-hegemony within an established hegemony while resisting the pressures and temptations to relapse into the pursuit of incremental gains for subaltern groups within the framework of bourgeois hegemony. This is the line between the war of position as a long range revolutionary strategy  and social democracy as a policy of making gains within the established order.

(Cox, 1983 p.53)

In the last sentence can be seen, expressed in different words, the contrast between transformation and techno-fix (p63). Those that precede it make clear that in Gramsci's view a sustained programme of action and a determination to avoid co-option by the extant system are the preconditions for this transformation. 

We have ventured into strange territory, driven there by frustration and uncertainty about the enacting of international development as the author has encountered it, fraught with imbalances and like the Red Queen giving the appearance of running but standing still (p31). We have identified in practical cases and in wider discussion how hidden levers of power constrain the realities of local knowledge and participation into an institutionally and professionally controlled focus on one size fits all techno-fixes (p63). We have seen that acts of communication which ought to open up the opportunities for horizontal learning are themselves boxed in to too much, too fast and too soon solutions through institutional demands for recognisable and short-cycle action (p69). Now we see, also, that in seeking to create new spaces of shared identity the hidden levers are operated once more through the colonising of the local. (p83) This author finds that the word hegemony, both political and cultural, "a social condition in which all aspects of a social reality are dominated by or supportive of a dominant group" (Mayo, 1994 p.127) rings true in describing power which though certainly not imposed brutally, and often exerted benevolently (p60) nevetheless seems inexorably to accept and absorb transformatory action and repeatedly reset the status quo. However the author is also concerned that Gramsci's war of position, as a response to this, seems no more than replacing one hegemony with another, or as a GNDR member said in an online discussion "the politics of who shouts loudest" (GNDR, 2011j). The analysis is attractive, but the solution seems not to allow groups to find their own co-existent spaces, but simply to replace one hegemonic space with another. Our ambition is to create spaces within which people can discover modes of action, reflection and shared communication and are able to exercise these insights in shaping their future: but not to the exclusion of other groups and societies. In this we are perhaps closer to Freire's approach of conscientization (Freire, 1970) and to the Social Learning school's emphasis on platforms for multi-stakeholder negotiation of equitable action (Wals, 2007).

Summary: from techno-fix to transformation

This reading is offered, not as a rounded political analysis, but as a view over a horizon, led there by the practical cases, by the reflections of developmentalists such as Freire (1970), Chambers (2008), Cooke and Kothari (2001), and by the short circuit from Freire's world to Gramsci's. The necessities of exploring social change holistically have already offered enough long views and distant horizons. However the author is encouraged in this particular foray by the assertion of Hickey and Mohan, writing into the contemporary world of participation in international development, that transformatory approaches do demand that we bringing politics back in. Further than this they recognise the need for transformation rather than techno-fix if we are to do development differently:

 . . .  participatory approaches are most likely to succeed where (i) they are pursued as part of a wider radical political project; (ii) where they are aimed specifically at securing citizenship rights and participation for marginal and subordinate groups; and (iii) when they seek to engage with development as an underlying process of social change rather than in the form of discrete technocratic interventions.
(Hickey and Mohan, 2005 p.1)

Whilst our focus is quite properly a narrow one, defined by a specific research question and more detailed queries build upon it, this whole enquiry is founded upon a desire to discover how development might be done differently; fashioned by the people who are its subjects in line with their insights and goals. We find that unless we are sensitive to the hidden levers of power, make them visible and bring their influence into our action and reflection we are likely to be seduced back to the safe status quo of the techno-fix and the one size fits all solution.

Conclusion

How can groups be linked to achieve horizontal learning between them? This is the question which emerges as a result of the author's encounters with the complexities and contradictions of international development in practice. Practitioner experiences, reflected in several mini case studies and broader examination of thinking on learning and action within and between communities led to a focus on the idea of social learning which could form a basis for horizontal learning between groups. This in turn led to a consideration of the context for such learning, recognising that local  spaces are a locus for learning and action.  The concept of social learning based on shared reflection on action seems well developed in this context. Our interest is in whether groups can share horizontal learning between each other. We have recognised Action Learning Spaces as combining attributes of Communities of Practice and Networks, though sufficiently flexible to adapt additionally to account for the diversity of participants. Communications require formal fashioning, employing social media in place of the spontaneous and informal communication which occurs locally. A number of questions arose. How would the members meet? How would  they transcend barriers of distance, culture, context, and language? How effectively could social media create the connections required for social learning and change? The author concluded that significant questions remained to be addressed in establishing whether horizontal learning could be achieved.  The exercise of power through the imposition of expert knowledge, one size fits all approaches, too much, too fast and too soon implementations and the colonisation of the local led us to recognise that politics matters. Unless we are somehow able to make power visible and discover how to address its effects, the aspiration to create transformatory opportunities to do development differently will be driven back to the status quo of the techno-fix. We are positing that horizontal learning might unshackle communities from that top down domination; but we need to be alert and self critical in this endeavour, as history shows that there are many mechanisms militating against this; hollowing out participation, participative communication and learning and leaving the empty shells of methodologies which preserve the status quo. We see possibilities and pose questions about the application of social media to achieve horizontal learning in action learning spaces. These form the impetus for the action research programme of this thesis, framed by our main research question and broken down additionally into three sub-questions; representing steps to be taken in an enquiry leading to a response to the overall question:

Research Question

Does new thinking in the application of social media with grassroots community groups suggest ways in which the media can be meaningful tools in community development?
Research sub-question 1
Is the Communities of Practice model as elaborated by Wenger an appropriate framework within which social media would be useful tools in development?
The concern here is about creation of suitable spaces within which learning processes can occur between geographically distributed participants. Can elements of a CoP be combined with elements of a network structure as an action learning space and applied to support horizontal learning? 

Research sub-question 2
Would the application of such tools through this framework lead to effective dissemination and sharing of useful practical knowledge for development?
The creation of a space for learning (sub-question 1) can be seen as an enabling condition. If successfully created, would this environment allow learning to be shared between members of the community which was created? 

Research sub-question 3

Would this process, if successful, enable grassroots communities to define their own development understanding and path, in distinction to 'top down' models of development in which the knowledge of outside authorities is privileged over local knowledge?
How can the tendency of power to preserve a status quo be addressed? How can power be made visible? How can a space for horizontal learning enable development to be done differently, in a way that is transformative rather than through a retreat to the techno-fix? We are suggesting that there are unanswered questions to be addressed in resolving the research goal of discovering the potential and possibility for shared learning between distributed grassroots groups. We aim to explore them in the chosen case of the Global Network for Disaster Reduction so we need to ask what methods of gathering data and making meaning from it can be employed? This is the focus of the following chapter. 

Chapter 3: Gathering and making sense of data

Introduction

The opening chapters of the thesis have previewed an inquiry where the researcher will be interacting repeatedly with the phenomena he is investigating. One task within an engaged relationship with one’s research is to remain sensitive to the nature and range of data available; another requirement is to construct a series of analytic procedures or systems which fit the wider purpose in a study of making credible sense to the reader of the material collected. If in the current study the author can communicate how he has remained sensitive to his empirical source and how he has proceeded systematically to interpret data from it, then the answers to the research questions which attracted his attention in the first place can be located in the thesis coherently for the reader. The researcher knows the recurrent challenge in qualitative analysis to arrive in social science investigation specifically with both substantive credibility and methodological plausibility (Mann, 2011). In the current study this will not be made easier given its problematic context and dynamic focus. We have already acknowledged the contradictory nature and fraught practice of international development as the backdrop to the inquiry. On the ground we have seen the action scene chronically overrun with political imbalances, cross-cultural anomalies and clashes in professional interests. Reference to literature has depicted principles of community development and local level participation contested theoretically yet at the sharp end inconsistently implemented. And the new digital age, the frontier of the study’s possible contribution to the stock of knowledge, is opening up uncharted landscapes for horizontal learning between local groups. 

The challenges and possibilities implied by this assembly of ideas and observations define a potentially unmanageable cross-disciplinary investigation.  Is it feasible even to consider making sense of this complex, changing domain by relying upon data obtained from actual practice in a changing, innovative initiative? What kinds of investigative emphases fit best for the particular circumstances of this fluid domain? The author had a sense that the richness and multi-disciplinary nature of the naturalistic scene which focused his interest required a mode of investigation which could capture both colour and detail of community based communication and lateral learning. He was already committed from long engagement in working cross culturally to embrace phenomena in a holistic rather than atomistic way. His goal from the outset was to provide illumination and insights with relevance to other comparable settings, more than prove or verify a pre-formulated hypothesis with application only to a single instance. He also brought values that the mode of research be appropriate to the kind of material being considered, yet be situated within accepted research formats. Examples of this range from obtrusive measures (none of these) to clear contracting and explicit consent with informants (always done). Finally of importance to the writer was an awareness of how processes of human inquiry were to be translated into procedures for academic research (Argyris and Schon, 1989). This would require modes of data gathering which combine engagement with detachment, as well as methods of analysis which can help make sense of rich, iterative, multi-dimensional material in ways to illuminate outputs for a wider audience less familiar with action scene of the case study. 

This chapter explicates these methodological and epistemological concerns as encountered in what begins below as a justification for action research. The discussion then proceeds to the ways in which data was gathered, before considering the methods of analysis which informed the research questions behind the study.

Action Research

The first two chapters of the thesis have made it explicit that the researcher was not only acting as a scholar conducting doctoral enquiry, but also as a participant in an evolving scene he was investigating – actively influencing the very action he was immersed in documenting. His proper association with the Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) gave him access to the project for research purposes. It legitimated opportunities for him as a scholarly practitioner to participate and intervene in ways consistent with the adoption of an action research approach. Action research therefore becomes the core emphasis underpinning the gathering of data and its interpretation within the thesis. An early description was given by Lewin 65 years ago as:  
a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action, and fact-finding about the result of the action.

(Lewin, 1946 p.38)

Central within action research, then, is the engagement of participants in conducting an action, reflecting on it and pursuing further iterations of action and reflection. More recently, Freire's Participative Action Research was based on this process of social participation in action and reflection:-

. . .  reflection – true reflection – leads to action. On the other hand, when the situation calls for action, that action will constitute an authentic praxis only if its consequences become the object of critical reflection.
(Freire, 1970 p.48)

Action research in this and other guises such as Action Science  (Argyris and Schon, 1989) and Cooperative inquiry (Heron, 1996) have been widely applied in contexts of social action and change. The strategy was applied within the participative communication field, for example, in the pioneering collaboration in Snowden's 'Fogo Process' referred to in Chapter One (Quarry and Ramirez, 2009, pp.76-78). The benefits of a deliberate process of inquiry involving sequential action, true reflection and more fact finding enhance the scope for a dynamic rather than static investigation. As initial investigation reveals either promising leads or challenging barriers to proposed further action, the researcher and colleagues within the action scene are encouraged to reflect on the meaning of past outcomes in considering future action. This organic process becomes a co-created investigative journey responding to data and reflecting on it in iterative cycles which continuously frame and reframe in vivo hypotheses.

The perspective adopted by the researcher was that of a participant observer in an action research study. The role was as one member of a two-person secretariat, with the specific function of managing the network's main action programme. The author took up the post in November 2008 and remains engaged in it at the time of writing.  (The period considered in this study spans the period from November 2008 to October 2011, see the figure depicting timeline of doctoral research, figure 1.1, and accompanying explanation on p.44) 

As a participative and action-focused role, its full collegiate engagement invited the complementary emphasis of co-operative enquiry. The GNDR – small sized, recently established and lacking accumulated bureaucracy – was characterised by considerable flexibility to perform real collaborative experiments in attaining the communications and learning functions of its remit. The research interest of the researcher was known by GNDR members; with his research interests recognised by the network, it paved the way for mutual co-operation in enquiry. This advantage of explicitness should not be taken lightly. Later the reader will see how it made the learning process of informal and formal participant feedback much easier to conduct, what Yin (2003) refers to in research as the procedure of “member check” on provisional conclusions initially reached by the researcher.

But it was not just a matter of benefits to this double-edged role. Alongside the rich access to the ongoing activities of GNDR – or in a way because of it – the researcher also faced challenges of discerning between his role as participant and his role as observer. Ironically, the distinction was blurred further by the soon-to-be noted practice of the network’s own self-placed emphasis on reflection and monitoring of its activities. So when the researcher knowingly participated in this self directed critical review when he was gathering data and then also reflected on it when consciously detached in his observational research role, how could these enjoined functions be distinguished? In retrospect, the line deserves, in the opinion of the researcher, to be blurred. The management of the role even if the researcher did not have a separate formal research objective benefited from an integrated reflective-practitioner approach (Schon, 1983). Collaboration with other members of GNDR in this enterprise also offered a practical embodiment of Heron’s co-operative enquiry (Heron, 1996). So, taking these points together, there were in the writer’s judgement clear benefits to the dual role – within GNDR ​– of the researcher's enquiry (observation and research role) and his collaboration with other members (participant and action role) throughout the action research. Was the writer’s ease in fulfilling both functions simultaneously possibly related to how he had grown to embrace reflective practice during his extended scholarly practice preceding doctoral registration and highlighted in the opening chapter of the study?

Whilst a borderline between the two roles of action and research may be blurred, it is nevertheless present. The action research period required continual checking and reflection to consider (as explained in more detail below) whether all possible sources of information were being explored; whether data was being captured thoroughly for subsequent analysis; and whether the researcher's role-priorities were addressing the questions purposefully which he had posed at the outset. He was, for example, mindful of the concern over bias in the gathering and reading of qualitative data. When contrasted with a quantitative approach or when a number of case studies were being compared, would this focus on a single case study result in the researcher unintentionally imposing his own preferred interpretation on data? Argyris and Schon present this challenge in their discussion of Participative Action Research, alerting the researcher to the challenge of discussing the undiscussible or otherwise defending against embarrassment or threat (Argyris and Schon, 1989 p.621). If not compromised by this selective focus is bias not a problem? Brown and Gaventa argue effectively that it is in making the case for an "insider outsider" perspective allying an immersed researcher with an outside observer to defend against the insider "coming equipped with a full set of biases" (Brown and Gaventa, 2008 p.10) how does one contend with the popular notion that 'outsider' scientists and the scientific community are more committed to rigour in gathering and interpreting their data than are immersed social scientists? In arguing they are not, Kuhn reminds us of a substantial sociological dimension to scientific research (Kuhn, 1962): any prevailing scientific view is shaped culturally, institutionally and socially. It is never the outcome of raw investigation and neutral analysis. 

Against Brown and Gaventa's concern the biases of the outsider should also be considered. The outsider is never neutral. Against the concerns of Argyris and Schon the writer owns his leaning toward Flyvbjerg’s claim (2006) that rich engagement with case study material is more likely to shape a researcher's perceptions than a researcher is likely to shape the material: 

Researchers who have conducted intensive, in-depth case studies typically report that their preconceived views, assumptions, concepts, and hypotheses were wrong and that the case material has compelled them to revise their hypotheses on essential points.
(Flyvbjerg, 2006 p.235)

In the following account of action research at GNDR the researcher's starting point, for example, was based on a model of learning framed by CoPs. After a substantial investment of time and energy the researcher was forced by the case itself to recognise the ineffectiveness of this framework, posited as it was on informal interactive learning between network members which was manifestly not developing, whilst at the same time other learning mechanisms of which the researcher was initially critical were emerging (Annex 3.1). The author was significantly influenced by the view that an action research perspective would be likely to yield illuminating answers to his research questions through the potency of its engagement with primary data. This was epistemologically consistent with the design of the investigation as intended to yield subtle, contemporary understandings of new possibilities of horizontal learning through the use of social media.

From Situated Experience to Gathered Data 
The nature of data gathered

The researcher’s access to primary data for the study was assured through his extended engagement with the GNDR from November 2008 onwards. This study spanned three years, and the researcher is still engaged with the network at the time of writing (see figure 1.1, p.44). A benefit of this immersed perspective was the opportunity to access rich information through this functional participation and personal interaction. It also enhanced in his judgement sensitivity to detect, appreciate and take account of cultural, social and emotional nuances of phenomena. With the international network established only 18 months and new member organisations coming on board from different regions of the world, his alertness to the possibility of cultural currents and institutional legacies was indispensable for proceeding cautiously with material he might misunderstand in the first instance. GNDR’s goal to link together civil society organisations, typically national and international NGOs, with an interest in disaster risk reduction (DRR: to be explained in the next chapter) would be interpreted differently by different organisations. Continuous access to earlier project documents and archives allowed the researcher to retain a longer term view when receiving emails and telephone calls which also were possible data. Comparing past communications with present helped him ‘read in between the lines’ of this abundant communications database. In vivo data prompted by the writer’s central position in the network and his growing relationships with its members also constituted the study’s database. The next chapter will detail the structure of, and numbers in the GNDR but access can be noted here to the chairman of the secretariat and the 12-person advisory board. The researcher also attended occasional meetings of regional groupings taking place for training purposes, and several major international meetings. These provided face-to-face contact with both informal opportunities for observation and note taking plus structured mechanisms like surveys and feedback ratings. Access to this kind of data allowed probing and follow-up of initial themes and emergent issues. Annex 3.2 illustrates, for example, how his initial emphasis on a facilitative leadership style in the network led to the researcher gathering and coding data which – while partially supporting this view – revealed through interview and discussion a duality of leadership and facilitation, termed by the researcher interpretive leadership, as necessary in the space defined by the network. It also illustrates the interplay of immersed action and research as whilst some of the actions taken were directly driven by the research imperative, they might properly have been taken anyway in the role of reflective practitioner.

The major activity of the network during the period of study was a shared monitoring and research action undertaken by member organisations, called Views from the Frontline (VFL). Approximately 40 organisations participated in this in 2009 and 69 two years later in 2011. The term action research was used loosely by the network to refer specifically to the survey based data gathering activity which was at the heart of VFL. Action research on a different level was also undertaken by the network in performing a periodic learning review of the VFL action. Its purpose was to reflect on the action and to learn from it, both at the global network level and the local action level. Therefore the network itself generated data based on its praxis, independent of any initiative of the researcher but in collaboration with the project manager. As noted above the researcher/project manager duality engaged in data gathering in ways which were sometimes distinct to the roles (as in the previously cited case of gathering and coding data on leadership) and sometimes merged, as in this case of the learning review. We summarise the array of data sources gathered both through the direct actions of the researcher, and intrinsically within his project manager role, below:

The range of data gathered

The researcher had access to five types of data:

1. Background and context: 

Archive and historical sources primarily from the network and from the UN agency UNISDR

2. Quantitative data on network interactions
Email databases

Email lists

Web statistics

3. Qualitative data on network interactions
Online discussions

Surveys and questionnaires 

4. Network praxis
VFL 2009 and VFL 2011 data

VFL 2009 Learning review 

2009 Global Workshop records, including surveys and voting system data
5. Observational data and reflection
Personal records and narrative
Structured member check interviews

These are discussed below:
1.  Background and context
This data predated the action research and offers a pre-study perspective on its context. It includes the worldwide thematic area of disaster reduction which emerged and in turn created the conditions for the emergence of the GNDR. The UN institution concerned with Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR), the United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction secretariat (UNISDR), holds a store of documents relating to its own activities and the wider DRR community on two servers, its own and a resource site serving the DRR community: Preventionweb. UNISDR also provided an email list service for the emerging network from its founding in 2007. This provides a chronological archive of all correspondence across this email list from that date, including all official announcements and documentation as well as the content of a number of online discussions. Minutes of the network’s steering group meetings, updates and project information are also available in these archives. (Structured interviews, referred to below, also provided data on this period).
2. Quantitative data on network interactions
The researcher, in his role as project manager, maintained a high frequency of correspondence with network members concerned with the main project activity – Views from the Frontline – and other network development activities. Over the period from November 2008 - May 2011 20,029 emails were recorded. The statistics of the overall email traffic and of traffic with particular individuals have been used to produce general observations about trends and levels of communications activity. The email databases were archived and several were therefore held. These were all examined as part of the data gathering phase. Where specific themes of interest emerged these correspondences were grouped for further examination. In some cases the coding method (see next section of chapter) was employed to examine correspondence through a different lens. This method was found in several cases to reveal unexpected and challenging emphases and concerns – an example of the data shaping the researcher's perceptions rather than the reverse. A range of email lists (services in which all those who are signed up can send messages to the entire list, and receive all messages sent to that list) have also been employed. These data sources have provided data showing trends in overall communication and in communications with and from specific stakeholders during the study period. For example the overall data on email traffic has been recorded and presented (p.150) to assess whether there has been a progressive increase in use of social media. Making sense of this data cannot be done in isolation as the reflection below from the project manager suggests: 

Is the interpretation of data from email and the web flawed? Was I mistaken in describing the low level of take-up for these facilities as reflecting thin communications; by which I initially meant the limited ability of text based communication to express rich messages leading to limited usage? The development of this perspective was driven to a certain extent by frustration – an emotional reaction. Another emotional reaction was rejection. Why didn't people want to participate? Wouldn't a more dispassionate and less engaged observer suggest that this is in the nature of network building; that it's a percentages game and only a certain percentage ever engage; and that, as another network leader had told me, a network takes typically four years to develop critical mass. 

I think in retrospect I was both wrong and right. I was wrong to develop that view that soon. These things do take time. However, having taken this perspective it did encourage me to look at the shared action more closely, a chance benefit which opened up a new and significant trail. More significantly, later data which  tracked levels of communication showed no discernible upward trend, suggesting that while I'd been wrong to make the interpretation at that early stage, in fact other grounds emerged for supporting that interpretation.

(Project manager reflections, Annex 3.6)

Web statistics relate to the network's use of websites, which were initially founded by the project manager shortly after his engagement, and were developed in several iterations during the study period. The websites fulfilled two distinct functions. One was to present information to network members and to other audiences such as related organisations, media and the public. In this sense the websites were a shop window for GNDR. The other function was specific to communications with network members. The site has provided social media functions specifically for the use of network members, including forums, messaging, document stores and media stores for audio and video material. The data which can be gathered from these sites relates primarily to the number of hits, over time, on different areas of the site. Utilisation of members' resources, for example, can be tracked over a period of time to assess whether engagement with facilities for communications or for access to information are changing over time, providing data to inform discussion of take-up of social media communications functions. 

3. Qualitative data on network interactions
Online discussions are different in nature from general email communication and from the informal correspondence through email discussion lists. They are formal rather than informal communication events. These have been used as specific communications and collaboration events, distinct from regular informal communication. They are announced, based on a specific theme, take place over a specific period, and are facilitated with encouragement to participate, a series of trigger questions and periodic summaries. The facilitation is typically based on the convenor issuing repeated invitations to participate, managing any problematic communications, providing regular steers to invite response to points that are raised, offering occasional summaries and further questions, and providing a concluding summary. A coding method has been applied to these discussions (see next section of chapter) to highlight particular themes and views which emerge. For example a trail of evidence increasingly drew the researcher's attention to what he came to refer to as the primacy of the local through a sequence of observations recounted here:

1. Comments in the VFL 2009 project learning review (see Chapter 5 p161) highlighted benefits of local capacity building and local partnership building. 

2. An online consultation in preparation for the Global Workshop was coded from the text material, showing an emphasis on local awareness and local networking from responses (Annex 5.10)

3. These were reinforced by consultation and surveys at the network's Global Workshop in Jan 2010 which placed a high rating on local capacity building and action (see Chapter 5 p164). 

4. An online email discussion in July 2011 (see p.183) drew the researcher's attention to the specific value placed local capacity building. 

5. Consultation with network members in field interviews in Cameroon and Bangladesh (notes of Project Manager reflections Annex 3.6 xxvii) explicated these data items as reflecting, in common, a concern for local level understanding and support for local level action which contrasted with: 

6. Evidence from Steering group minutes showed their contrasting strategic emphasis on the global (Chapter 5 p.168). 

Surveys and questionnaires, also used during the research,  are typically used as market research tools. Zoomerang and Survey Monkey, for example, allow surveys to be created and conducted online. Whilst the data gathered in this way is limited (typically consisting of responses to multiple choice questions or of ratings scoring options), they can be completed quickly and easily. These tools have been used at several points in the history of the network to consult members. The first of these was soon after its founding (using Zoomerang).  Subsequent surveys were conducted during the learning review, at the Global Workshop (see below) and at the conclusion of a project engaging network members in creating video case studies, entitled Action at the Frontline (AFL). These surveys were not used to generate quantitative data (to be used in testing ideas or assumptions, for example). Rather, they were used in a qualitative sense to detect member attitudes, views and priorities and to highlight unexpected behaviour. An example is the Action at the Frontline survey referred to above, (Annex 5.7) which combines Likert scale voting on aspects of the project with free text comments to identify the most significant changes engendered by this project.

4. Network praxis 

The network itself engaged in reflection on its actions. The nature of the VFL research (GNDR, 2009b and 2011i) is twofold. Firstly the action involves participants in research on attitudes and assessments of progress in Disaster Risk Reduction through a wide scale survey. Secondly the overall project includes cycles of reflection through a formal learning review based on a survey of participants and a cycle of feedback by them on a report; followed by a Global Workshop gathering many of the participants to promote reflective learning at local and global level.

The learning review exemplified action research activity focused on the network as an integral part of the its activities. It was conducted between September - November 2009. This was an extensive consultation using questionnaires inviting respondents to give richer qualitative reflections on the 2009 VFL project – its implementation, outcomes, and their learning from these. Forty one organisations who had participated in the VFL initiative participated in it. The survey, managed by an external consultant to the network, covered the following topics:-

1. Review of Views from the Frontline (VFL) Objectives 
2. Review of VFL Outcomes

3. Review of VFL project validity

4. Self-Evaluation by the respondents
5. Review of VFL Project Support and Assistance

6. Level of Participation
7. General Questions
The survey document is reproduced as annex 3.3. Though the primary focus was on the VFL 2009 project, sections 3, 4, 6 and 7 of it provided more general insights, producing some surprising and unexpected outcomes which were to influence the progress of the action research. An example is the recognition of learning at the local level about partnership formation, which was not part of the project design but was reported as a strong outcome by participants (p.163)  

5. Observational data and reflection
Intrinsic to a strategy of action research is researcher discipline to make continuous observations and keep regular notes. In this thesis, the nature and range of this data gathered have helped capture experiential context behind the telling of the story. The intention of this source of data is to be able to draw the reader in closer to the action scene, providing an intuitive feel of the social and emotional dimensions of the activities of network members and other stakeholders. In some cases these impressions were to coalesce into significant themes, such as the one paralleling the notion of 'cosmopolitan activists' (Tarrow, 2000) to a role the researcher was confronted with forcefully at the first UNISDR Global Platform for Disaster Reduction meeting he attended in June 2009: 

From my perspective the event was a culture shock. Over a thousand people, primarily from national governments, were present. Among the NGO fraternity, many of whom we were collaborating with, it was noticeable that whatever their roots they seemed to have similar attitudes and lifestyles. [. . .] In my notes I referred to them as pan-global professionals, wondering whether they felt particularly stateless as a result of the time they spent travelling and staying in hotels to attend the round of conferences, workshops and meetings. Conversely I wondered how representative they were of the frontline of which they spoke with such passion. [...] My personal perspective on this influences my perception as I [...] have never liked new situations, prefer the richness of a long established social/environmental milieu, and don't even like being away from home. I therefore have a potential bias against pan global professionals, seeing their lifestyle as superficial and disengaged. [...] This, therefore, is a personal prejudice. Nevertheless the often heard question "in whose name?" is, I feel, valid. If one claims to act for a local reality one needs to know that reality, and to know it one must have identity with it. Pan Global Professionals have a weak cartoon picture of local realities.

(Project manager reflection, Annex 3.6xiii)

While the acceptance of the self as a legitimate instrument for the action researcher is nothing new (see Mann, 2005 for example), here the personal encounter at the conference triggered what another research had also conceptualised. It exemplifies how the range of data the researcher accessed during the study, even when gathered impressionistically, nevertheless might contribute something significant to the analysis.

Member check was also applied both informally (through conversations with network members and the network chair) and through a formal process of consultation of network members and other stakeholders.  Eight interviews were conducted. Two network members were interviewed in the field, in Bangladesh and Uganda. A further member was interviewed by email. Two members of UNISDR were interviewed using Skype with a recording facility. This method was also adopted to interview one steering group member and one external consultant. The questionnaire used as the basis of the interviews is included as annex 3.4. Whilst in general the interviews tended to confirm and support the provisional conclusions being reached by the researcher and the network, two of the interviews provided significant and unexpected input. For example in one case the interviewee reflected on the increasing expectation for funding from members and allied it to what has elsewhere been described as a subcontractor model. He suggested that where the members felt ownership of the network they would be less likely to expect significant funding, as he also noted from personal experience that the hard costs of VFL per member organisation were not high. Finally this led him to highlight the selection of the Steering Group as an important factor in generating ownership among network members. If this group was seen to be representative then this would strengthen ownership (this is not currently the case). These observations alerted the researcher to a link between proximate behaviour (requests for funding) and a deeper interpretive leadership issue (representation and ownership).

From Gathered Data to Particular Meaning

The researcher now has sufficient distance from embarking on his action scene to own the underlying hypothetical proposition in mind held perhaps less consciously at the time, which now has been depicted explicitly in the research question informing the thesis. His implicit assumption then was that some other kind of learning, what he would come to call horizontal learning, could both foster and benefit from local experiential knowledge. His practice bias was in turn intellectually bolstered by established frameworks of communities of practice and networks with which he was familiar. And of course his professional career was keeping him in the forefront of the new scope of social media in communications environments where horizontal learning could be shared in non or less hierarchical ways. This informal hypothesis that social media in international development networks could promote horizontal learning led the researcher to take specific actions in collaboration with colleagues in the GNDR. Among these were: proposing an overall framework for learning across the network based on the communities of practice and networks model; establishing a social media platform based on websites and other media; and promoting use of these through the network. The writer can also now acknowledge how his active engagement during the study rapidly changed the mode of the research in practice. The initial hypothesis-driven actions privileging horizontal learning and the use of social media were to some extent to be overtaken by events in the real world context of the GNDR project. The project manager reflects on this transition:

VFL [. . .] isn't the kind of project I warm to. It is quantitative, observational, monitoring, index based. Having been immersed in the battle to deliver it and finally spending the weekend before GP-DRR driving down to Geneva with the just-delivered reports the finale was a tremendous high. For myself, the small team who worked with us, and also for many of the network members there was a real sense of achievement. [. . .] These emotional undertones may have played a part in making me look again and more closely at VFL, despite my original goal of promoting the CoP. Maybe they made me 'force' the discovery of local learning as an outcome of the project. The question, then, would be whether these outcomes were valid sense-makings, rather than just the forcing of a preferred framework over messy reality. I think that this complex of motivations and interests is undeniably a factor; however it led to further shared experiments and discussions which supported rather than rejecting this account; for example in the learning review and discussion on it, and in the use of the idea of structured activities to frame the Action at the Frontline case studies. I would summarise that researcher bias may tune the researcher to certain ways of making sense. A more complex version of this effect is what happened here, where reaction against VFL flipped to a more positive view as a result of the immersed engagement, leading the researcher to emphasise his preferred themes of the local and of learning in examining the outcomes. In either case the test of the sense-making is whether it reveals further insights which support the interpretation or not.

(Project manager reflection, Annex 3.6xii)

Adherence to the initial focus which had attracted the researcher to the GNDR in the first place – that of promoting social media to facilitate horizontal learning at local level – was distracting attention from interesting events and interactions which were not fitting this initial frame. For example, the shared action of the VFL itself, as well as outcomes of that action which had not been anticipated by the researcher or other participants, was now exciting the researcher's interest. Annex 3.1 shows how an initial researcher bias was overturned by the data in this case.

So the style of investigation, including access to gather data and how it was put under an analytic lens, were shifting as a result of the researcher responding flexibly to participant experience. The externally driven orientation gave way, to be replaced by a more inductive and grounded approach, where data was accumulated and made sense of in more phenomena-sensitive ways. One illustration of this greater sensitivity to approaching data generation and analysis, outlined below, was how the writer developed a phenomenally shaped view of structured actions and communications: 

My initial framework and personal bias were towards informality and interactive working. Two strands of evidence directed my attention to the value of structured communication and action. Firstly, evidence from email archive data of contrasts between limited informal email communication and higher take-up for structured email discussions. Secondly, evidence from the VFL learning review of the value placed on the structured methodology of VFL . This  led me to apply what I earlier would have felt were prescriptive and constraining structures and templates to the Action at the Frontline video case study project, offering a very tight methodology for their production. The project itself had a very high take-up with 60 case studies being produced, and evidence from the post-project online survey indicated that participants valued the structured approach. Structured communication and shared actions developed as properties of the emerging descriptive framework as a result of this and other evidence.

 (Project manager reflections, Annex 3.6xxiii)

Gradually the researcher came to realise that this more responsive, theoretically more sensitive approach to sampling data and generating its socially constructed meanings had antecedents. In particular the influence of the principles of grounded theory and of co-operative enquiry came to his attention.  

Grounded theory

In grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990), the starting point is data rather than hypotheses. The approach is typically qualitative in nature and depends on analytic methods such as coding to raise ideas and interrelationships (emergent hypotheses) ‘grounded’ in observations. The processes of responsive questioning and of modification of entry assumptions indicated above in the researcher’s shifting priorities in the GNDR has much in common with a grounded approach to finding meaning and generating new insights beyond the scope of preconceived informal or formal assumptions. In this sense, the overlap between responsiveness in grounded theory and ongoing experimentation in action research conceptually legitimates the functional flexibility and re-framing of the project focus exhibited in coping with the project’s realities shifting. In retrospect, the nature of the action scene in the global network which became the case study for the action research fortuitously placed the researcher in the unusual situation of being able to propose and adapt new emphases and priorities as the network developed. He was entwining action and reflection cycles in acting as a project manager undertaking action research with iterations of progressive sampling and data-based coding; acting as a researcher influenced by grounded theory. A significant example of this was the development of understanding by both the researcher and the network of the influence of external power, in which network experience and reflection combined with researcher experience and reflection to develop insights into the influences of external power and how to make it visible (Annex 3.5).

Coding of data

At the heart of grounded theory is coding data to “mine” it (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Yin, 2003 p.110). Text-based data can be analysed manually or using Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Systems (CAQDAS). One benefit of the latter electronic method is allowing the researcher to take a step back from the data and retain sensitivity to alternative possibilities, thus discovering patterns which presuppositions may have blinded him to. Simple qualitative coding methods using a CAQDAS tool were applied to email correspondences, online discussions and questionnaires. These included:
1. Overall email traffic analysis examination including tracking specific correspondents: October 08 - March 11. 20029 responses

2. Learning review November 2009. 41 participants, analysis of free text feedback

3. Pre Global Workshop pre- conference email discussion Dec 2009. 21 participants, analysis of email text

4. Global Workshop free text consultation exercises Jan 2010. 73 free text responses

5. Online discussion May 2010. 21 participants, analysis of email text

6. Action at the Frontline Survey May 2011. 37 responses, analysis of free text responses

The rationale for introducing this kind of systematic method for analysing data was twofold: to bring order in managing and categorising portions of the vast information available for analysis, and to regularise the discipline in grounded theory of refraining from attending to the level of data by highlighting attention on themes and trends at a higher level of generality previously not detected or conceptualised by the researcher.

Coding was based on cutting and pasting the original correspondence into a single text string (where necessary) from multiple documents such as emails. A software tool, Text Analysis Markup System (TAMS), was used to generate codes and attach these to sections of text. With this method, the researcher would create terms to categorise themes that appeared relevant on a first sampling of the data. These were then systematically refined by those that did not appear relevant being rejected and those which were attracting similar categories being conflated. The text analysis thus is a system channelling the generation of codes from the data itself, rather than from pre-ordained or imposed categories from the outside (hypothetical deduction divorced from the phenomenal field). With the software running reports on the frequency of occurrence of particular codes, attention of the analyst could be drawn to themes which were dominant in a particular data set. For example, in examining output of a coding exercise on an online discussion (Annex 5.11), the researcher found unexpectedly that participants emphasised the value of field visits as a vehicle for learning and understanding. Referring back to the text behind these codes revealed an emphasis among the participants on the value of local level understanding and related capacity building. This discovery re-directed the researcher's attention to a divergence between the views of the network’s members and the opinions of the network's leaders about the relative importance of global and local action. This electronic method of coding data additionally generated useful insights in the analysis of the learning review and of several of the surveys and online discussions, other significant databases in the study.

Co-operative enquiry

Alongside the idea of grounded theory, the principles of cooperative enquiry have influenced the researcher’s analysis of data in the study. Heron (1996) situates this approach as consciously distinct from an external, observational approach and explicitly recognises the collaboration of participants as co-researchers. Both these criteria are found in the current study. Heron criticises the role of academic institutions as authoritarian actors retaining power structures as the status quo. He values research which is for people, rather than about people (Heron, 1996 p.19). This, he contends, strengthens the quality of enquiry by improving the reliability of information. His argument is that in a unilateral research design the person being researched may not feel a moral necessity to be transparent or honest. By contrast, if two people meet as active co-researchers they then have a shared concern for the purposes and progress of the investigation. The initiating researcher participates in a shared enterprise in an equal, peer-to-peer way, rather than as an expert exerting power in the situation. His epistemology echoes the sentiments of Hickey and Mohan (2005) and Freire (1970) in seeking transformation:

To put it crudely, the world needs cleaning up and we get a better and deeper view of it when we set out to acquire skills to transform it. In general [. . . ] I suggest the interdependence of the informative and the transformative, whilst asserting the primacy of the latter.
(Heron, 1996 p.48)

Heron identifies key questions in constructing a cooperative enquiry, some of which are relevant to the current study around the the nature of the ‘call’: who is the initiator?; what is the range of roles?; are all equal co-researchers? (Heron, 1996 p.22). He asks about the style of learning: Apollonian? or Dionysian? (Heron, 1996 p.48). The former a rational, structured style of learning and leading contrasted with the latter, diffuse, imaginal, spiralling and tacit. These questions have spurred and provoked the researcher’s methodological choices as they demand the creation of space for collaboration and the need to manage clearly unequal roles of researcher and network colleagues vis a vis the formal action research (and distinct from network functional reviewing and monitoring). Finally, Heron’s questions have given confidence to the researcher to trust a more Dionysian approach, allowing for tacit knowing and cyclical processes of questioning and reflection. Of reassurance to the researcher when contending with his shifting work priorities was how clearly compatible Heron’s influence was with Glaser and Strauss's (1967) view of grounded theory as emergent and iterative. 

From Particular Meaning to General Knowledge

As the process of generative interaction with data leads to progressive pattern recognition and conceptual interrelationship, what are the grounds for claiming the particular meaning of this case rings true beyond its substantive source? In illuminating the action scene under consideration here, does it offer parallel insight into other contexts? To paraphrase Glaser and Strauss's distinction between rich description and theory development, is the outcome of the current study simply a single conceptual account or can its conceptual yield be broadened to wider environments?  Could the findings and conclusions reached here, which would be likely to resonate with a CoP within the network, speak to a wider audience and be considered worthy of note elsewhere? Would these views be taken seriously as the basis of action in a non disaster risk-reduction setting? 

Triangulation and member checking.

Yin (2003, p.97) stipulates the criterion in a study of this nature of multiple sources of evidence and 'triangulation' of these sources. This clear chain of evidence helps provide objective support for qualitative research. It also meets our criterion for credibility in a qualitative methodology of proceeding systematically (as well as sensitively). Yin highlights the analytic device of member checking. Strauss and Corbin (1990) also argue that members should be consulted about the validity of proposed conclusions adopted. This influence on the research was prominent, informally adopted throughout the project in ongoing exchange and conscientiously invoked in deliberate dialogue with the secretariat, consultants and network members. In an extension of this analytic triangulation two network members collaborated in the production of a paper discussing some aspects of the ideas put forward in this thesis. This ‘member check’ is now to form part of a special issue of a practitioner journal, 'Jamba', which is focusing entirely on the network’s VFL project.

Single cases and multiple understandings

Armed with the above sensitive tactics for accessing data and for systematically generating meanings from it, the researcher also was asking how far the meanings might hold or apply. The chapter has been confirming the specific tools used for coding qualitative data in a flexible and grounded manner. It has depicted the care taken with participants in the action scene to collaboratively check the identification of emergent patterns and conceptual interrelationships. What remains to address is the methodological issue of how findings yielded from the data in this action scene might be understood beyond this study’s focus on the single case of the GNDR. Qualitative research, Strauss and Corbin remind us, is a “non-mathematical process of interpretation” (1990, p11), fit for the purpose of a study dealing meaningfully (literally, filling out meanings) with complexity. Tightly defined questions in rigid interviewing protocols properly delimit a quantitative approach to testing out hypotheses frequently not based in the empirical source where they are now being verified. Similarly, a contrived, as distinct from naturalistic, action scene properly constrains the range of material to be accessed and gathered to control contamination of variables. And respondents in a metric study approached as objects cannot then be accommodated as subjects co-investigating it. In this study, though, the drawing of these boundaries would negate the goal of understanding the  multidimensional action scene with multidisciplinary lenses worn by multicultural peers. Whilst some data sources in the current study such as surveys and email databases are quantitatively handled, the material accessed from them nevertheless informs a discursive qualitative discourse, rather than providing hard evidence as part of a metric process of falsification. 

A qualitative study can of course embrace a range of cases. A multiple case approach enables comparison, suitable when it is known ahead of time what aspects of the cases are to be compared. A comparative study of global action networks conducted by Waddell and Khagram (2006) is a good example of this. The study yields helpful general observations about the structure and development of networks, parameters assumed hypothetically to be significant. But the requirement to identify and map these related themes and behaviours between networks invited a detached, observational, temporary research role. The rich engagement with a single action scene has, the researcher believes, provided opportunities to iteratively reflect on action and participate in further actions and innovations in pursuit of sense-making of the phenomena. In addition, the dynamically changing action scene of the network in its early growth phase, which has been the subject of the research, does not invite easy or helpful comparison with another action scene due to its instability.

The methodological justification for the research pursued here generating knowledge socially constructed within one setting is that it might hold relevance for practical application within other environments. It therefore attempts to take account of social, behavioural and political aspects of knowledge creation and dissemination. Argyris and Schon (1989, pp.622,623) for example are sharply critical of action research which fails to address double-loop, or second order learning; the process of reflecting back behind the proximate and the symptomatic to deeper contextual themes and interrelationships. Power and powerlessness become critical factors, as do the psychosocial elements of motivation, agency and confidence in learning and action. With so many intangible (and uncountable) variables richly blending their influence in the new, enlarging network, an argument for a focus on comparisons of cases does not hold in the face of the strong case for making sense of a single case of intense, complex multi-causal reality. Miller et al (2008, p.3) caution us that even where the need for a multidisciplinary perspective is recognised, there can be a tendency for one discipline to take the lead (gaining 'epistemological sovereignty). They strive for epistemological pluralism to make sense of complex social-ecological systems through an integrated span of perspectives. Given the intention in this study to look for both expected and unexpected events and effects, perhaps the current study of GNDR qualifies in Yin's typology of single case studies as a 'revelatory case' owing to its uniqueness (Yin, 2003, p.42). 

Yin (2003, p.42) also reminds us a single case study is made up of multiple elements, existing on at least two dimensions. First are historical sequences of events. In the case especially of action research these will often be framed within iterative cycles of action and reflection which are progressively shaped and modified during the course of the research. Secondly are a number of participating actors. The action scene is composed in this case of multiple sub-units of analysis: network members and other stakeholders. So within the single case a large number of individual events and human units distinguished in space and time occur. There is plenty of scope for comparison within a single case study to refine and test out ideas and their properties to achieve meaning and possible transferability of wider relevance The sequential interaction of effects of power has been illustrated in Annex 3.5, and the mining of qualitative survey data from respondent groups ranging from 21-73 in number has also been discussed in this chapter. 

Re-cap of Methodology
The approach to data access and gathering and to making sense and wider understanding accounted for above reflects an intensely engaged period of action research focused on a single case. The method of meaning making and its interaction with data gathering processes have been challenged by the action scene itself, and this has intellectually stretched the researcher. He began with an implicit, general entry assumption that something at local level might be better for learning development and he alone would name it. 

. . . I felt disorientated however, having expected to be thinking primarily of a learning network and finding that the key activity was a highly organised action programme which I would have to not only understand but take a part in managing.

This was particularly troubling since my goal as a researcher was to gather data for my thesis, which had been solidly framed in the idea of a CoP type structure, including the two previous projects I'd intended to focus on. At this point I couldn't see past this and treated the two aspects of my work as distinct.

(Project Manager reflection, Annex 3.6i)

He finished up being influenced by a more grounded and co-operative emphasis which allowed him with others to more sensitively and systematically access and think about the data and its meanings. This shift in his approach had the benefits of allowing the researcher and colleagues to specify a variety of effects and influences on the learning processes under study, including actor dynamics, psychosocial aspects and power relations. The growth of the researcher through his methodology also gave him confidence to include triangulation of data sources and member checking of analytic outcomes which reflected collegiate shaping and development of patterns of meaning, rather than these being imposed alone by the researcher. An iterative process of substantive interaction over data and thinking about data has come to characterise the methodological interaction during the period of the study. 

A summary of the methodologies employed in relation to the research questions is presented in Table 3.1 below:

Table 3.1. Methodologies employed in response to the research questions

	Research Question

Does new thinking in the application of social media with grassroots community groups suggest ways in which the media can be meaningful tools in community development?
	· Reflective Practitioner

· Self as instrument

	Research sub-question 1
Is the Communities of Practice model as elaborated by Wenger an appropriate framework within which social media would be useful tools in development?
	· Action research

· Qualitative study

· Single case study

	Research sub-question 2
Would the application of such tools through this framework lead to effective dissemination and sharing of useful practical knowledge for development?
	· Grounded Theory

· Coding

· CAQDAS

· Quasi Quantitative data

	Research sub-question 3

Would this process, if successful, enable grassroots communities to define their own development understanding and path, in distinction to 'top down' models of development in which the knowledge of outside authorities is privileged over local knowledge?
	· Co-operative Enquiry

· Reflective practitioner

· Member checking

· Triangulation


We have noted that pursuing this process required subtle distinctions for two reasons. The project manager in his role in the network was analysing data concerned with the network as part of his role with GNDR – but that same material became experiential phenomena  gathered in the role of researcher. Also, the network itself conducted research and analysis; for example in the Learning Review and in the Action at the Frontline survey, and this research and analysis also became data gathered by the researcher.  The ordinary distinctions between phenomena, data and analysis can therefore flip in some cases. The author has attempted to tease this out in the reported account in Chapter 5.
In concluding this chapter setting out the writer’s values and rationales and choices in proceeding methodologically through his changing action scene, he ends sceptically: is this process of action research within a single case, based on a grounded and co-operative framework of collegiate interpretation of a range of data sources capable of generating insights and illuminating core properties of ideas generally understood by interested parties beyond it? The time is approaching in the construction of the thesis to find out, as the reader will soon encounter the action scene and then the findings of the study. It is here where the experiential phenomena were converted through sensitive access to a range of data sources enumerated above into data, and where data through systematic coding and triangulation also detailed above was shifted into meaning. The reader, if not familiar with the GNDR, will be in a good place to judge whether what follows can have relevance for other settings. 

Before proceeding to the case at the centre of this investigation and the account of the period of action research within the network, we offer further context behind the emergence of the GNDR and the thematic area of disaster risk reduction.

Chapter 4: Emergence of Disaster Risk Reduction and the Global Network for Disaster Reduction

Introduction

The context behind the action research, the methodology of which was justified in the preceding chapter and the narrative of which will be related in the next, is global disaster reduction. This intervening chapter identifies historical factors which shaped the establishment of the initial structure, goals and activities of the international network formed to address this recent specialised thematic area. We will see it has its own terminology, discourse and assumptions. The following account aims to ground the reader in these contextual elements as a backdrop before the account of the case study of the Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) is presented in Chapter 5. A central focus within the chapter is on the adoption and elaboration of the concept of disaster reduction within the United Nations. This is because the main drivers for the formation of GNDR were the activities of the UN secretariat concerned with disaster reduction and two ten year programmes of action led by the UN in this specialised field. While GNDR is independent of the UN, it and the UN programme on disaster reduction are inevitably inter-related. The institutional presence of the UN secretariat alerts us to the tendency towards techno-fix rather than transformation which is endemic in institutional behaviour and indeed the grounds for the emergence of GNDR suggest exactly that concern as a driver for this coalition. On the theme of power we will also be sensitive to power-plays within the emerging network. Does it take account of power relations in its initial architecture? The period considered within this chapter concludes when the account of the action research period in the next chapter begins. This cut-off point is used in telling the story of the study as it coincides with the author's appointment in November 2008 to GNDR, which led to the opportunity in the first place to conduct the action research. (It is noted the researcher continues to be engaged with GNDR at the time of writing.) GNDR was established June 2007 and launched its first major action, Views from the Frontline, at the time of the author’s appointment. Key events in this chapter, therefore, as depicted in the timeline below in figure 4.1 are all pre-November 2008:

Figure 4.1. Institutional emergence of Disaster Risk Reduction 1990-2008
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The timeline above identifies the formal adoption worldwide of the theme of disaster reduction through the launch of the UN Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction. This led to establishment of a ten year action plan – the Yokohama Strategy – in 1994. Midway through this plan's implementation, the UN established a secretariat, the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, with specific responsibility for this growing thematic area. The Yokohama Strategy was then succeeded by the UN Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), another ten year action plan, in 2005. A Global Network For Disaster Reduction was discussed and developed from 2005 onwards. Its launch in June 2007 reflected Civil Society concerns about the effectiveness and accountability of the UN programme to date in disaster reduction. Less than two years later, in November 2008, GNDR was embarking on its first major action, Views from the Frontline, intended to monitor and question the performance of the UN programmes. This timeline is unpacked in the sections that follow.

The emergence of disaster risk reduction 

Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) emerged as a thematic area in the 1980s, as a response to and in recognition of the growing incidence and costs of natural disasters.  

Figure 4.2. The incidence of recorded disasters 1900-2008. Source: EM-DAT. (2011)
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Figure 4.2 presents the recorded incidence of disasters from the internationally recognised EM-DAT database. it demonstrates a rapidly annually ascending  disaster rate from 1950 onwards. The growing humanitarian need, which this trend implied, absorbed ever increasing resources over the following decades. Humanitarian work tends to be focused on response. But as happens in the media after any major disaster, questions were asked increasingly about whether there could be better preparation so that the impact of disasters could be reduced (UNISDR, 2011). Those immersed in the business of Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) will be sensitive, even in this early thinking, to the divergence of technical responses to the proximate possibilities – termed preparedness – and more strategic approaches addressing underlying drivers of risk. The two views correspond with our terms techno-fix and transformation. 

DRR represents the convergence of various activities which were already being undertaken, such as hazard mapping, establishment of early warning systems, development of safe building practices, management of watercourses, environmental improvement to stabilise and protect watersheds, and many other preventative activities. It was the acknowledgement that institutional responses to natural disasters needed to consider reducing the vulnerability of communities through these information-gathering and preparatory means which led to the emergence of DRR as a thematic area. An institutional framing of this thematic area developed from 1990 onwards:

1990 ‘International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction’: The term ‘Natural Disaster Reduction’ had already gained traction within the UN system by 1987, when it was decided to designate the 1990s the ‘International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction’. At this point the humanitarian focus was more generally on disaster response, but the UN recognised the strategic importance, and also the cost benefits of a shift in focus towards prevention rather than response (UN, 1989). DRR can therefore be seen as a pragmatic response to the growing impact and cost of disasters, as risk reduction was hoped to be more cost effective than response. How was this view located? As a transformatory or a techno-fix strategy? Some critics suggest it embedded certain presuppositions on the part of its users. As with many development activities these tended to reflect a Western perception and bias. For example Heijmans (2009b, p.5) quotes villagers in central Java who are exposed to seasonal flooding saying "You think that flooding is a disaster for us, but it is not. We are used to the water and floods are part of our normal life”. Bankoff (2001, p.29) generalises this comment, suggesting that the representation of disasters and vulnerability by the West serves to perpetuate dependency on techno-fixes and to undervalue local knowledge and coping mechanisms. The institutional representation of disasters and disaster reduction must be recognised as being positioned within this Western frame of thought.
1994 Yokohama Strategy and Plan of Action for a Safer World: Coming at the midpoint of the International decade, the ten year UN programme established at the Yokohama conference emphasised the embedding of DRR in development policy, and the primary role of nations in taking responsibility for this. The Yokohama Strategy was to be the precursor to the Hyogo Framework for Action, which in turn triggered the emergence of GNDR.
1999 International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR): The UN general assembly founded UNISDR, based on the premise that risk reduction, rather than protection from hazards was at the heart of a holistic approach to disaster risk reduction. A hazard only leads to a risk if people are vulnerable to that hazard, and the approach therefore focuses on reducing vulnerability. As noted above the question of how vulnerability can be reduced – by the actions of external actors or by adaptive action by local actors – is contested. The system acquired a secretariat, based in Geneva.

2005 Hyogo Framework for Action: The visibility of DRR increased dramatically through the coincidence of the Boxing day Tsunami which devastated the coastlines of many Asian countries, and the Hyogo conference, called to agree a successor to the Yokohama strategy, which was held less than a month later in Japan. The recognition that preparedness and early warning could have mitigated the human and economic impact of the disaster drew attention to DRR as an effective response. The conference established a new ten year programme for Disaster Risk Reduction which had as its fundamental goal the aim of substantially reducing disaster losses by 2015 - in lives, and in the social, economic, and environmental assets of communities and countries. It did not, however, attach any quantitative targets to this goal; a point which would be of increasing concern to Civil Society organisations monitoring the framework as can be seen below. 

The UN has coordinated continuing programmes of policy development in DRR through the Yokohama strategy and its successor, the Hyogo Framework for Action. However it can be argued that the political will for investments in long term risk reduction is far lower than the will, also driven by the media and public sentiment, for humanitarian response to large scale disasters. Achieving effective implementation of activities which are less newsworthy and attractive for funding is an underlying challenge. This disjunction between policy and action sets the context for the emergence of GNDR.

(Information from UNISDR website: UNISDR, 2011 and Heijmans, 2009)

The UN - keeping the customer satisfied?
The United Nations was investing heavily in the new field of DRR through its two decades of natural disaster reduction, the 'Yokohama Strategy' and the 'Hyogo Framework for Action'. However the programmes were not without their critics, primarily from Civil Society organisations:

UNISDR is a very 'UN' organisation. It has no strong strategic vision, just  has elements on the list to be ticked off. It does whatever donors ask them to do. 
(GNDR Steering Group Member. GNDR, 2011g)

UNISDR is good on information and dissemination, but bad on following this through to a conclusion. It has a very limiting mandate.

(GNDR Member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)

And this from a UNISDR staff member:

I feel there is a lack of clarity about the UNISDR role. It's chiefly a 'convenor' and 'glue' but this is difficult because it has a lack of authority and awareness of what's happening on the ground.
(GNDR, 2011g)
Concerns such as these about whether the secretariat had teeth contributed to the genesis of an international network in disaster reduction at the 2005 meeting set up to establish the 'Hyogo Framework for Action'. By this point in the development of DRR and the UN programmes related to it, civil society organisations were themselves becoming active in this area. This was evidenced by publications such as Tearfund’s Mainstreaming disaster risk reduction: a tool for development organisations (La Trobe and Davis, 2005), Christian Aid’s Don’t be scared, be prepared: How disaster preparedness can save lives and money (Kwatra, 2005) and ActionAid’s In harm's way: How international finance institutions' policies can increase poor people's vulnerability to disaster (Moss and Alam, 2005). These organisations were starting to question the efficacy of the UN programmes – as was the UN through its own review processes:
In addition to a lack of systematic implementation, cooperation and reporting of progress to reduce risk and vulnerability to disasters, contributors to the Yokohama Review process have identified the following gaps and challenges . . .

(UN Review of Yokohama Strategy:UNISDR, 2005  p.19.

emphasis added)
The INGOs mentioned above were present at the Hyogo conference, lobbying on behalf of their constituencies. Their own work placed a great emphasis on CBDRM, Community-Based Disaster Risk Management. From this local-level perspective, the almost matter-of-fact admission above in the Yokohama review ("in addition to a lack of systematic implementation . . .") signified that whatever else was happening, the action plans were not making a consistent difference to the vulnerability of local communities exposed to natural hazards. Even the INGOs tended to focus in on technical approaches such as preparedness and mainstreaming as referred to in the publications above. Addressing second order issues, as ActionAid's publication did, is more risky, as Gaventa and Mayo illustrate in the case of the Global Campaign for Education, where they ascribe part of that network's success to the fact that it doesn't directly challenge deeper political and vested interests (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.27). It was activists from the International NGOs, lobbying at the 2005 Hyogo conference, who anticipated the benefits from cohering their concerns into a wider network. 
There was a critical mass of NGOs to do advocacy and lobbying of the system. ISDR  was focused on government and inter-government issues. I had been involved in the Yokohama strategy – people were saying local and community views were not being taken by UNISDR.
(GNDR Steering Group Member, GNDR 2011g)

In broad terms they saw its brief as challenging the effectiveness of the UN programme and holding to account its implementation by member countries. By implication an international network would be critical of, and challenging to the UNISDR secretariat. Perhaps, rather as Gaventa and Mayo suggest of the Global Campaign for Education, the members of the proposed network valued the safety of hiding behind the network rather than directly criticising the UN programme (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.22). What is also intriguing about the interrelationships of the new network's stakeholders is that UNISDR was supportive of, and in fact provided assistance to the new group as they prepared for the launch of GNDR 2007. 

The relationship between GNDR and UNISDR

UNISDR has not, during the period of the current study (Nov 2008 – Oct 2011), provided direct financial support to GNDR, whose funding has come from institutions including the Disasters Emergency Committee, OFDA (Part of USAID) the European Union, the Swedish development agency SIDA, and several other smaller institutional donors. However UNISDR provided convening facilities through making its mailing list aware of the emerging network, providing a venue and some expenses for initial planning activities, and providing an identity and status to the new network through hosting its webpage and collaborating on production of a case studies publication. The thin line between dependence and independence is captured in the following paragraph from the November 2007 Network Update, published just after the launch of the network by GNDR:-

The need for greater civil society representation in disaster risk reduction discourse has been recognised for several years leading to an initial consultation, instigated by the UNISDR, in Geneva October 2006. Since that time, several meetings were facilitated by the ISDR in order to build the leadership and ownership of NGOs in this process, including defining the purpose and objectives of the network. 

Importantly, following discussions held during the GP/DRR 2007, it was agreed the NGOs would assume full responsibilities for leading and advancing the development of the GNDR. The UNISDR secretariat would continue supporting the development of the Network.
(GNDR, 2007. Emphasis added)
Therefore on the one hand the network looked to ISDR for support, access to meetings and communications facilities, but on the other it was managed independently by a group of NGOs (described in more detail below). That the relationship had some value to UNISDR too is evidenced by tensions bubbling over in a subsequent correspondence between the network chair and the UNISDR staff member who managed the relationship. On the launch of the network's own website the UNISDR representative wrote to complain that their support for development of the network was not given sufficient acknowledgement:- 
All the work done, as well as the role played by UNISDR in making this Network a reality, must be given the visibility they deserve for the sake of consistency and credibility [ . . .] As you may recall, I have already raised a similar concern with you a couple of times [. . .] I hope you will take our recommendations into serious consideration this time.
(Email correspondence, December 2009. GNDR, 2009c)

What may seem a minor matter reflects the complexity of the relationship between the network and this secretariat of the UN in influencing policy and implementation. The tension between institutional independence and interdependence reflects dynamics of politics and power. Both UNISDR and the network's founding INGOs had a proprietorial view of this new actor.

Establishment of GNDR

The network established a steering group at the time of its launch. The chair reported that:

At the Geneva GP-DRR 2007
 a small Steering Group was officially appointed; responsible for providing guidance and oversight for the development of the Network. As far as is practicable the composition of this group is to be based on the principle of balanced and fair representation. The current group has 11 members (4 female / 7 male) from Africa, Asia, America and Europe
 (GNDR, 2007)

Note however that this group were not selected through any consultation process or voting. This point is pursued below. The first official communication from the network also proposed a series of discussion papers and debates, production of case studies and quarterly updates. Alongside this learning and communications activity the chair mentioned a possible joint activity:-

. . . it should not be too difficult to build a credible picture of progress towards critical aspects of DRR to improve the lives of those most “at risk” – for example: civil society inputs into multi-stakeholder platforms; proactive attempts to bring women and gender perspectives into decision-making processes; genuine partnerships with local governments, etc, etc. 

The key findings / recommendations from the GNDR studies would serve to inform a civil society presentation at the main proceedings of the GP-DRR 2009, and in effect, would provide our own baseline to the GP-DRR 2009 against which we could measure progress in subsequent years. 

(GNDR, 2007) 
Two critical building blocks of the network are already identified in the above comments. Firstly the governance of the network was, and has, been largely driven by a central secretariat and steering group which were selected without reference to the (then largely passive) membership. Secondly the activity which would become VFL was already under discussion during the first months after the network was formed. The role of such a 'shared action' – a centrally coordinated action undertaken individually by network member organisations – in the development of the network will be seen to be central to its character and progress, supplanting other goals of learning and information sharing which had been referred to at this point.

It should be noted also that at this early stage of the network's development term 'network' may not be the most accurate description of the organisation. The Oxford English Dictionary (2002) defines an organisational network as "a group or system of interconnected people or things" whereas the structure at this point was actually 'hub and spoke' with largely unidirectional communication from the central 'hub' to a number of passive 'spokes'. The term 'alliance', for example, might have been a more appropriate description of the initial structure.
The Delhi Workshop
Much of the initial shaping of the network, which would heavily influence its activities and progress, took place at a single two day workshop for the newly formed Steering Group, held in Delhi in March 2008. There is no evidence of any formal activity on the part of the network in the period between its launch and this workshop. This section considers the form and function which emerged from the meeting and from a survey of its initial membership held soon afterwards.

The overall structure of GNDR

The network structure consisted of a Steering Group, a Secretariat and members. Several institutions were also significant stakeholders in its activities. These are summarised below:

Steering Group

The steering group is the central governing body of the network. During the period of the study this group consisted of members who had been selected in an ad hoc, informal way rather than through a formal or democratic process. Many had been prime movers in the founding of the network. The steering group was intended to consist of approximately 12 active and experienced DRR practitioners from the Global North and South, reflecting a gender balance, and based within INGOs or NGOs. The chair (see below) was in fact also the head of the executive secretariat. Whilst this was the central decision-making body of the network the governing documents also specified that major decisions had to be made with the agreement of the whole membership. The impression formed from participation in steering group meetings by the researcher was that as a consequence of the high level roles many secretariat members had they were very busy and often had little time to give to GNDR matters. In some cases the impression was also given that they valued having some control over GNDR's activities where they overlapped with their own concerns, and they would become active where this was the case. 

Secretariat

The secretariat of the network is the executive body. It acts in theory on the instructions of the Steering Group. In practice it tends to shape activities and secure approval from the Steering Group, as this body only meets via teleconferences on a quarterly basis, is often barely quorate and sometimes inquorate. The secretariat consisted initially solely of the chair, who had been seconded from one of the main supporting INGOs. It later appointed a project manager (the researcher) and makes use of a part time administrator and part time accountant. It also makes use of consultants on an ad hoc basis.

Members

The intention of the network was that the membership would consist of civil society organisations concerned with DRR. Particular individuals would be the contact points for each organisation. The organisations would range from small in-country Civil Society Organisations to larger NGOs and INGOs. However the membership criteria of the network have been extremely loose. The membership has been defined in several ways over time:

At launch: A mailing list which had accumulated at ISDR, including people who had expressed interest at the 2005 and 2007 UN conferences, was established as the GNDR mailing list and regarded as the membership. There were approximately 600 members. However the only data held was the name and email address of a contact person.

After establishment of the network's own mailing list separately from UNISDR: Members were requested to sign up separately to GNDR's own system and to add organisation and other details to their profile. Less than a third of members have ever provided any information for such a profile. The membership of the network has therefore continued to be loose and ill-determined. Without a specific incentive to provide formal information many members do not do so. Whilst the full members are defined as civil society organisations, in practice the contact tends to be with particular individuals within each organisation. In many cases there is one particular contact, in some there are two or three. This list has grown over the period from 2009 to 2011 to over 700 members.

VFL Participants - the core membership: The network's main activity is VFL (described below) and participant organisations who were involved in this consisted of 10-12 Regional Coordinating Organisations (RCOs) selected by request or invitation, and 40-70 National Coordinating Organisations (NCOs). The figures represent the ranges from launch of VFL to the end of the study period. The identity of these organisations was known in much more detail than those of other signed up members, as these organisations collaborated closely with the network, participated in training, established Memoranda of Agreement and provided reports. These participants ranged from small in-country Civil Society Organisations to national NGOs and country offices of INGOs. A snapshot of membership in April 2011 showed that the majority of these organisations were based within an individual country, with only 26 of the 70 being linked to an international level organisation. The NCOs also engaged organisations in the countries where they operated to assist in the survey work, referred to as Participating Organisations (POs). However the POs (511 organisations) interact primarily with their NCOs and not with the wider network. The organogram used by GNDR in relation to its VFL activity is shown below in figure 4.3 below:-

Figure 4.3. GNDR Organogram for VFL

[image: image4]
Key informant groups in the organogram are the respondents consulted in the survey which is the central action of VFL. The diagram, reproduced from GNDR documentation, does not show RCOs, who would appear as an intermediary layer between NCOs and the Secretariat. In the account which follows the term 'members' refers to the NCOs and RCOs (a maximum of 75 during the study period as some RCOs also act as NCOS). These were normally represented by one (or sometimes a maximum of two or three) contacts and these individuals normally represented their organisation for the whole of the study period.  Others signed up to the email lists used by GNDR are referred to as subscribers.

Significant external Stakeholders.

UNISDR has been highlighted as a significant external stakeholder. The account given in the case study and the following discussion will consider this relationship.

The founding INGOs also had a particular interest. As recounted above it had been their awareness that they could exert greater pressure on ISDR by collaborating which led them to support the founding of GNDR. One INGO was appointed to host the network's secretariat, providing a legal identity, accounting services and desk space. 

Related networks and organisations also had an interest in GNDR. For example in the UK the DRR group of the BOND network of NGOs saw benefits in GNDRs establishment and activities. In the USA the 'Interaction' group of NGOs shared a similar view, and in Asia the Asian Disaster Risk Reduction Network (ADRRN) saw benefits in collaborating with GNDR to expand its influence. 

Funding organisations have supported GNDR in most cases because of its contribution to building up capacity for community level DRR amongst NGOs. During the study period funding was provided in relation to the programmes of work GNDR established, rather than the funding organisations requesting GNDR to pursue particular activities, leaving the network free to establish and pursue its own strategy.

The steering group meet face to face: The Delhi meeting

Due to the global distribution of the network, it was unusual for any of those involved with it to meet face to face. Such a meeting of the newly established steering group (SG) was held in Delhi on the 10th-11th March 2008, nine months  after the founding of the network (GNDR, 2008). Whilst the network had virtually no interaction between its subscribers over the period of its early development, the SG was a 'network within a network' which engaged in more regular interactions. SG members were typically linked to international NGOs and were what Tarrow describes as 'Cosmopolitan Activists' (Tarrow, 2000 section V) with strong networking linkages and high mobility (See p.82). The table below shows the members' location and organisations:-
Table 4.1. Steering Group composition (GNDR, 2008)
	Steering Group 

Member
	Location
	Organisation

	Chair
	UK
	Tearfund (INGO)

	Member 1
	India
	Large NGO and ADRRN regional network

	Member 2
	USA
	World Vision (INGO)

	Member 3
	Sri Lanka
	Practical Action (INGO)

	Member 4
	USA/Indonesia
	Mercy Corps (INGO)

	Member 5
	Kenya
	ActionAid (INGO)

	Member 6
	UK
	Christian Aid (INGO)

	Member 7
	UK
	UNICEF (International Institution)

	Member 8
	Pakistan
	Aga Khan Foundation (International network)

	Member 9
	India
	GROOTS network (International network)

	Member 10
	USA
	Mercy Corps (INGO)

	Member 11
	Switzerland
	Provention Consortium (International Partnership)


The SG makeup which is listed in table 4.1 above shows that all members were part of international organisations. Many of the steering group members were well known to each other from their activity in this specialist area over a number of years and were therefore regularly interacting. Apart from face to face meetings at the two-yearly UN Global Platform and the Delhi workshop the latter group had a regular quarterly telephone conference, and would also tend to meet one another at various other conferences and events.
The distinction between these high level staff members of INGOs and the local level organisations and people they were meant to represent was troubling to the researcher. Did these people really represent the constituency they claimed to serve or was their focus on the international meta-community of similar actors, meeting at international conferences and workshops, which was where they typically operated? One SG member who represented a grassroots organisation stated:

As professionals we tend to design processes which we then want community leaders to fit into rather than working with communities to design processes that they are comfortable with.’
(Personal communication: email, 13/08/2009)

It seemed important to distinguish between local civil society and what has been termed Global Civil Society (Keane, 2003 p.10, Scholte, 1999) and its Cosmopolitan Activist actors as they operate in different milieus and have different connectivities; being sensitive to Cogburn's question "In whose name are the civil society actors speaking, and to what degree are they representing their constituencies?" (Cogburn, 2006 p.5). This contrast between international and local recurs as the study proceeds. The network can be seen as consisting, at the date of this meeting, of two contrasting elements: a passive network (or 'alliance')  with very little interaction; and a 'network within a network' comprising the highly interconnected and interactive steering group members. The limited degree of interconnectedness of the wider network, and the emergence of active sub-groups within the network will be considered during the case study account.
Functions of the network - Steering Group Discussion

The Delhi workshop made use of the 'Network Functions Approach'  (Ramalingam et al, 2008) to help define the network. At the heart of this approach  is the use of six network functions which are matched to a network to identify its priorities.

Community-building: Promoting and sustaining the values and standards of the group of individuals or organisations.

Filtering: Organising and managing information for members which is worth paying attention to.

Amplifying: Helping to  take new, little-known or little understood Ideas and making them public.

Learning and facilitating: Helping members carry out their activities more efficiently and effectively

Investing and providing: Offering a means to provide members with the resources they need to carry out their main activities.

Convening: Bringing together different, distinct people or groups of people.
(From Ramalingam et al, 2008)

These functions are not necessarily all present or emphasised in any particular network. The point is, rather, that by agreeing which functions are desired the network structure and organisation can then be shaped to support them. In this case, according to records of the discussions (GNDR, 2008), the main emphasis of the group was on 'community building' in order to coordinate an 'amplifying function'. These comments can be seen as precursors to the next topic of discussion which was about a specific activity intended to coordinate the network (community building) in order to monitor and challenge claimed progress on the Hyogo framework for action (an amplifying function). After general discussion about the network and about the network functions described above, Day two of the workshop focused on the 'Global Network Study' referred to in the November 2007 update, which had now been named 'Views from the Frontline' (VFL). The whole day was given over to discussing this project, and the action points resulting from the meeting show that it had rapidly become the main focus of the network. Of 13 action points, 8 were directly concerned with VFL, showing the priority placed by the group on VFL as its central activity in the italicised emphases. 

Table 4.2. Action points from Delhi workshop

	1. Define review management / governance structure 

	2. Develop relevant TORs and establish Global Review Working Group (12 persons - exact composition tbc -  to include: regional  and Steering Group representation - Chair, A, B, C, LAC person, others…..)

	3. Global review working group to have quarterly conference calls

	4. Identify Advisory cluster / group (composition tbc – to include research methodology advisor – INTRAC? )

	5. Identify national contact points for review process (see inventory questionnaire)

	6. Develop clear research methodology with key steps, clear communications channel

	7. Develop supporting slide pack to promote review amongst membership / key stakeholders, mobilise engagement and wider ownership -  asap – April 2008 ?

	8. Map out network within Steering Group members sphere of influence 

	9. Make presentations to own organisations, development forums, national and regional networks 

	10. Global Network Progress update to full listing  - April 2008.

	11. Z to recruit full time assistant / project manager asap  

	12. Thank you letter to DEC on behalf of the SG

	13. Identify key donor and implementing government partners 


(GNDR, 2008. Emphasis added)
The concept of VFL was that data could be gathered from the local community level by GNDR members, based on indicators related to the UN's ten year action plan. This data could be presented at the forthcoming UN review meeting to give a community and civil society perspective.  It was felt by the group that it could complement and perhaps contrast with the UN's own monitoring activity, which was based on self-reporting by governments. Whilst other activities such as 'Increased access to resources at local level', and 'Global Network development' were included in the discussions the practical action plan was mainly focused on the emerging VFL joint action. One reason for this sharp focus was that the action was heavily constrained by an immoveable deadline. Having stated that the project would contribute to the forthcoming UN 'Global Platform' the work had to be completed by June 2009 – the date of that platform. As a consequence communications, joint learning, case study development and other 'community' activities would have to take a back seat while VFL was mobilised.
What did members want from the network?

The secretariat implemented an online survey of subscribers, conducted between June and August 2008. This profiled the network on the basis of responses from 53 organisations (GNDR, 2008b). As has been noted above membership at this point simply represented subscribers to an email list who were representatives of their organisations. It did not either signify any level of engagement, or provide any information on the identity of the members. (As outlined above, after the launch of VFL the term 'members' is reserved for the NCOs and RCOs involved in VFL, unless otherwise specifically indicated). The survey was a first attempt to gather information about the identity of those on the GNDR mailing list. Those who responded to the survey included NGOs ranging in size from less than 25 staff to large organisations with over 500 staff – in other words organisations ranging from small in-country civil society organisations to international NGOs. The survey gathered basic membership data including country, organisation size and focus of activity. It also asked members "Please briefly tell us why you are interested in working with the Global Network for Disaster Reduction" and "What does your organisation expect from the network?". 18 responses were received to each of these open-ended questions. As noted above, whilst the network has had up to 700 subscribers to its email list, the number participating in activities has been much smaller, ranging from 40 to 70 NCOs. In relation to this, the level of 18 responses to the qualitative survey is considered sufficient to serve as an indication of the concerns of the active membership. Responses have been categorised below in relation to the network's objectives:
Figure 4.4. Chart of member responses to question about their expectations of the Global Network for Disaster Reduction: August 2008 (GNDR, 2008b)
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It is notable, from the data presented in Figure 4.4, that whilst the emerging emphasis of the Steering Group was on the VFL survey project, this early survey of subscribers suggests a preference for a local focus, as the greatest number of responses related to objective 3, which received 11 responses. Whilst the sample here was small, this emphasis was to be repeated in later surveys of subscriber preferences and highlights a concern for the local among these members, as well as a divergence between members' concerns and the course set by the leadership. 
Development of Views from the Frontline

During the period from the Delhi Workshop in March 2009 until the UN Global Platform in June 2009 the Secretariat and Steering Group developed and implemented the VFL project with consultancy support. The consultancy company commissioned by the GNDR secretariat developed the methodology and training materials for the VFL project over the period from June to October 2008. It had been defined at the Delhi Workshop as a study which would evaluate progress towards the goals of the HFA, as perceived by people at grassroots level rather than by UNISDR or its member governments. This would be the perspective of the customers – people in communities which were vulnerable to high levels of risk and whose ability to cope with disasters was intended to be improved by the programme. The project reflected the network's initial concern about the quality and scope of implementation of the HFA. The project methodology was based on the consultancy company's experience of conducting a large scale survey for a project with broadly similar data gathering requirements; the 'Civil Society Index' (2011). The idea was that a set of indicators would be produced based on the detailed 'Priorities for Action' which the HFA defined. These encompassed 5 broad themes which had been defined in establishing the HFA:

HFA Priorities for Action
1. Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national and a local priority with a strong institutional basis for implementation. 

2. Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.

3. Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and resilience at all levels.

4. Reduce the underlying risk factors.

5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels.

(UNISDR, 2011)

Seen through the lenses of techno-fix and transformation; Priorities 1, 3 and 4 are transformatory in nature, addressing second-order issues; the other priorities have a response and technical focus, addressing first order issues through techno-fixes. This distinction is made as the VFL project became increasingly sensitive to the same distinction during its programme. The consultancy collaborated with GNDR to develop a list of indicators relating to each of these themes, which were framed as questions which could be asked to interviewees from three stakeholder groups at local level, community representatives, local government officials and civil society organisation representatives. The survey consisted of 44 questions and all were to be answered in relation to a five-point rating ('Likert') scale; giving a rating between no progress and substantial progress for each indicator. Whilst this quasi-quantitative survey was at the heart of the project it was supported by several qualitative aspects. Firstly there was an opportunity to capture qualitative comments on the survey questions. Secondly there was an accompanying programme of community level and national level consultations. The survey was to be administered in a number of countries in the developing world. The choice of countries was determined by those in which GNDR members who were prepared to participate in the project were based. A lead organisation became a 'National Coordinating Organisation' (NCO) and in turn involved an average of six 'Participating Organisations' (POs) in each country in conducting the surveys. The data was to be gathered together by the NCO and forwarded via a Regional Coordinating Organisation (RCO), which was responsible for coordination and training in each region, to the secretariat. The information would then be compiled by the secretariat, with the assistance of consultants,  into a global report to be presented at the UNISDR biennial review meeting of progress on the HFA (the Global Platform for DRR, or GP-DRR) in order to give a grassroots perspective on progress towards implementation of improved disaster risk reduction. The structure and activities for the project are specified in the training materials for NCOs and POs. A summary of these is given in table 4.3 below with notes explaining each stage:

Table 4.3. Steps in implementation of VFL , based on the 'Memorandum of Understanding' circulated to participants (GNDR, 2008c)
	VFL stage
	Explanation

	Preliminary Steps
	

	Training of project team by secretariat members and consultancy company
	The team would manage the project including selecting and coordinating a number of participating organisations to administer the survey in different regions of each country

	Setting up of project team and management structures
	The project called for frequent reporting as well as gathering of quantitative and qualitative information in specific formats

	Participating Organisations’ Briefing
	Participating organisations in each country were briefed to administer questionnaires and deliver results back to the NCO

	Research Implementation
	

	Sample respondents
	Respondents including Local Government, Civil Society and Community group representatives were to be selected

	Administer the survey
	The paper-based survey consisted of 44 questions, each answered on a one to five scale in one to one meetings (it was hoped that organisations would gather at least 200 surveys)

	Data Analysis
	Quantitative data was input into a pre-configured spreadsheet to send back to the secretariat for use in the global report

	Draft Country Report
	A report reflecting local conditions was produced by the NCO

	Consultation, Learning and Dissemination of Results
	Promoting discussion and action at local level. In practice time and budget pressures meant that many NCOs did not undertake this 


Table 4.3 above shows that NCOs had to perform substantial field work as well as collating data and providing reports. This programme of work was to be completed in a very tight timeframe from December 2008 to April 2009. By November 2008, 40 NCOs had signed up for the VFL project, responding to an invitation on the network's email list. Several regional start-up workshops were to be held during November and December 2008. At these workshops the NCOs would be briefed on the detailed methodology for the VFL project. One of the consultants who developed the methodology remarks on the rapid transition from concept to implementation over the period from July to November 2008, They noted that the intention for what was termed the pilot phase of the project had originally been that five, rather than 40 countries would take part. This mushrooming of participation impacted the level of funding available to each of the NCOs, as will be seen in the account which follows. 

Summary: the context for the establishment of the Global Network for Disaster Reduction

DRR as a thematic area has only recently emerged in the field of International Development and it can be seen that the UN was a prime mover in this. The emergence of this theme led to a gradual specialisation on the part of INGOs for example, as they recognised this as a discrete work area. With the development of Civil Society engagement with the theme there was a heightened awareness of the limitations of the UN programmes of action, particularly reflecting a feeling that at the local level the plans and policies were making little difference. Whilst this may reflect institutional resistance to transformatory action it is possible that INGOs, too, were compromised in this regard, reflecting earlier discussion of civil society constraints to transformatory activity in Chapter 2. It is suggested that both INGO and UNISDR actors had particular interests in its formation. The Global Network for Disaster Reduction was established with goals concerning both advocacy and learning. The developing plans for the Views from the Frontline participatory exercise rapidly came to form the dominant aspect of GNDR's activities. The scene was therefore set for a tale of two journeys; firstly the advocacy oriented VFL journey of shared actions, which showed clear signs of being a dominant activity of the network; and secondly the learning journey, which formed part of the network's vision but was much less clearly specified at this point.

Chapter 5: Horizontal Learning and Social Media in the Global Network for Disaster Reduction

Introduction: three years of Horizontal Learning and Social Media in the Global Network for Disaster Reduction

A great opportunity was presented in joining the Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) to pursue the investigation which had developed from the researcher's encounters with contested locii of power and knowledge, global and local, in International Development. The persistent tendency for potential transformation to degrade to techno-fix, leading to a red queen style stasis, led the researcher to look to alternative views of learning and action; exemplified in some early field encounters. Investigations in the fields of learning, participation, participative communication and network/community structures developed these ideas further, elaborating a framework for horizontal learning though social media in network and allied structures. The opportunity to investigate whether this view was realistic in a practical situation has been offered by the period of action research with GNDR. The network emerges fresh faced onto the development scene, already entwined in external power relations and with a mission to change behaviour and action. This chapter spans three years and three phases in the life of the network. In Section 1 the rapid Inception and Action of VFL 2009 are the focus. Section 2 takes us into the Reflection and Questioning which followed the initial adrenalin rush of VFL 2009. Finally we see how the network, in Section 3, considers options for Moving Forward. Summary tables of activities and organisations appearing during this account, and of the actors involved with GNDR are provided below: 

Table 5.1. Summary of Organisations.

	Organisation 
	Description

	GNDR
	Global Network for Disaster Reduction a network of civil society organisations concerned with Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR). Founded in 2007. GNDR is independent of UNISDR. (see below)

	UNISDR
	United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction. Secretariat founded in 1999 to manage the UN's action programmes such as HFA (see below) concerned with DRR 


Table 5.2. Summary of Activities

	Activity
	Description

	DRR
	Disaster Risk Reduction: a thematic focus in International Development concerned with reducing vulnerability of communities of risk resulting from hazards (typically natural)

	HFA
	Hyogo Framework for Action. Ten year programme of action on policy development and implementation of DRR established by UNISDR in 2005

	VFL
	Views from the Frontline. The network's main shared action project, based on participative surveying of respondents by NCOs and POs to assess progress on the HFA, presented at the biennial GP-DRR staged by UNISDR (see below)

	GP-DRR
	Global Platform for DRR. A two yearly major conference in Geneva organised by UNISDR to monitor and report on the progress of the HFA


Table 5.3. Summary of GNDR Actors

	GNDR Actors
	Description

	SG
	Steering Group of GNDR. responsible for its oversight. Composed of 12 people who are professionals in the field of DRR 

	Secretariat
	Executive body of GNDR answerable to SG and responsible for coordination and leadership of the network. Consists of Network Chair, Project Manager (the researcher), part time assistance of administrator and accountant, and ad hoc services of consultants

	Subscribers
	All those who are signed up to the network's email database; approximately 700 subscribers in 2011

	Members
	Active, communicating participants in VFL. This body grew from 40-70 during the study 

	RCO
	Regional Coordinating Organisation. A GNDR member organisation responsible for coordinating the work of NCOs during VFL. There were initially 11 regions; one further region was added during the study

	NCO
	National Coordinating Organisation. A GNDR member organisation responsible for implementing the VFL survey programme in their country. The number of NCOs grew from 40 to 70 during the study period

	PO
	Participating Organisation. These were in-country CSOs which were selected by the NCO (on average 6 per country) to assist with the practical survey process. In most cases POs were not directly communicating with the secretariat and are not described as part of the active membership of the network


The timeline in figure 5.1 below locates the key events in this account, which also form the nine parts of the chapter. A brief summary follows the timeline.

Figure 5.1. Timeline of activities and events

[image: image6.jpg]Presenting
Launch of VEL at

VFL 2009 UN GP-DRR

VFL 201

Politics and

Power

ik

Developing
a CoP using
Social Media

VFL
Learning
Review

VFL 2011:
Reflections

Inception and Action

Reflection and Questioning:

Moving Forward?





This chapter's three sections broadly fit a chronological sequence. A brief narrative account of the key events is given to locate them in the chronology of the three year period:

1. Inception and Action
The story starts with the launch of the VFL 2009 project; engaging member organisations in up to 40 countries very rapidly into a programme of local surveying on views of progress against the UN Disaster Reduction action plan - the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA). Training, field surveying and production of the final report took place in a period of intense activity between November 2008 and May 2009, timed for presentation at the UN biennial HFA review conference in June 2009 (GP-DRR). A social media environment as a basis for a Community of Practice was also being established in the background.

2. Reflection and Questioning

The network invested time and thought in reflection on its action. Outcomes of the VFL project were the subject of a Learning Review followed by a gathering of many of the VFL participating organisations at a Global Workshop. Discussions about VFL 2009 led to new goals for VFL 2011 and an expectation of achieving greater influence on the UN and its HFA. Whilst the use of Social Media had generally proved limited, a video case study project 'Action at the Frontline' (AFL) engaged enthusiastic involvement from many members. 

3. Moving Forward?

Material from the Action at the Frontline (AFL) video project contributed to the VFL 2011 report which was taken to GP-DRR 2011. Although the network secured greater space for its presentations at this conference the effect on its outcomes was frustratingly limited in the eyes of network members and led into a further period of reflection, framed by an online consultation 'Forward Together' and leading to the planning of a new strategy and revised network structure.

Section 1: Inception and Action

Figure 5.2. Timeline. Section 1: Inception and Action
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Section 1 Part 1: Launch of VFL 2009

Despite financial challenges, varied levels of involvement among members and difficulties with training and understanding, the network was very rapidly mobilised at the end of 2008 and engaged in the VFL process of shared action; a coordinated programme of work based on a clear methodology which was conducted in 33 individual country locations by network members. During the account that follows there is clearly action but is there evidence of learning – and in particular horizontal learning? The project was mobilised through a whirlwind programme of regionally based training workshops taking place in the last two months of the year, rapidly scaled up to cope with growing number of participating organisations. The plan had been for a pilot in 5 countries; 40 signed up. Each National Coordinating Organisation (NCO) – an NGO taking the lead in each country – was briefed at one of the workshops and in turn engaged and briefed between 6 and 12 in-country Participating Organisations (POs) to work with them.  The training, based on a two day workshop at each of 6 regional locations, was structured around a detailed workbook and guidance pack. The newly appointed project manager attended three of these events, coming away with mixed feelings about the work he had taken on: 
The [Peru] workshop was made only slightly more incomprehensible [to the project manager] by the fact that it was delivered in Spanish over two days in a 'death by powerpoint' style. [The presenter] was very formal and didactic in style, and the methodology itself seemed very prescriptive to me. I felt that a network was a loose, voluntary community and required a much more facilitative style which allowed voices to be heard and to shape the network's actions. 

(Project manager reflection: Annex 3.6i)

For many delegates the training was being delivered in what was a second language to them. The sessions were exhausting for the participants, and subsequent email queries which the project manager handled showed that relatively little of the content of the presentations had been assimilated at the time. The priority placed on gathering responses to the surveys, along with the processes for recording and analysing the information, meant that other aspects of the project such as local and national consultations tended to be eclipsed. The role of the consultations appeared to be poorly understood and this contributed to the fact that very few were undertaken. Had the project fallen foul of the too much, too fast, too soon syndrome?  Counterbalancing these challenges, the informal aspects of the workshops - evening meals in Lima, and a Nile cruise with traditional dancing in Cairo, had lasting effects. The project manager found that they built trust and understanding with delegates he met. Money troubles added to the challenges in getting the project started. The chill winds of the global financial crisis combined with the growing number of participating organisations to spread a shrinking budget thinly. The funding for each NCO, already modest at $7500, shrank to $2500 and this news rippled out just in advance of the workshops.
I felt that this was embarrassing, disorganised, and showed a lack of respect for the membership. X and I also had to deal with the reactions to this news at both workshops. Discussions on the topic were heated, and at the Cairo workshop there were at least two delegates who we never heard from subsequently; cutting contact because of their dissatisfaction. 

(Project manager reflection: Annex 3.6ii)

The work programme which NCOs and POs were called upon to complete over a three month period was demanding (p.140). NCOs gathered 200 surveys, on average, from their POs, collated and forwarded them to the secretariat to be analysed. They also produced an accompanying country report providing context and qualitative observations. Gathering the data and inputting it into a spreadsheet by the deadline was demanding for the majority of small in-country organisations involved in the project. Annex 5.1 provides a snapshot of such an organisation – a five person team working in a dusty office above a crossroads in downtown Cotonou, Benin. Nevertheless most of the NCOs who embarked on the project did it and turned in the data by – or very near – the deadlines. Tight timetables, shrinking budgets, complex, hard to understand and brief training; a tough work programme. Why was it that the NCOs, in the main, stayed with the project, saw it through and delivered? What did they gain from their involvement in the project? What did they learn? 

Governments and programmes such as the MDGs and HFA don't result in action, whereas GNDR organises society for action. It can speak where institutions can't do it. Civil society is also often fragmented and getting organised can make more of a difference.
(GNDR Member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)
We saw the network as an opportunity to learn and share our ideas and experiences on disaster risk reduction. Also since the advert for the network came from UNISDR, we knew this was a serious network to tag along with and one which has been very rewarding.
(GNDR Member: Nigeria. GNDR, 2011g)
The pace of the work was such that there was little time to reflect. The network's learning review and workshop conducted in the following months (p.161) were intended to answer these questions. Meanwhile the development of a CoP was also under way:

Section 1 Part 2: Developing a Community of Practice using Social Media

Alongside the frenetic activity of VFL 2009 the network's plans for learning between members were being developed. Could social media create connections between members in the rarefied space of the network? In a world where Facebook (and regional equivalents such as 'Sonico' in Latin America) was already becoming ubiquitous it made sense to try and make use of these media. At the VFL training workshop in Cairo several participants who were enthusiastic about Facebook championed its use. An Action Learning Space structure, extending the framework of a CoP, was used by the project manager as a basis for this (see the initial specification devised for the network in Annex 5.2). Why not just use Facebook? A few members said that it was barred in their countries. A bigger concern was that Facebook is not designed to easily organise stores of resources – documents for example – as the CoP methodology required, so a bespoke approach was adopted: a website was developed specifically for the network, building in social media such as blogs, forums, email lists and document stores. Traffic through the site, launched in April 2009, was extremely limited at first. In the first three months only 120 members signed up to the new system, compared with 600 on the old one. The main communications traffic, as members agreed when presented with figure 5.3 (below) at the later Global Workshop, was between the centre and members (hub and spoke), rather than laterally between each other (cats cradle):

Figure 5.3. Contrasting Hub and Spoke and Cat's Cradle communications
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Some use was made of the document store where national reports from VFL participating countries were stored, but invitations to join in debates and forums received little response. This was unsurprising as NCOs were extremely busy with work on the VFL project itself. 

I think the limited communication between members may be because of  not having effective introductions between network members. It needs more communication, it needs to think how to develop it and how to make it sustainable.
(GNDR Member: Bangladesh. GNDR, 2011g)
However one simple suggestion led to a much more active response. A network adviser saw how few people responded to a string of questions circulated before the Global Platform, and suggested using a single, simple question: 'What is the one thing you would say to the Global Platform?'. This question generated over 30 responses including comments, images and even presentations, for example:

Visión de primera línea ha sido importantísimo para nosotros, como colectivo social que quiere contribuir en la reducción de desastres en nuestro territorio. Hemos aprendido que es junto a la gente que podremos trabajar para la reducción de riesgos de desastres, escuchen sus voces, no solo necesitan pan, también necesitan decidir cual es el camino que quieren transitar.
 
(Views from the Frontline has been very important to us, a Social Organisation who wants to contribute to disaster reduction in our territory. We have learned that it is next to people where we must be, to work to reduce disaster risks, listen to their voices, not only need bread, they also need to decide which is the path they want to walk.)
(NCO: Uruguay. GNDR, 2009c)
The invitation to a simple action worked better than circulating more complex information or activities. Did this hint at a more general lesson about use of social media within the network?  The project manager records a degree of frustration and also possibly a misreading of the lack of communications as reflecting a lack of interest among network members:

It rapidly became clear that the initial disorientation resulting from my expectation of focusing on learning and network building, compared with the realities of project managing VFL, was complemented by a lack of interest around the network in intercommunication, sharing and learning anyway. I found that practical communications to the members received a reasonable response rate, but the focus was entirely on the VFL project.

(Project manager reflection: Annex 3.6iv)

During the VFL 2009 project communications were primarily through emails concerned with coordinating the work. The project manager's inbox showed an intense peak of communication which fell off dramatically after the project deadline. 

Figure 5.4. Project manager inbox traffic October 2008 - Dec 2009.
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The graphs tell a tale of personalities as well as of overall trends. The Cambodian country contact (red line) was an enthusiastic communicator, despite his limited English. By contrast, the Indonesian contact (green line), who also worked hard on the project had little communication with the project manager. Behind each of these lines is a thin connection with an individual. The two mentioned already had both met the project manager at a regional training workshop in Kuala Lumpur. The Uruguayan (light blue) and Lebanese (purple) contacts had also met with the project manager at workshops. Both communicated regularly, despite the project manager's lack of Spanish. The Senegalese (dark blue) contact had not met the project manager, and communications with him were sporadic; however the relationship between  regularity of communication to initial face to face contact is not straightforward, as we see when we return to the contrast between the Cambodian and Indonesian data. Behind the strings of short emails gathered here into graphical data lies a question: how to build trust and collaboration with people who may have never met each other? 

People work better face to face, and they are busy so don't respond to emails and then forget them. In many cases access to the internet is limited and expensive. Underlying this is the issue of trust - one hesitates to communicate to someone you don't know. As trust grows people communicate more.
(GNDR Member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)
And one thing nearly all these thin zig zag lines share in common is a cessation of communication after July 2009 - just a month after VFL 2009 was presented at the UN's GP-DRR. For the project manager it was as if once the project was finished everyone left the building. Was identity in this rarefied space centred entirely on enacting its VFL project? Figure 5.5 charts the flow through the Project Manager's inbox extending through to VFL 2011, illustrating the continued cyclical nature of communications, centred on the VFL projects.

Figure 5.5. Project manager inbox traffic December 08 - September 11
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The project manager began to use the term thin communications to describe communications between members through expressionless text based media such as email. In this case the naming of this property emerged from the activity of the project manager, rather than the later analysis of the researcher; remembering that these are one and the same person!. Developing understanding and trust through an email is much harder than through face to face interaction. For example one network member who was interviewed reported that for the first year of her involvement she thought the project manager was female rather than male – limited cues to identity. (GNDR, 2011g). 

The term thin communications suggested the fragility of communications, understanding and relationships which could be developed through email. Without the richness of tone, body language and facial expression, for example, understanding was often restricted to transactions. Annex 5.3, giving an overview of the range of social media which have been used by GNDR, shows that images, audio and video have also been used in an attempt to build richer bridges between people than the frail contact of email. But is the thin-ness of communication down to the limitations of the media, or do other factors limit the flow of communications between network members? In one case an experiment with a webconferencing system proved abortive, but later discussion with another organisation using the same system suggested that there was another factor affecting its take-up:

I co-presented at a workshop about networks and another presenter made a strong case for use of a web seminar system. I was very interested since the system, Elluminate, had also been promoted by a specialist unit at Syracuse University in the States as being particularly suitable for use in development. It was designed to cope with poor connections and budgets were modest compared with some other corporately orientated systems. The presenter reported that within the large INGO of which he was a part, staff distributed in the developing world used the system enthusiastically for collaboration. I told him that I had used the same system for a pilot with several network members and they had said they found it difficult to use and frustrating over poor connections. The presenter said that his colleagues faced the same difficulties but found their staff were prepared to persist, accepting that their connection might fall back from video to audio, or even from audio to instant messaging. They just hung on in anyway. Why the contrast in acceptance? I felt that the word 'staff' was critical. The only difference I could see was the degree of shared commitment (identity?) within an organisation, compared with our network.

(Project Manager Reflection: Annex 3.6x)

In this case the Project Manager suggested that a deeper factor – that of contrasting levels of shared identity between the two groups using the same technology – came into play. Another aspect, maybe, of thin communications. In this early phase of the network it was difficult to assess whether social media might build richer bridges than those of project based communication. Were there other ways that they could facilitate learning within the network?

Section 1 Part 3: Presenting VFL at UN GP-DRR 

Much of the identity of the rapidly growing GNDR network was centred on its VFL project. Despite shrinking budgets, VFL was able to deliver its report at the the key UN conference it had targeted; the June 2009 GP-DRR review of the HFA. Work in the two months leading up to this event was intense; analysing the data, collating and writing reports and producing presentations. Reports arrived from the printer two days before the event and the project manager drove them down to Geneva, where he entered a previously unknown world. Where disasters and poverty were an everyday reality in places like Cotonou, they were simply the video wallpaper dressing the halls for the international delegates in the conference halls. Where a potential improvement in livelihood could  result from something as simple as digging a trench in Shariatpur, there was a strong sense that survival and progress for delegates at the conference was more dependent on impressing their peers and superiors. What was particularly noticeable to the project manager was that the GNDR members he met there, many for the first time, seemed in most cases very comfortable with this environment and subculture. As they described their travels he realised that though they represented local communities, their practical experiential world was that of capital cities, international travel and conferences. 

In my notes I referred to them as pan-global professionals, wondering whether they felt particularly stateless as a result of the time they spent travelling and staying in hotels to attend the round of conferences, workshops and meetings. Conversely I wondered how representative they were of the frontline of which they spoke with such passion.
(Project Manager Reflection: Annex 3.6xiii)

Would the accumulated work of the VFL project be able to make its mark within this international swirl of activity? Could it create a voice for the people it had consulted? Could it have any impact on the high level policy discussions which GNDR claimed were failing to deliver practical implementation? The reports and presentations which were unloaded into the hall formed the basis of a publicity offensive at the event. At the opening plenary the network's chair presented the results of what it described as its 'complementary' report to the UN's own assessment of progress, under the title Clouds but Little Rain. The title reflected an underlying conclusion of the report, which was that those consulted for the project were aware of large scale international policy initiatives – clouds –  but saw limited evidence of practical impact of these in terms of implementation at local level – rain: 

Nationally-formulated policies are not generating widespread systemic changes in local practices. Resources are scarce and considered one of the main constraints to progress although there are existing resources at local levels, which remain untapped. The key to unlocking these resources is through adopting participatory approaches – civil society, particularly grassroots womens' groups, can play a critical role in facilitating this community engagement

(From Executive Summary of VFL 2009 report p.iii. GNDR 2009b)
Taken in isolation the message could be easily dismissed as carping criticism from the sidelines. However it was backed up by the data gathered and analysed during VFL which had succeeded in surveying over 7,000 respondents from vulnerable communities in 33 countries. Over 400 organisations. NCOs and POs, had collaborated in gathering this data. Each delegate in the opening plenary had a copy of this report distributed to them, and could see the stark contrast between national assessments of progress and the perceptions of those actually impacted by disasters.

The best thing was the title, 'clouds but little rain'  - it is still discussed as an image of the underlying challenge (A  colleague talked about it in relation to the Karamoja desert). It also mobilised many people to participate.
(GNDR Member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)
Figure 5.6 below was presented as a centre-piece of the report, arguing that there was a difference of perception between the government view of progress reported to the UN, and the view of progress reported by members of at-risk communities.

Figure 5.6.  Data from VFL 2009 showing contrast between UN assessment  and VFL 

(Data from stakeholders surveyed through the project (perception scale  1 = 'no' 5 =' Yes, with satisfactory, sustainable and effective measures in place'). GNDR, 2009b)
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It is an odd set of data to hang an argument on. Firstly it is unclear whether the differences between the values are statistically significant, particularly using a Likert scale (offering a 1-5 range of options). Secondly the Civil Society Organisation response does not sit comfortably with a narrative of a gradation between institutional and civil society perceptions. What was intriguing for the project manager was that none of this seemed to matter. Not only network members, but also the UN institution they were hoping to influence, bought the story:

Ghana - Tuesday, 16 June 2009, 07:44 AM

'I was at the First Session (2007) and already feel I am there as I follow your vivid description of events. The questions on my mind as we closed that First Session were: are we going to see a significant progress on the implementation of HFA in two years' time – at the time of the Second Session? And how effective would be the contribution of civil society? I am thrilled we found VFL. For all intents and purposes, it is proving to be a vehicle we have used to make a giant step in setting up the stage for accelerated implementation of HFA.'

(RCO: Ghana. GNDR, 2011h)

The chair’s closing statement highlighted the need for increased recognition of  grassroots participatory processes (Point 11: UNISDR, 2009) and the need for partnerships between government and civil society actors (Point 12: UNISDR, 2009),  echoing the VFL report recommendations and lobbying activities.  Network members felt that social demand had led to impact at the international level. This term, which has been used by the network in discussions from the Delhi workshop onwards had particular meaning for them; it is seen as the aggregation of views and concerns by social groups to put pressure on authorities such as local and national governments. The UN assistant secretary for DRR, and leader of UNISDR, suggested that the network had not only presented its message but established an identity and a brand:
What you have done with the 'Views from the Frontline' is that you have got yourself a very strong branding within the risk reduction community. Thanks to that report there is now a face, a recognition and an understanding of what you represent. Not because you are NGOs or civil society but through what you have done. The work you have done and you've put that forward. My feeling is that you have done something quite remarkable through that work.

(Margareta Wahlstrom: UN Assistant Secretary for Disaster Risk Reduction, speaking at Global Workshop 27 January 2010, GNDR, 2010c)

Why did network members and UNISDR buy the story? Wahlstrom speaks the language of branding rather than statistical analysis. Maybe the clue is in the back page of the report; one that was referred to regularly by the network chair in discussions and presentations. It was simply a list of the 440 organisations which had participated. This was a more persuasive statistic than the data itself, giving the network a weight and status which allowed it to rub shoulders with governments and institutions.  

The best thing about VFL is the process rather than the outcome. People at local level were discussing the DRR system and its relationship to local government. It started a lot of debate.
GNDR Steering Group Member. GNDR,2011g)

For a network which had only been founded two years previously the achievement did seem remarkable to its members. The June 2009 meeting was a moment of solidarity and shared achievement, but in what sense was GNDR a network? Whilst its shared action, VFL, had enjoyed marked success, early attempts to build an Action Learning Space had made little progress. Communication outside the VFL project period (figure 5.5)  was very limited. The learning review to be conducted in the following months focused specifically on VFL, but both this and the Global Workshop which followed would be opportunities to consider the role and identity of the network as a whole.

Section 2: Reflection and Questioning

Figure 5.7. Timeline of Section 2: Reflection and Questioning
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Section 2. Part 1: VFL Learning Review 

We left the VFL project having hit its deadline with just days to spare, with plaudits from both members and other stakeholders for its scale and its impact. Whilst it was billed as an action research process we have seen that at GP-DRR its impact was related to brand and identity. Did learning lie behind this? The network planned a learning review in the following months to assess what had been done and what had been learnt through the project. The global impact was visible but what about local level impact, learning and horizontal learning? Community and national consultations were designed into the programme, but limited funding and the considerable effort required to generate the survey data meant that these were only staged in a few cases. However other local level outcomes were reported. Two NCOs in particular reported case studies of local action: in Nigeria and Afghanistan:

The Nigerian NCO was based in the Niger Delta area of the country, which is very susceptible to flooding. A case study of a bridge in this area which had collapsed as a result of its footings being washed away in the seasonal floods, cutting off communications to several communities, was used in the VFL 2009 report as an example of the disproportionate social and economic cost of relatively minor disasters. 

A local government leader in the riverine Akwa Ibom region of Nigeria took the VFL team to see a bridge, which had collapsed due to erosion and flooding, cutting communications to several villages in the region. She has been trying unsuccessfully for several years to secure resources from central government to rebuild the bridge. [...] There is a national DRR strategy, which is based on the HFA, but bridging the gap between policy and practice is the challenge.

(GNDR, 2009b p.13). 

This report in turn was used by the NCO in collaboration with a local government representative to press for action at the state government. The identity and status of GNDR membership combined with the VFL data showing Nigeria's poor ranking to provide leverage for securing funding for the bridge. Sadly the funding was provided, and was used to repair the road to the bridge, but not the bridge itself. Nevertheless the case study showed how GNDR and VFL could create local leverage and action. A larger scale impact was reported in Afghanistan. The NCO reported that the VFL project had been influential in leading to the formation of a 'national platform' bringing together stakeholders in DRR. In this case he said that when the VFL data was presented in the country showing that Afghanistan, like Nigeria was towards the bottom of the league table for implementation of DRR, the national level stakeholders agreed that they needed to take action. 

After Views from the Frontline, the data on  progress has been shared  widely including the Afghan government, and it led to discussion of creating Afghanistan's first DRR platform. [...] The DRR Platform in Afghanistan is really an output of Views from the Frontline and we are happy that we were  part of that research advocacy project

(NCO: Afghanistan, email 14/01/ 2010)

The Learning review

These accounts, both global and local, are action orientated. Were the actions leading to first or even second order learning? A more general process of reflection and assessment took place in the wake of VFL to see what could be learnt from this shared action. Quite separately and independent from the project manager's research interest in the project, the VFL plan had specified a Learning Review. The aim of this review was to understand more broadly what the impacts of VFL were, what could be learnt from it and to assess the project in relation to its goals, identifying lessons for the future. The review was based on questionnaire responses from 41 participants who were the representatives of RCOs, NCO and POs. It included approximately 50% of NCOs and RCOs who had completed the project and was conducted during September - November 2009. The aim was to collate the information and make this a centrepiece of the global workshop planned for January 2010. A consultant from the company engaged to develop the VFL methodology designed and conducted the survey, with the agreement of the secretariat, spanning a number of themes:

1. Review of Views from the Frontline (VFL) objectives 

2. Review of VFL outcomes

3. Review of VFL project validity

4. Self-Evaluation (by RCOs and NCOs of their own work)

5. Review of VFL project support and assistance

6. Participation (how effectively had the project involved contributors)

7. General questions, project support and assistance

(GNDR, 2010e)

The questions based on these themes appear in Annex 3.3. Much of the review, the final report of which extended to 98 pages,  was based on graphical analysis of quantitative data from the questionnaire, presented in a similar style to the VFL report with bar charts showing the aggregated ratings of responses. Like the VFL report, in practice the variations between responses were minor and the distinctions were fine. The lack of light and shade in this data made it difficult to identify significant learning. Scores were uniformly high and later discussions and consultations showed that a rather cynical interpretation of the data as being rather like corporate post event evaluation 'happy sheets' was not far off the mark. In person, members had a much more critical view of aspects of the project. However, some of the qualitative responses were of more interest, particularly in terms of understanding the emerging character and functions of the network (GNDR, 2010e). One of the most striking features of this qualitative material was unexpected outcomes in relation to the project objectives, highlighted by several respondents. These centred on the effects of the process of performing the research. They said that through the meetings held as part of the VFL survey new dialogues were opened up; in some cases leading to new partnerships:

The national workshop has raised awareness among DRR stakeholders, mainly government about the importance of DRR and the importance of civil society and local communities in assessing and managing risks and in responding to disasters.
(GNDR Member: Lebanon. GNDR, 2010e. Emphasis added)

As the secretariat examined the learning review they recognised that an unexpected outcome of VFL was emerging. This had already been signposted by a contribution to the VFL report made by the Peru network member:

Views from the Frontline has let us meet with and get to know different actors in our area, even with people that it was difficult to get access to before
(GNDR Member: Peru. GNDR, 2009b. Emphasis added)

These and other comments highlighted the effects of the process of conducting the surveys which was illustrated by the examples from Nigeria and Afghanistan. In discussion with network members it appeared that because the survey gathering process was structured round meetings, members were able to trade on the identity and status of the GNDR to secure these meetings (as the Nigerian example illustrated). 

We have formed partnerships with local government. We want  to see to it that promises and projects committed to at the local level are successfully executed and that rural based organisations have a say in managing their resources and environment. This is no easy task considering the precarious society we live in so we will extend this partnerships to the state government.
(GNDR Member: Nigeria. GNDR, 2011g)

They found that this was in turn creating new opportunities for dialogue and partnership. While local level dialogue had been seen as an important outcome of VFL, the idea had been that the local meetings and consultations designed into VFL would lead to this dialogue. In the main these had not happened, but now this evidence suggested that the survey itself was creating those connections.  Alongside this finding, a second 'process impact' concerned learning within the participating organisations (Annex 5.4). Six respondents highlighted 'Increased knowledge and awareness of the Hyogo Framework for Action and Disaster Risk Management'. Five cited 'Increased Knowledge and Awareness' and four referred to 'Developing Follow-up Actions and Advocacy'. Eight other aspects of impact on their own work and activities were cited by one or more respondents. Overall a broad range of participating members identified knowledge, strategy development, building of engagement with other actors and increased identity and recognition as benefits of the process. Alongside the global and local activity of VFL these findings revealed that learning was taking place, both in discovering new ways of forging local dialogue and partnerships, and in organisational learning from the project work. These insights  excited the  project manager's interest. His focus had been on the promotion of the Action Learning Space, but his attention was drawn to the role of the VFL shared action in promoting learning. Was there another way that GNDR could become a learning network? Were there other ways of achieving horizontal learning?

Section 2 Part 2: GNDR Global Workshop

Now that the network had the VFL project under its belt, questions were emerging about what it did next, and indeed how it organised itself as a network. All that had taken place so far had been dreamed up in the Delhi workshop in 2008. What would the membership have to say about developing the network and shaping its priorities? How would divergent views be harmonised? A Global Workshop, gathering many of the network members together, was a great opportunity to find answers to some of these questions. The global workshop was not initially part of the VFL project plan. It had been intended that a series of regional workshops to draw together and reinforce the findings of the project and the learning review would be held. However the project manager wondered whether this was the right set-up. He was conscious that the connectedness of network members to each other remained limited. The flow was hub and spoke (p.149) in the nature of its communications; chiefly between members and the secretariat but much less so from member to member. Would regional workshops reinforce rather than reduce this lack of interconnection between members? Maybe getting everyone together, building trust and identity, would kick start cats cradle communication, interweaving richly between members and pushing forward the development of an Action Learning Space. 

The planned regional workshops were replaced with one global workshop. At the time it was planned, unspent project funds enabled the secretariat to offer travel subsidies for members to attend. This was very helpful,  as subsequent experience has shown that the costs of travel are a significant barrier to mobility for the predominantly small NGOs making up the network. 76 delegates attended the workshop, which was held in London in the icy January of 2010. 33 of these were NCO representatives. Records show that a further 10 NCO representatives were booked but were unable to attend, in most cases due to visa problems. Workshop sessions were webstreamed on video and audio in English and Spanish to provide some access for delegates who were unable to attend, and members followed the workshop from locations including South Africa, Peru, India and Sri Lanka. The remainder of the delegates included 8 Steering Group members, five secretariat members and consultants, three representatives of ISDR, one representative of a funding agency and a number of academics and representatives of INGOs. 

Three days of presentations and discussions worked through the outcomes of the learning review and, drawing in inputs from an expert on network design and from an academic addressing the theme of securing political space, attempted to shape views about next steps for the network. How did members' priorities compare with those set at the Delhi workshop? There the emphasis had been on the VFL project and its role in global advocacy. Did this square with the perspectives of members? An interesting window on the priorities of delegates at the workshop was provided by a feedback activity in which all workshop members participated during a session on 'network functions' which gave a further perspective on the views of the network. 73 respondents gave their views, which were gathered and recorded. The data has been analysed to produce the following chart
:

Figure 5.8. Network functions: Global Workshop activity (GNDR, 2010c)
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Among this band of VFL activists two pairs of responses stand out (figure 5.8). Level pegging with the continuation of VFL is a goal of sharing knowledge. Also, next to the top ranking goal of policy advocacy - a global and institutionally orientated goal – building local capacity scores highly. The other themes highlighted in this exercise (only those which gained two or more responses have  been included) are all concerned with forging links at local and regional level. As a snapshot of members' priorities we see support for VFL and its goals being paralleled with a concern for local level capacity building, learning and networking. The local worlds of the members were a priority for them. Since these responses contrast the worlds of the international network and the local action scenes, the outcomes of another exercise which specifically compared priorities for global and local action are interesting. Workshop members were asked to prioritise a range of potential network functions, giving a first and second priority. They were also asked to consider action at different levels - Global, Regional, National and Local. The data presented below concentrates on the Global and Local levels in order to highlight contrasts in priorities. Results were based on between 50 and 58 responses to the questions.

Figure 5.9. Value placed on Network functions at Global and Local level: votes (GNDR, 2010c)
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This data in figure 5.9 offers a different way of slicing that presented above in the previous  figure, 5.8. In this case the categories were predetermined (in the previous chart they were developed through coding of free text data) but the headline story correlates with the previous exercise, showing that both Policy Advocacy and Capacity building are highly rated and confirming that the contexts for these activities are respectively Global and Local in the minds of members. In the eyes of those at the workshop the network had a role at the global level which had already been enacted in its Views from the Frontline project. It also, however, had a role at the local level which had not been interpreted or developed (though the AFL project conducted nearly a year later would be an early hint of possibilities for local action and learning).  What would the network's leadership, the steering group meeting for a day after the main workshop concluded, make of this? How would these goals be negotiated and combined in the network's planning and strategy?

The workshop created a warm atmosphere and a feel-good factor between members. This resulted partly from the evening activities including a meal at a Brick Lane curry house and commissioning a London Bus for a trip to ride on the London Eye. These social opportunities were complemented by acclamation for the VFL project, in particular by the head of the UNISDR secretariat – Assistant General Secretary to the UN for Disaster Reduction Margareta Wahlstrom – who attended the workshop and stated:

. . . you have clearly through this work and this product moved the agenda forwards considerably. That's an achievement and it also generates a bit of responsibility

(GNDR, 2010d)

Network members left the workshop with comments such as these ringing in their ears. The workshop had been a period of concentrated activity for the VFL activists  who attended it. Within this convivial space conversation between network members was buzzing. Beyond this unusual face to face encounter, the social life of network members fell back to a much lower level after people returned to base and the normal rarefied space of the network. Web statistics for the period June 2009 to April 2010  (figure 5.10 below) indicate that the conference demonstrated an unusual period of intense website use in January 2010 which contrasted with an otherwise consistently lower level of activity. (The high level of activity in June 2009 correlates with GP-DRR 2009). 

Figure 5.10. Website statistics: unique visitors Jun. 2009-Apr. 2010 (GNDR, 2011h)
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The fall-off in traffic after the conference suggested that it hadn't fulfilled the project manager's ambition of kick-starting richer interactive communication.

The Steering Group hold responsibility for decision-making about the network's strategy. It was their job, therefore, to make sense of the discussions and feedback at the workshop. They stayed on for a day after the other delegates met to discuss this. It was only the second time they had met face to face as a group since the Delhi Workshop in March 2008. (They had a brief meeting at GP-DRR 2009).  As a group their make-up contrasted with that of the workshop. Whilst many of the workshop delegates came from grassroots situations, and indeed one had briefly left his organisation's response work in the wake of the Haiti earthquake, the steering group members hailed in the main from European and American cities. Their employers (p.132) were nearly all INGOs. What conclusions would these pan global professionals draw? The Steering Group members interpreted the outcomes of the workshop as generally affirming the intention to repeat VFL. They also drew together some of the discussion into a focus on Local Governance as a key activity required to secure progress on the HFA. After a day of discussion the notes of the meeting were developed into an 'outcomes and priority actions' document by the network chair and circulated to the network in March 2010. The outcomes were summarised in a set of priorities under four headings. Three of these headings related to the VFL project, and the fourth was concerned with 'Strengthening Civil Society Network Capacities'. A majority of the priorities are concerned with the completion of the VFL 2009 survey, the establishment of the VFL 2011 survey and the planning of a larger scale VFL 2013 survey (20 priorities in all). Alongside these actions, 7 priorities were assigned to capacity building. These are enumerated in detail in Annex 5.8. In quantitative terms there is a clear difference of emphasis between the priorities expressed in the learning review and the global workshop, and the priorities expressed in this 'outcomes' document. Delegates placed a strong emphasis on capacity building; a term they use to refer to training and information provision.  They also highlighted local network building and partnerships. The Steering Group placed a greater emphasis on the VFL programme, with the proviso that the document itself was the Chair's interpretation of the Steering Group discussion and is therefore influenced by the Chair's views. 

Who are the leaders? It should be democratic, possibly with a membership fee. It should share in decisions. Membership should be more active and owning it.
(GNDR Member: Bangladesh. GNDR, 2011g)

The focus for the pan global professionals who are the network's leaders was the international scene and that is where they placed their emphasis. What would the network make of this? What effect would these decision have on its ability to build local capacities and enable horizontal learning between members? 

Section 2 Part 3: Action at the Frontline case studies

The use of social media by the network had been limited in the main to straightforward communications via email, centred on the period of VFL activity (p.151). There was an opportunity to find out what lay behind this: surveying attitudes to a range of Social Media at the Global Workshop held at the end of the learning review period, in January 2010. This survey was conducted face to face with delegates, inviting them to rate a range of media. The survey process itself used a strikingly effective ICT - a voting system. Delegates were given a basic summary of each medium by the Project Manager and then voted on it using wireless keypads. The results were collated and displayed on screen in real time. Several delegates fed back that the use of this system (it was deployed at several points during the workshop) gave a sense of the views of the whole room, rather than just those of the more articulate speakers – an interesting participative communications medium. The results of the survey are shown in figure 5.11 below:

Figure 5.11. Assessment of different communication methods: Live poll at Global Workshop Jan 2010 (GNDR, 2010c)
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Some results from this survey (figure 5.11), for example a strong preference for email and for face to face meetings, reflected the network's current patterns of communication. Less favoured channels included social networking and related social media channels such as blogs and forums. Again this was reflected in the limited use of these facilities on the network website.  However social media (YouTube style video etc) and document stores received relatively high levels of 'Essential' ratings, and Smart SMS (referring specifically to the use of SMS in surveying and information dissemination) also received a high 'really useful' rating. While these responses show relatively low levels of interest in some aspects of social media, particularly social networking, there was a striking level of interest in access to information (videos and documents stores) via the internet. Perhaps these views correlate with the interest expressed at the workshop in capacity building and knowledge management. Members seemed to be saying they would use these media if they gave them access to useful information. This survey gave one clue to ways in which social media could be used – to provide information the members wanted. Other clues had emerged from the first phase of the network's activity. Firstly the rigid, structured approach to training and implementing VFL which the project manager had found so off-putting had clearly been effective. Secondly the network seemed to organise itself round time-limited project cycles, rather than round ongoing informal communication and action. The observations influenced the shaping of a participative case study project which emerged as a component of the forthcoming VFL 2011. The AFL project was a very different application of social media to the earlier promotion of blogs, forums and discussions. Would this engage more effectively with members than those earlier options? The story of AFL shows experience in participative media combined with these insights into how people collaborated within the rarefied space of GNDR; an example of learning within the context of the network leading to a revised understanding of how such learning could take place.

Action at the Frontline video case study project

It was suggested during the VFL 2011 planning process that video case studies could bring the experience and voices of people at local level working to reduce risk into the heart of the forthcoming GP-DRR 2011. This raised the question, in turn, of how to generate the video case studies. Could this be done participatively with network members? The project manager's previous experience of participative communications meant he was simultaneously very interested and at the same time concerned, as experience showed it was often hard to get groups to create videos. Typical problems included lack of clarity about how to structure a short and clear presentation, and lack of technical skills to enable creation of a finished video of useable quality. The case study of challenges in a participative video project in East Africa (Annex 2.2) comes to mind as an example of this. The GNDR project would have to make this happen remotely – it would be impossible to train and mobilise the 70 organisations now signed up face to face. With these challenges in mind the project was designed around clear structured processes (learning from the  VFL implementation) and around clear and simple questions (learning from the effectiveness of simple questions in generating responses). At the heart of it was a template document with a number of fields to complete, for example: 

Summarise what the case study is about in a maximum of 50 words and specify which of the VFL indicators it relates to.
(Annex 5.5: Action at the Frontline template)

The whole case study was constructed from responses to questions like this, and it also gave a specific checklist of different still images (or video clips) which would be required:

Pictures of the main people who are talked about in the case study: leaders, community members, local government members, young people, whoever were the key people in the case study (5-10 pictures)

(Annex 5.5: Action at the Frontline template)

This was all outlined in a Powerpoint presentation, which explained that they could simply send the completed template and picture selection back to the GNDR secretariat. A writer and video editor were allocated to the project and created a short 3 minute video of each case study from the information submitted. Preserving the authorship of the contributors was important, so the draft video was sent back to the participants to check and amend if necessary. Would the members need an incentive to invest this effort? A media producer who was consulted informally suggested making the project into a challenge in which the entries would be posted to a website with the facility to vote and add comments. There would be a prize for the most effective entry based on the project criteria. The format took account of earlier social media experience with GNDR, framing a tightly specified and time limited action. Would this design yield the videos, which were now to take centre stage at a massive video wall at GP-DRR 2011? A deadline of 31st March was set for contributions. By mid-March only five entries had been received and the secretariat nervously started negotiating with two INGOs to provide video content for the wall.  However a staggering 90 provisional entries were submitted by the deadline. The secretariat was amazed and intrigued as to why there had been such a positive response to the project. They were also overloaded by the work involved in producing videos from the contributions. Once multiple entries from some countries had been reorganised the final total was 60 videos. The team worked full time on them, completing 40 in time for the Global Platform. Social media had finally taken centre stage at GNDR. 

The videos were diverse - ranging from stories of local myth and knowledge in the Pacific Islands to participatory budgeting for road building in Venezuela. Other videos featured awareness raising for risk reduction in South African townships, advocacy to secure local action in Georgia and micro finance to support risk reduction in Cambodia. Many of them showed small scale initiatives yielding a valuable return in reducing risk for communities.  Many were concerned with a topic which had been discussed by the network in its learning review and at the Global Workshop – partnerships. Table 5.4 examines 10 of the case studies in terms of this partnership dimension, identifying the actors involved and the purpose of the partnership:

Table 5.4. Table of AFL video case studies of local level partnerships

	Location
	Actors involved
	Partnership actions

	
	comm-unity
	Civil

Soc
	Govt
	Aca-demia
	Private

Sector
	Collab-

oration
	Assess

ment
	Learn-

ing
	Action

	1. South Africa
	(
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	

	2. Venezuela
	(
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	(

	3. Brazil
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	4. Lebanon
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	
	

	5. Romania
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	
	
	(
	

	6. Vietnam
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	7. Costa Rica
	(
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	(

	8. India
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	
	(

	9. Uzbekistan
	
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	10. India
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	
	


23 case studies in total out of the 60 produced have a partnership dimension to the stories they tell. (Summaries of each of the case studies in the table are provided in Annex 5.6). The table shows that the narratives of these case studies contain examples of local realities reflecting the partnership and governance themes which had emerged as of interest to the network; including collaboration, assessment, learning and action. Beyond their role at GP-DRR they represented a tremendous potential learning resource. All sixty were assembled into a searchable resource. Early evidence was that hit rates on the website were low. An online consultation indicated enthusiasm for using the videos, but a concern among many respondents that downloading the files was difficult due to their poor connectivity. It was agreed that they would be compiled onto a DVD, which is now  being mailed out to members. 

Figure 5.12. Case study presented on videowall at GP-DRR 2011
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Why, compared with other communications tools and initiatives which had been employed over that period, had the AFL project captured the imagination of network members? Was the challenge aspect and the incentive of a cash prize most important, or were there other factors? A survey was conducted, using the Zoomerang online survey tool, to find answers to these questions. It asked about the value of the project and its outputs to members, about the reasons for participating, and about how well the different aspects of the project worked. 37 participants responded to English, Spanish and French versions of the survey – over 50% of the participants. Results of the survey can be seen in detail in Annex 5.7. The headlines were:

About the value of the project

· An opportunity to make a video for our organisation

· It provided learning for our organisation

· It gave us the opportunity to present our story to other people

· They will be useful for network members to learn from each other

· They will be useful in advocacy

I got the opportunity to learn many case studies from different parts of the world. This is a long term investment for institutional memory and will be helpful to us, based on this our organization will developed good practices and disseminate the education amongst new generation.

(Survey respondent. GNDR, 2011f)

About the project process

· It was part of the MoU that we did this

· The initial guidance was useful

· We weren't interested in voting

· We haven't looked at many of the other videos

This is a really valuable addition in my presentation skills. Before this I was thinking how is this type of presentation possible.

(Survey respondent. GNDR, 2011f)

Noting that the project's inclusion in the VFL 2011 MoU was part of the incentive for involvement, respondents put little weight on the challenge or prize aspect as an incentive. Many of the responses emphasised the utility of the experience and of the end product to their own organisations, though they also acknowledged the benefits of horizontal learning – 'institutional memory' between GNDR members. The AFL story reinforces the opinions expressed in the survey about social media. Taking the logic of VFL with its shared action and structured methodology, this project generated a far greater involvement through social media than unstructured and informal offerings, and we will go on to discover that these insights could also be applied to online discussions. AFL opened up new possibilities for horizontal learning in GNDR. 

Section 3: Moving Forward?

Figure 5.13. Timeline. Section 3: Moving Forward?
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Section 3 Part 1:  VFL 2011: Politics and Power

After the reflection and review phase following VFL 2009 intense activity surrounded the implementation of VFL 2011, compressed as it was by delays in securing funding to start the project. In the wake of the project there would be further reflection, both formal and informal and much of the learning would be about the importance of understanding politics and power - both external to the network and internal. 

The growing network anticipated making an even more forceful impact in bringing VFL to the attention of the international audience at UNISDR's  GP-DRR 2011 conference. An invitation for expressions of interest in the project had resulted in 70 countries signing up for the project (compared with 40 who signed and 33 who completed the survey in 2009). The secretariat aimed to double the size of the survey from 7000 to 14000 respondents. At the same time, the introductory communication for the 2011 conference acknowledged VFL as a significant voice. An early announcement suggested the shift in agenda which Margareta Wahlstrom had referred to at the Global Workshop, as the following extract shows:

The Chair’s Summary of Second Session the Global Platform in 2009, called for “Reduced risk for all”. Since the last Global Platform in 2009, local action is delivering results and drawing increased attention. The Making Cities Resilient campaign has signed over 150 to date, illustrating the commitment and contribution of mayors, local governments and their supporters worldwide. A new Community Practitioners Platform for Resilience is being used by policy makers and community organizations to build alliances between them. The Global Assessment Report 2011 recognizes local perspectives and incorporates ‘Views from the Frontline’ from civil society organizations.
But, to what extent do our interventions lead to improved conditions in the places where the vulnerable live and work? Are all our programs and policies targeted enough at supporting local action and building on local assets? How can we accelerate finance and increase investment in local action. What do we need to do to make this happen?

(Extract from second announcement of UN Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, 17 November 2010. UNISDR, 2011. Emphasis added)

This announcement is reproduced here as it shows how the language of the GNDR agenda had been taken on board. It uses terms such as 'local action' and 'local perspectives' and even the term 'Views from the Frontline'. (It also displays a distant and rather paternalistic perspective in phrases such as 'where the vulnerable live and work'.)  This statement led to mixed reactions from network members and advisers. Many felt that it was an implicit acknowledgement of the network and of VFL, while a few felt that it might signal a co-option of the network to validate the programme and messages of the UNISDR body, thereby neutralising them. In parallel with this public announcement, UNISDR made contact with GNDR to discuss collaboration in staging the conference. The secretariat were invited to prepare proposals for their involvement in GP-DRR 2011. This represented a marked step forward compared with their limited presence at a 'side event' at the 2009 platform. The secretariat fielded a 'shopping list' of proposals to the conference organisers. Table 5.5 below shows that this shopping list – all of which was approved – was far more ambitious than its presence at the earlier event:

Table 5.5. VFL Activities at GP-DRR 2009 and GP-DRR 2011

	2009 Activities
	2011 activities

	Ten minute presentation of VFL in the opening plenary, 
	Presentation time for Global Network during main conference

	
	Videowall in the main area

	Small-scale 'side event' to present VFL in detail,
	Specific AFL event in main room

	
	Civil society participation in the plenary events

	Market stall. 
	Market stall 

	
	Specific plenary on connection between different people at the local level: 'Ensuring a return on investment in local action'


(GNDR, 2011)

Overall the secretariat felt that the combination of the overall conference theme – 'Increased investment in Local Action', their control of a main plenary session Ensuring a return on investment in local action and the opportunity to present local-level case studies in a highly visible way through the AFL videos on the large videowall would enable a strong case to be made for practical implementation of Disaster Risk Reduction policy at grass-roots level. They were also encouraged by the statement of the expected outcomes in the chairs closing statement:

· A clearer future direction for disaster risk reduction, recovery and reconstruction efforts

· Promotion of local and national solutions

· New investments for implementation
(UNISDR, 2011a)

 Specific references to local as well as national solutions, and to new investments represented a welcome shift in emphasis from GNDR's point of view, reinforcing the expectation of progress. The 2011 VFL report (GNDR, 2011) was more substantial than its 2009 predecessor in terms of scale and depth of analysis. 69 countries participated (compared with 33 in 2009) and the secretariat's goal of 14,000 surveys was exceeded as over 20,000 surveys were completed (compared with 7,000 in 2009). A headline conclusion from the survey was that 57% of respondents felt that disaster losses were increasing rather than decreasing over the five year period of the UN programme. This was a stark statistic since the underlying goal of the programme over the whole ten year period is for a substantial reduction in disaster losses. The network presented a strong case in its VFL 2011 report for the necessity to turn this around through a clear focus on local level implementation based on partnerships. Its message was summed up in the report title: 

'If we do not join hands . .  .'

The report was circulated two weeks before the conference and the network found that it had an immediate and unexpected impact. Its title and theme had been taken from the words of an NGO leader in Zambia, and the UNISDR conference organisers, on reading his introductory words in the newly published report, contacted the secretariat to ask if he could attend the conference as part of the opening plenary panel, as they found his message 'compelling'. In a roundabout way the sequence of events meant that GNDR had secured a voice in this opening keynote session; which they had previously been denied.

Despite the claim that GNDR and VFL had supposedly changed the agenda, when I got to the conference (May 10th -13th 2011) it seemed that nothing had changed. Actually one thing that had changed was that in the opening ceremony and plenary civil society members no longer had official seats. Where we had been allowed delegations (in the back row) in 2009, we were now relegated to observer status in the balcony. The seating plan said it all: reflecting the persistence of 'top down' implementation and power. Though Y [the Zambian NGO leader] had been invited by UNISDR onto the top table in the opening session, rubbing shoulders with Ban Ki-moon, he couldn't actually rub shoulders with him as the positioning of panellists placed the two civil society representatives at the outermost edge of the panel, whilst the institutional, government and 'expert' representatives grouped round the facilitator dominated the discussion. 

(Project manager reflection: Annex 3.6xxiv)
Frustration developed among network members who had attended the conference as it became clear that its theme of increased investment in local action did not appear to be borne out in the various plenaries and presentations. One network member asked, at a side meeting about VFL, whether the network would simply come back again in another two years with an even bigger survey reiterating the fact that local implementation was not being achieved. Another network member remarked, on the network's blog, that the event felt like it was more about "reunion than reform". (GNDR, 2011b) One of the network's advisers highlighted the danger of 'co-option' - simply being drawn in to the 'system' to support the status quo rather than change. 14 messages were posted on the members' email list about the statement, and these led to a thread of 25 messages discussing the creation of a 'shadow statement' presenting what the writers felt would be a more effective set of recommendations: 

I am not sure how to do this, but I think the message we should convey is: Despite all the efforts made and the real, even if not that significant, progress between 2005 and 2011, only the easiest part of the job (between 2.5 and 3.5 / 5) has been done. [. . .] We all know that top-down (from government to communities) and bottom-up energies are both needed if we sincerely want to reach Hyogo objectives. It is too easy to say that Investment in local actions should increase; everyone should understand that this is not going to happen through the UN system and the governments. [. . .] I think our frustration comes from the fact that we have reached the point where if they were completely honest the UN should admit that they have reached a limit and can't do much more through the governments. They should recognise that what is left to do is not within their reach [. . .] Let's see what will come out of all this (probably more clouds and not much more rain), but why don't we prepare a counter-document or an "addendum" which could be sent to all major DRR donors, explaining all this, in better words?

(Network member: Madagascar. GNDR, 2011)

Another member responded:
Hi 

Very nice and realist approach. I am sure [Z] is the practitioner and has seen the reality of life, the people to whom we are speaking about them. The UN and Govt system have been unable and remained unable to address DRR issues, which are multi-faceted and multi-dimensional. The natures of hazards both natural, man made and technological are very dynamic as well as the human. We need to think globally and to work locally. The half decades achievements of MDGs  and HFA  are not very encouraging and we don't see concrete progress in the years to come. I have a deeper experience and learning for DRR implementation at local level. The result of this intervention is really encouraging and if replicated in other parts of the world, this will work very well. I will be much more pleased to share the local action made and result achieved here in Pakistan. I am very much agreed with the vision of [Z], which is the reality.

(Network member: Pakistan. GNDR, 2011)

The statement which was agreed between network members contained 7 recommendations which had deadlines attached (generally set at 2013 at which time the next GP-DRR would take place). They placed an emphasis on the rights of citizens, responsibilities to citizens and involvement of citizens through participation in risk mapping and through making governments accountable to citizens (GNDR 2011). Had VFL in fact 'changed the agenda'? The view emerging from network discussions was that the outcomes of the conference, defined in the chair's closing statement, did not reflect such a change. The statement reflected a concern that the chair's statement did not have clear or measurable goals or deadlines and as such it was not an agenda for defined, time-bound action which could be monitored or measured. 

Learning clearly took place, in a more dynamic way than had sometimes been the case in the network. The experience of frustrated ambitions for a shift in policy and practice, despite the work the network had invested, promoted debate both in the face to face meetings of network members attending GP-DRR and in the online discussions subsequently. The theme we can take forward from this is power. It has been witnessed here expressed through everything from words to seating plans. Through these formal and informal discussions horizontal learning was emerging. More of this in the following part:

Section 3 Part 2: Reflections

The provocative outcomes of GP-DRR 2011 resulted in unusually energetic communication between members. The project manager's normal experience was that formal, structured online discussions were the only space in which members engaged. With the heated online discussions after GP-DRR 2011 proving to be an exception rather than the rule, the network has adopted a structured and formalised format for online discussions, applying learning from other structured activities such as VFL and AFL. They are publicised in advance, with a clear theme. Questions are pre-planned (though they may change during the course of the discussion). The discussions run for a limited time, typically two weeks. A facilitator intervenes periodically to invite contributions, move the discussion on, and provide summaries. As a significant proportion of the network are Spanish speaking a translator provides translations in both directions. The 'Forward Together' discussion held in July 2011 (GNDR, 2011j) illustrates this format in action. The theme, as implied by the title, was around gathering views on future goals, strategy and governance. 91 people signed up for the discussion. The discussion ran for six weeks in this case, as it spanned the holiday period and people came and went. In the first two weeks 52 messages were circulated. After that the number dropped off until 9 were sent in the first week of August, when the session was wound up. The content of this consultation is discussed in the final part of this section. Structured formats enabled the network to collaborate in discussion, as well as in storytelling (through the AFL project) and shared actions (such as VFL). The contrast between communications in rarefied and in convivial space was still felt strongly however, and the Forward Together consultation was linked to a planned repeat of the Global Workshop, where ideas would be drawn together in face to face sessions.

Events such as the Forward Together consultation signalled that the network was moving into a period of reflection intended to resolve a strategy and structure for the future. The apparent absorption of the VFL messages into the system in a way which defused their impact and allowed the status quo to persist was a general theme of the discussion. As well as the frustration noted above there was clearly energy and enthusiasm to discuss future plans. Should the focus be global, or local? 

This discussion had emerged at an informal meeting held at GP-DRR for those network members who were present. Many of those who attended this meeting wanted to debate what were the most strategic actions the network could take. Should the focus shift to supporting local learning and partnerships? The meeting was an open brainstorm and therefore did not reach focused conclusions (see Annex 5.9) but did highlight an overall concern to move from monitoring to taking action in local contexts. This concern would be no surprise when compared with feedback from members given consistently over the whole course of this case study. Allied to this was the question of 'who decides?' A specific comment from a member during this meeting crystallised the tension between members' aspirations and the network's leadership. The member was part of a subgroup discussing the regional leadership and he said 'Tell us what to do next'. As was discussed in the meeting, this was a strange thing for a member of a network to be asking. It was indicative of a continuing sense of centralised control. The two questions 'what to do' and 'who decides' were gradually gaining traction and were explored further in the Forward Together online discussion (GNDR, 2011j). Some comments from that discussion give the flavour of this:

Do we want to keep on operating as a network, gathering information, analyzing trends, making suggestions and insisting on being the voice of the unheard... through Internet or do we think that even if chatting on the web is exciting, certainly inspiring, why shouldn't we DO something?
Support and encourage more actions that affects local communities;  What we find in the field is that a number of communities living in hazard zones face especially what we might refer to as minor but continuous risk situations.  Over the years such communities have develop some level of coping strategies which are often limited. An assessment of  these capacities and strengthening such existing capacities through knowledge sharing and campaigns approach could contribute significantly in reducing the level of vulnerabilities of such communities.. 

Knowledge management is one of the key expectations from GNDR. I am sure we, the global family, are sharing and learning from each other. I would like to request to raise the theme on "how to build relationships between civil society and government authorities". We have our experience. The relationship with government differs country to country. But there are some common agenda to  share and learn. So, please place the highlighted issue to discuss.

The major problem to DRR work in Malawi for both Government and NGOs is limited funds. DRR is treated like relief or volunteer work. In such cases DRR is at the mercy of donors and well wishers. [...]  With climate change issues and major political changes in many countries which are resulting in wars and more disasters, will we get enough funds for our work. Will a small flash flood killing two people in Malawi be treated with seriousness?
One of my key solutions to DRR issues in both national and local level would be to empower local communities groups like the youths, village elders, market women and local schools authority with adequate training on how to intervene in times of disasters. [. . .] There might be lack of political will or resources on the part of government to do this and that's why all civil society bodies should make this a priority.

(Forward Together Online Discussion, July 2011.  GNDR, 2011j. Emphasis added)

Section 3 Part 3: Forward Together?

As with previous debates, how representative was Forward Together? Only 26 of the 92 members signed up to the discussion actually contributed, so the project manager wrote to six network members he knew were signed up but who hadn't contributed. Most replied to say they were reading the comments and would contribute if they felt they had something to add. In ICT jargon such members are sometimes referred to as 'lurkers'. These responses suggest that there may be a significant passive assent through members listening and only contributing if they feel their view isn't being represented. In order to reinforce and test the views emerging from those who did contribute the facilitator drew this discussion together with a final summary, having provided periodic summaries during the process:

1. Many of those contributing added to earlier calls for capacity building for both GNDR member organisations and for local communities. How can we do this? Can we mobilise the capabilities of our members to develop a formal programme of capacity building and training?
2. There has also been a consistent call for support to develop platforms and committees to link together different actors ­ both local and national. Can we learn here from people who have done this, and build our shared understanding of how to develop these partnerships?

3. Resourcing of organisations and groups is a clear challenge. It has been suggested that we develop the ability to secure local and regional funding, rather than depending on central funding. We need to develop some concrete thinking about how this can be done. There are many regional sources of funding for example. Does practical expertise about how to tap into them exist within our network?

4. Many of the contributors over the whole discussion period have been concerned about what Buh
 called minor but continuous risk. Many of you feel that we should be enabling action to respond directly to the needs of local people. What would this look like, and how could GNDR support it?

5. There have also been suggestions of a campaigning and advocacy programme ­ encompassing local, national and international levels. Would this be linked to the activities above?

6. The structure of the network needs to match its actions and there have been suggestions of a regionally based structure for the network. How would we organise this and make it democratic?

Overall, I have a strong sense that network members in general feel that a key role for GNDR is supporting more effective action on the part of member organisations at the local and national level.

(Facilitator summary of Forward Together Online Discussion. GNDR, 2011. Emphasis added)

The actions and reflections of the network were increasingly pointing at the significance of the local –as a previously understated locus of the network's activities. This recognition combined with a financial bottleneck to shift the network's plans from the intended Global Workshop towards a more regionally contextualised focus through a series of lower cost regional meetings. By locating them in region costs could be reduced and by having a series of separate meetings richer discussion could take place at each. A pilot for the workshop format took place in Cameroon, where four members from Cameroon and Nigeria met with the project manager. They found that earthing their discussions in a field visit (to an one of the frequent lava flows from Mount Cameroon, and to unstable shanty housing on the slopes of Limbe City) excited discussion on the broader themes of strategy, action and network organisation which had emerged from Forward Together. At the time of writing the regional meetings are scheduled but have not yet taken place. 

While the discussions between GNDR members face to face in Geneva, and virtually through the Forward Together discussion were gathering pace the secretariat was also drawing together outcomes of VFL 2009 and 2011. These both emphasised addressing the underlying risk factors - the system which makes people vulnerable to hazards. The majority of actors comprising GNDR are members of local and national civil society, rather than specialist or international operators.  The GNDR chair increasingly reflected this perspective in presentations given at high level meetings - stating that "at the local level it's all one". This led to embracing a broad view of resilience to risks; a  "common resilience framework" (considering all the risk factors which impact sustainable development) rather than a specific specialist focus on DRR. The network chair expressed this through a diagram (figure 5.14 below)  which contrasted a fragmented international view with the holistic local view of resilience and sustainable development:

Figure 5.14. Common resilience at local level: GNDR discussion document
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The diagram suggests that the specialised views and actions at international and national level merge into a holistic view at local level;  reflecting the network's learning – looping back learning from local action to the global level through VFL, the learning review, workshops, online discussions and AFL Case studies. At the time of writing it is not clear how the local level perspectives expressed by members in Forward Together will meet with the high level perspective being evolved by the secretariat. Both emphasise the importance of local level knowledge and action, but will the planned regional workshops allow a coherent interpretation which combines both views? One network member expressed concern about strengthening this linkage:

GNDR needs to maintain transparency. It should avoid an hourglass effect with knowledge concentrated at both ends - the secretariat and the membership, with a weak link between them.
(GNDR Member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)

The project manager shared a concern about the transparency of knowledge and decisionmaking. A meeting with the chair to discuss the diagram above and the draft strategy of which it was a part was an opportunity to discuss these concerns. 

I recognised as a result of these discussions that leadership is particularly complex in a network. Whilst my own preference has been for facilitation from the outset, facilitation is not enough. Possibly for the chair his previous experience in leading NGO teams and Country Offices has required a more direct and assertive leadership style, which probably also reflects his character. A network is a voluntary body (one of the contrasts with the constituents of intra-organisational CoPs) and consensus and facilitation are clearly needed to develop shared goals and action. However facilitation is not enough. In a meeting with network members in Cameroon they specifically said they looked to the secretariat for leadership and decisionmaking. Indeed they were dubious about the value of democracy in deciding a clear course and strategy.

(Project manager reflection: Annex 3.6. xxvii)

This period of reflection finds network members articulating clear views about next steps for the network, the network chair framing a new and broader shared strategy, and a challenge to avoid the hourglass effect and ensure that the two perspectives cohere.

Conclusions
For this international network the three year journey has taught it a few things about itself. It has discovered modes of action based on shared action and structured communication which have led to learning between members. The project manager has been drawn to recognise that work takes place within the constraints of thin communications; more to do with the limited commitment of members to the network compared with their own action scenes than with technical issues concerning Social Media. It has learnt about the challenges of external power, and issues concerning internal power have emerged. It has gradually vocalised members' views which focus on the local dimension of the network's activity and an overarching sense of wanting to do development differently in this International Development Network. How can we make sense of this data? We turn to this in the following chapter.

Chapter 6: Making sense of the Action Research

Introduction: Analysis of the Action Research

Three years have been spent with GNDR in an investigation framed by concerns which developed in the investigator's mind about the inconsistencies and contradictions he witnessed between the intentions of development activities and their outcomes. Earlier encounters suggested that whilst the participation of locals was claimed, it was acted out as a performance which had become part of the project process, rather than giving grassroots groups any real part in contributing knowledge or deciding what was done. This concern had led to curiosity about how these groups could give their own insights real value, drawing on their own experience and taking action based on this. The researcher encountered examples of local knowledge defining local action in this way, which led him to ask what would happen if this experience was able to be shared horizontally? Could horizontal learning enable grassroots groups to share the wealth of local knowledge and experience generated in convivial spaces  between each other, reducing dependency on institutional top down knowledge and control? Would this enable them to take control of their own development, in line with their concerns? How could this communication and learning extend into rarefied space, linking widely separated communities facing similar challenges? Making connections in this space would require communication. Approaching this enquiry with a media background, the researcher brought a strong interest in the potential of recently emerging social media for facilitating this process with the hope that they would overcome some of the challenges faced in application of participative communication.

These factors led to the framing of the research questions. The invitation to work with GNDR offered the opportunity to perform an in-depth action research programme, as well as taking account of the earlier history of the formation of the network. The framing of a suitable methodology for this engagement was driven by the researcher's view that a holistic and engaged perspective would yield a rich understanding of the specific action scene, which could also generate a conceptual framework which could be applied more widely in the application of horizontal learning. This is not to deny the challenges implicit in an engaged action research approach. The researcher recognised the need to pursue an appropriate and sound methodology in gathering and collating data. Further than this he placed an emphasis on methods of coding, comparison and interpretation which allowed the data to challenge initial expectations and to shape the eventual conclusions. Finally the dual role of the researcher, and indeed his colleagues in GNDR as both actors and researchers was constantly front of mind. The researcher has attempted to keep this duality clear for the sake of the reader. 

The data has been presented in a broadly chronological framework, on the basis that the dynamic interactions and causalities encountered during the research period are best understood within this framework. In turning to an examination and discussion of the data we now consider it thematically, rather than chronologically, in terms of the research sub questions which were posed at the outset. We examine the body of data, making use of comparisons between chronologically separated events, coding of qualitative material such as online discussions and interviews, archive and personal records. The range of data sources allow for triangulation to test the provisional conclusions which are proposed.

Does the analysis give grounds for supporting the idea of horizontal learning between grassroots groups? In what ways have social media proved a useful tool if this is the case? These questions are the focus of the examination of the data. However the investigation is treading new ground, both in terms of modes of learning between distributed groups and of the application of social media in this context; so the analysis is also sensitive to the possibilities of the unanticipated and unexpected.

The sub questions which frame the chapter represent a drilling down towards the central question of the thesis through three stages. What has been learnt about the creation of a learning community, drawing specifically on the framework of a community of practice and recognising the challenges of physical separation, multiple contexts, cultures and languages? What has been learnt about learning? Has this community, to whatever extent it has proved functional, been able to engage in horizontal learning between these disparate participants? To the extent that a community has been constructed and has provided a platform for learning, has learning between the participants enabled them to take action in line with their goals? This is the broad picture; the specific thematic focii for the chapter based on this are framed by the research sub-questions, and are set out below:

1. "Is the 'communities of practice' model as elaborated by Wenger an appropriate framework within which social media would be useful tools in development?" Is a community of practice approach relevant and applicable, given a distributed membership with different cultural backgrounds, languages etc?

2. "Would the application of such tools through this framework lead to effective dissemination and sharing of useful practical knowledge for development?". If the Community of Practice framework is appropriate, then in what ways is knowledge shared through this community? And in what way are social media used?

3. "Would this process, if successful, enable grassroots communities to define their own development understanding and path, in distinction to top down models of development in which the knowledge of outside authorities is privileged over local knowledge?". If it proves to be the case that a community can be established with the purpose of sharing of knowledge, then is there evidence that this results in social change within the groups that the community touches?

How do the answers to these questions inform the original overarching research question:  "Does new thinking in the application of social media with grassroots community groups suggest ways in which the media can be meaningful tools in community development?".  The concluding chapter turns to a discussion encompassing the  themes of learning, development of a learning community, the particular nature of such a community when it consists of geographically distributed participants, the idea of thin communication, the role of shared action, case study creation, social media generally and the critical influences of leadership and power. What new thinking does this study offer in terms of horizontal learning using social media for a different development? 

Communities of Practice and Social Media?

"Is the Communities of Practice model as elaborated by Wenger an appropriate framework within which social media would be useful tools in development?"

Is a community of practice model relevant? How does it interweave with a network environment? These two frameworks, cohering as action learning spaces, have been applied to the development of GNDR. In practice network members did not engage with the social media based opportunities for interaction and shared learning which were provided to support this space. A different and unanticipated process of shared action (p.196) seemed more influential in promoting community building processes. This is therefore discussed in detail – leading to a recognition that the challenge of communication as a basis for social learning goes deeper than just the practicalities of limited access, limited bandwidth and limited cues where media do not provide rich communication. Thin communication is used as a term which recognises these challenges but also contains the idea that the level of commitment to, and investment in communication may be limited in distributed groups such as this. Shared action, by contrast, provides a clear and bounded structure within which actors can participate. 

Applying a Community of Practice in a globally distributed context

The discussion of experience and theory concerning communities of practice  (p.74) led the researcher to suspect that the CoP framework, shaped in terms of relatively homogeneous learning communities, might require adaptation to work in a globally distributed and multicultural community. The researcher's work with GNDR added weight to this suspicion. The complexity of learning interactions between distributed participants in different socio/cultural contexts (p.80) presented a particular challenge. Many of the examples of CoPs offered by Wenger and his colleagues (Wenger et al, 2002) are situated within relatively homogeneous communities. The application of CoPs between culturally diverse participants was investigated by Johnson (2007). She found that the degree of diversity between the participants changed the character of interactions and shared learning significantly, leading her to propose a modified learning structure: Action learning spaces. 

Development of an Action Learning Space

Communications and learning facilities were introduced in parallel with the launch of the network's first major 'Views from the Frontline' action. Evidence from this period and from the whole period of the case study shows limited engagement with an action learning space function as it was originally envisaged (Annex 5.2). What would success have looked like? Members in a functional action learning space would collaborate to share their practice and in doing so develop repositories of shared knowledge. Data shows that this has not generally been the case. Flows of communication have been related to the specific activities of the network, rather than gradually increasing as the community forms and coheres (see for example p.150, p.167). As a result facilities which were provided for storing of information (such as reports and case studies) have not been utilised. Surveys and consultations with members showed a continuing concern for their own individual action scenes. They placed an emphasis on capacity building in their own localities (eg p.165). There was limited impetus for developing a GNDR community which shared experience and knowledge. Social media were not widely valued (p.169). It was notable, for example, that the AFL survey found that few respondents had looked at colleagues' case studies created as part of the project, and traffic to the website pages storing this material was limited (p.174). Nevertheless learning and sharing as network activities were embraced and supported, in principle, by network members. For example one steering group member asserted "Learning could be better developed. There are expectations from members of good knowledge sharing system" (GNDR, 2011d). Other members cited "benefits of sharing knowledge and bringing together different actors" and "the opportunity to learn and share our ideas" as reasons for getting involved.  (GNDR, 2008b). These comments suggest that other factors were in play, leading to a failure in practice for network members to collaborate and share in the ways they envisaged.

Convivial and Rarefied Spaces

Closer consideration of the social structures comprising the network helps to make sense of the contradictory evidence of aspirations for learning compared with actual communication and learning. We saw, as we considered the nature of social learning in communities, that it depended on communication within groups bounded by a shared identity (p.71). This is a particular type of space and in the discussion above we see that network members placed a high priority on their local spaces, and a lower priority on interaction in the network space. This highlights the fact that the qualities which define the kind of spaces where social learning takes place are lacking in the network space. In the latter, limited interaction leads to limited trust, as one network member emphasised (p.152) and this reinforced cyclical patterns of communication related mainly to the VFL project, so that the project manager noted that at the end of the project it was "as if everyone left the building" (p.152). The two kinds of space are qualitatively different. In order to distinguish them the term convivial space is used to describe spaces characterised by close interaction, communication and learning, drawing on the Latin roots of convivial referring to 'living together'
. The network's space is a different, much more loosely connected kind of space, where one may not even be sure of the gender of the people you are dealing with (p.153). More importantly it has a much more limited quality of identity and trust than a convivial space. We refer to it as a rarefied space. The distinction is important as it suggests that learning processes which take place in convivial spaces cannot be simply extended into rarefied space as the conditions of the two kinds of space are qualitatively different. The lack of interaction across the rarefied space of the distributed GNDR network contrasts strongly with the rich and lively interactions in convivial spaces such as face to face meetings. At training events in November-December 2008, the Global Workshop in January 2010 and a regional leaders' workshop in September 2010 members collaborated closely in both the formal sessions and social events. It is clear that both as practitioners and at a social level, network members from different locations and cultures are happy to meet and talk together, but this interaction is not mirrored in the distributed community.
In comparing GNDR with cases Johnson examined in developing the concept of action learning spaces (Johnson, 2007), we see that those she investigated were focused on professional practitioners collaborating in a specific domain, accumulating knowledge about a practice related to a specific domain. GNDR is different in nature; it consists of a number of convivial spaces, typically operating at a local and national level who in turn relate to the rarefied space of GNDR at an international level. In this case their concerns are with development; a holistic, systemic and transformative activity rather a narrow practice. The qualities of a convivial space: shared identity, communication and social learning generating a reservoir of taken for granteds (p.71) are attenuated in a rarefied space and this suggests we have to understand how the members of such a space act and learn together quite differently, rather than simply scaling up a convivial space.

Thin Communications

 Away from face to face meetings the lack of rich cues to communicative understanding in text based communication - particularly in terse emails – was one aspect of what the project manager came to term thin communications (p.152). Certainly establishing a mutually understood vocabulary and providing translations where possible can remove specific barriers, but as the SPARK-STREAM project on shared understanding (SPARK-STREAM, 2003) showed, sitting behind language is culture, and diverse cultural perspectives are not so easily bridged. Network members also cited the technical difficulties of limited bandwidth and power outages as factors that made communication difficult. Data for email traffic shows that despite the limitations of social media in this context there were particular periods where communication was intense. These centre on the periods of shared actions, VFL 2009 and 2011. Outside these project periods communications dropped off dramatically. This data suggests a deeper factor at work. It implies that thin communications resulted not just from the limitations of the media but from choices made about how much to invest in communicating. The higher preparedness of the distributed staff of an INGO to use a webconference system, compared with GNDR members illustrates this (p.152). The priority for network members was the local action scene (p.164). This was where they invested their effort in communication and action. Engaging in the community and communication space of GNDR took second place to this. Thin communications can be seen as reflecting:

· Lack of cues in text based and audio media

· Frustrations with technical limitations

· Lower commitment to communication in rarefied space compared with convivial space 

This is not to say that communications played a background role. They were critical, for example, to the network's VFL and AFL shared actions.

Shared Actions

Both Views from the Frontline and AFL have provoked rich participation in action. In both these cases there has been intense activity. For example when VFL 2009 was launched, NCOs invested substantial amounts of in-kind effort in it, compared with the funding which was available (p.147). POs showed even greater commitment in the sense that these received no funding at all for their work. A consultant to the network reported that in fact the first iteration of this project was only intended to have five participants. She explained that during the sign-up period interest in the project spread like wildfire, so that from August to December 2008 the participant list grew from 5 to 40 countries (p.146). (Though in practice only 33 finally completed that phase of the project). The further call for participation in 2010 led to a total of 70 countries signing up for VFL 2011 (of which 69 completed the survey process of the project) (p.176). Nearly all of those from VFL 2009 were included in the list participating in 2011. The project came to define the core GNDR membership (p.176). Why was it that VFL generated such energy and commitment, whereas the level of communication outside of this project was so low? Evidence from surveys (pp.161,163) and interviews with network members suggests that they:

· Saw clear benefits to their local action scenes from involvement in the VFL shared action 

· Valued capacity building through the training they received and through the development of research skills 

· Recognised the status and identity which their organisations gained in their own local contexts through association with GNDR 

Network members' own assessment of the value of VFL to them are illustrated in a survey taken before the Global Workshop in January 2010 (annex 5.5). The aspects which were rated most highly were 'Building of local awareness' and 'Building local networking'. This survey supports personal discussions conducted by the author, which highlight the utility of VFL in the members' own action scene:

Action orientated research doesn't often happen so while money is important the involvement is also important. Being involved raises the profile of organisations in their country and enables them to contribute to policy forums, as well as building local capacity.

(GNDR member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)

This aspect was also highlighted by members in the 2009 learning review (p.163).  VFL offers a combination of clearly structured activities with local benefits, inviting a commitment to action with clear parameters and boundaries. What was meant by shared action? The term emerged from the project manager's recognition that shared learning wasn't developing within the network in the way that he had envisaged through implementing an action learning space. Ideas weren't being exchanged between members, expertise wasn't being shared; the network's chat rooms and forums remained silent. Members at the Global Workshop agreed that communication was centric – hub and spoke – and there was little evidence of polycentric – cats cradle –  communication between them (p.149). However in participating in the VFL shared action, network members were: 

· Were invited to join a project with clear parameters and boundaries

· Worked in their own convivial spaces 

· Had very little contact with each other 

· Coordinated through hub and spoke communication 

· Were participants in the same action 

· All contributed to the outcomes of the action 

· Completed a praxis loop by shared reflection on the overall action 
· Experienced local positive outcomes from the action

It appears that these factors have engaged members much more effectively than the offer of participation in shared learning via social media, the basis of the nascent action learning space within GNDR. 

Facilitation and Leadership

Creating a governance structure which supports action, reflection and learning in GNDR means treading a delicate leadership path between facilitation on the one hand and top down control on the other, as Gaventa and Mayo, and Brown and Gaventa have highlighted (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009; Brown and Gaventa, 2008). As Chapter 2 (p.76) has noted networks, at their inception, require strong leadership and coordination in order to become established and build collaboration between their members. Waddell and Khagram (2006) argue for loosening of this control over time, allowing network members to build ownership of the network. From the early days of the network there has been a divergence between the Steering Group's emphasis on the VFL project, and members' concern for local resourcing (p.137). This was also expressed at the Global Workshop (p.165) contrasting with the conclusions drawn by the Steering Group (p.168). Evidence from records of communications between network members suggests that the transition from a centric to polycentric structure  suggested by Waddell and Khagram has not been in evidence during the case study period. For example the records of communications traffic (p.152) show peaks of communication related to the VFL project, but no clear trend of increasing communication. However there was evidence that the strong central control which characterised the network could lead to failure for members to engage with it as a community. This sense was epitomised in the question "tell us what to do next" (p.182). Whilst one network member celebrated the fact that the network was less rigid and bureaucratic than other organisation types: 

It's not an NGO!. It should stay small and avoid developing the character of an NGO. it should maintain and increase its focus. A  bigger NGO would have sent a trainer to do the training rather than expecting and trusting me to do it.

(GNDR member: Uganda. GNDR, 2011g)
another acknowledged the concern that members might be increasingly regarding the network as a funding organisation rather than a community of which they were a part:

Actually survey implementation is cheap, or ought to be. I don't think much funding should be needed. Maybe members don't feel they own the network. Who are the leaders? It should be democratic, possibly with a membership fee. It should share in decisions. The membership should be more active and owning it.
(GNDR member: Bangladesh, GNDR 2011g)

It appears that there is a tension here. Strong leadership and tightly structured activities appear to be a success factor in the development of the network and its ability to enable action, reflection and learning at the local level. However this leadership could also be a factor inhibiting the development of the network. As the network reflects on its actions after VFL 2011 there is a heightened awareness of the balancing of the voice of the network membership and its leaders, reflected in a member comment that it should avoid an hourglass effect with knowledge concentrated at the two extremes of the local and the international but with weak connections between them (p.186). The project manager was recognising that his embodiment of a facilitatory approach and the contrasting leadership approach of the network chair might be two aspects of a whole: a style of leadership which interprets the wishes of the members and then exercises leadership based on a richly communicated understanding; what might be called Interpretive Leadership.

· Connecting the local and the international

· Facilitatory; listening to members' voices

· Interpreting what the membership are calling for

· Exercising leadership to coordinate the interpreted understanding into action

As action research illuminates the questions posed at the outset of the study we are seeing the truth of Flyvbjerg's claim – that the case can change the researcher (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In this case the accumulated evidence of three years in the life of the network have led to the project manager – indeed the researcher – relinquishing his natural bent towards facilitation and arguing for a duality of role in the leadership of the network. This recognition combines with acknowledgement of shared actions as a more significant unifying force than the framework of an action learning space to lead to a questioning of the role of social media; challenged by the idea of  thin communications. 

Roles for social media 

Communications are an essential feature of a distributed network. Whilst GNDR members appeared reserved about some of the communications options which were offered (p.170) they nevertheless made use of a wide array of communications options; 12 are enumerated (Annex 5.3). The project manager approached the use of social media with a degree of measured scepticism. Chapter 2 (p.65) documented some practical and conceptual barriers to effective use of participative communications; particularly ICTs. Enthusiasts for the media have made great claims for their role, dating back to earlier uses of film, radio and video. In many cases the claims are not borne out by experience, as Chapter 2 (p.65)  shows. In this author's opinion the divergence between claims and outcomes reflects the fact that in many cases projects are driven by people with creative and technical skills who have not considered sufficiently the social contexts within which the projects will be situated. The Hype Cycle is a term used by IT consultancy Gartner (2011) to describe this repeated ritual. The cycle shows innovations being oversold, creating inflated expectations. As reality fails to match the hype a reaction sets in. Meanwhile the innovation is gradually de-bugged and matched to its environment and eventually attains a maturity (Gartner, 2011). With the advent of new social media and internet communications there is considerable scope for hype cycles, as extravagant claims are made for the potential of internet communications and social media in development.  As GNDR became operational social networking platforms such as 'Myspace', 'Facebook' and 'Twitter' and social media sites such as 'YouTube' were very new, (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). Their role in learning communities such as CoPs was untried and untested. The previous cycles of application of participative ICT based media therefore led to them being approached with caution. An additional concern was that the extent of the network meant that members would be parts of very different cultures, and would make use of a wide variety of languages. It was not clear how effectively media could transcend these barriers. The network explored the use of media extending from simple one-to-one communications (via email or telephone for example) to social network type facilities such as threaded discussions, document stores and forums. Still images and video material were introduced and processes were established to support members in the versioning and composition of videos. Surveys have been conducted through a commercial online survey platform and through keypad voting systems at live events. Presentations and events have been webstreamed to involve remote delegates. Electronic surveys have been employed. Whilst some network members were enthusiasts for particular media others displayed little interest in them; see for example the survey (p.170) which indicated limited support for social networking tools. In line with that survey simpler tools and acquisition of information have been preferred over more sophisticated tools and ad hoc platforms for communication such as blogging and social networks. The use of social media has clearly been important in the network's activities; however they have not attained a sense of virtual community through informal communication (unmanaged and unfacilitated spontaneous cats cradle communication between members, as would be claimed of an action learning space) in the style of social networks. They have been most effective where they have been structured, focused round particular activities and centrally coordinated. This finding resonates with the picture of thin communications leading to an emphasis on structured, shared actions as the engine which drives this community.

Is the Communities of Practice model combined with use of social media relevant and useful in community development?

Development of an interacting Action Learning Space in this globally distributed context has been challenging. Levels of informal communication have remained consistently low. Recognising the kind of space we are in has proved important. Social Learning takes place within tightly interactive environments we refer to as convivial spaces. By contrast we describe the loose and geographically separated space of GNDR as a rarefied space. It is suggested that the barriers to this stem from thin communications between members. However the additional element of shared actions has had a striking effect on community building processes. VFL has provided a focus for participation by network members, reflecting its benefits to their local action scenes. Social media tools for communications have been used in ways which support this centralised and structured approach. Leadership and facilitation have proved important to coordination in a network which depends on shared actions. However there is a clear tension between leadership which propels the network forward through participation in actions such as VFL, and the development of ownership and engagement based on a facilitatory approach which allows members to participate in the direction of the network. The idea of interpretive leadership emerges from this tension. These observations form the basis for the following section which considers the interaction between shared actions and learning. 

Enabling effective learning?

"Would the application of such tools through this framework lead to effective dissemination and sharing of useful practical knowledge for development?" 

In what ways did learning take place through the activities outlined above? As the network explored modalities of communication and action it found that where communication and learning were framed within clear and defined structures and actions, they engaged with the network members. The learning review and workshop discussions of VFL suggested that that it triggered both global and local level reflection and learning. The later AFL project also generated a striking body of case studies. Key points arising from this experience are the elements of simplicity, structure, leadership and facilitation. It has been consistently clear that the main concern of members is their own local context and that activities have been supported where they have delivered a local benefit. It is notable that learning focused on systemic social change rather than narrower technical activities has been central to the network's concerns and this has led it to focus on political and power issues which have to be factored in for action to be effective, as well as on the  recognition that power and political space are dynamic in nature.

Shared action and learning

Evidence from the learning review of the VFL 2009 project (p.161) shows that participation in the shared action led, in an unexpected way, to learning at the local level. A number of the participants cite local benefits of participating in the VFL survey. They saw that this process led to them initiating new dialogues with a range of actors at the local level, including community leaders and local government representatives. These in turn opened up new opportunities to improve their DRR work through the collaborations which resulted (p.163). In one case, in Afghanistan, the impact was on a large scale, contributing to the establishment of a National Platform. It appeared that alongside the output impact through use of the VFL data in advocacy and campaigning, there was a process impact as a result of the survey process itself. A steering group member summed this up in an interview: 

(The) best thing is the process rather than the outcome. People at the local level are discussing the DRR system and the relationship to local government. This started a lot of debate.

 (GNDR, 2011g)

What was this process impact and why was it important? Members highlighted the creation of opportunities for  discussion and learning between participants and respondents in the survey. Key respondents had included local government representatives, civil society organisation representatives and community leaders. These discussions were breaking new ground as established suspicions and barriers between these actors appeared to be broken down. In many cases they had previously had little contact with each other; local communities are often suspicious of local government, and local government in turn often has a weak relationship to civil society organisations.  However the encounters initiated by the surveying and consultation process were creating dialogue which led to the participants identifying new ways of working together and taking joint action. Respondents to the review referred to an array of activities which, though a result of the global shared action, primarily impacted their local level action scenes: 

Partnership

· Links to the local level
· Building mutual understanding and achieving consensus 

· An increase in dialogue, understanding, and action  
· Contribut(ing) towards multi-stakeholder efforts
· Discussion of creating Afghanistan's first DRR platform 
· Networks for DRR in-country

· Engagement of various actors 
Advocacy

· Advocacy coalitions 
· Developing follow-up actions and advocacy activities 

· Organisational advocacy activities 
Education

· Well-informed citizenry 
· Public or “social” demand 
· Raised awareness 
· Increased knowledge and awareness 

· Permanent dialogue on DRR/HFA issues 
Capacity Building

· Enhanc(ing) civil society’s ability to monitor progress 
· Tools and capacity 

· Drafting an organisational strategy 

· Gauging impact of own organisation’s activities 

· Validat(ing) existing interventions 
(Annex 5.4)

This is a striking list, enumerating many local level activities which – though direct consequences of the shared global action – would have a local impact. The learning review gathers limited information on what exactly was meant by these activities and how tightly their enactment is related to the VFL action. These hinted-at outcomes are unpacked in the later section on the stories behind the learning (p.210).

As the network's members reflected more widely on these experiences in their review and at the global workshop (p.163) they concluded that the shared action resulted in learning, which in turn was liberating participants to work in ways they had not previously imagined or considered. Two separate processes were identified:

a. Local level learning from the shared action. This was an unanticipated outcome of the shared action, whose original intention and focus related to policy influence at international (and consequently national) level. Network members reported that the process of surveying for VFL led them to undertake new activities; arranging meetings with local level actors. As an aside to this, the relationship to GNDR provided a measure of status which helped create these opportunities. As noted above Gaventa and Mayo identified the same effect in the work of the Global Campaign for Education (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009).

Views from the Frontline has let us meet with and get to know different actors in our area, even with people that it was difficult to get access to before

 (NCO: Peru. GNDR, 2009)

This is the reverse of learning in a didactic, positivist mode. Network members embarked on an action, and made a discovery about a new way of acting as a result of reflection on that action.

b. Second order network-wide learning. As the recognition of this unexpected local level learning was brought to light through the network-wide learning review and through further discussion at the Global Workshop it stimulated further network-wide learning. The aggregation of individual experiences, through the learning review for example, led to a recognition that local level VFL action led to development of new partnerships at local level..

Figure 6.1. Cycle of learning: VFL 2009 local experience
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Figure 6.1 depicts the stages of this cycle. Stage (a) reflects the initial VFL strategy, in which the emphasis of the project is on influencing policy at the international level. Stage (b) represents reflection on what actually happened, through the learning review and Global Workshop. It identifies the local level process impact (c) in which the consultation process leads to new partnerships between local level actors. The outcome of the cycle is a new understanding of the effects of the shared action (d). What about a second cycle? Would the network capitalise on the benefits of the process, rather than the outputs? The two are inextricably entangled:

The insistence that the oppressed engage in reflection on their concrete situation is not a call to armchair revolution. On the contrary reflection – true reflection – leads to action. On the other hand, when the situation calls for action, that action will constitute an authentic praxis only if its consequences become the object of critical reflection.

(Freire, 1970, p.48)

Learning through shared action represented a new mode of learning for the network, whose secretariat's initial intention has been to promote learning through a community of practice structure. What did the network learn? A key learning journey played out through VFL 2009 and VFL 2011 was concerned with political influence: 

Learning about Politics, Power and Political Space

Reflections led by John Gaventa at the global workshop, using the 'power cube' model (Gaventa, 2005) in an exercise where network members identified visible, hidden and invisible power and opportunities for participation and action, raised the issue of power. The power cube analysis has been used widely (for example see Bawden et al's application of it in a study of civil society participation (2007)). 

The network reflected on the effects of power at the workshop and in further discussions. They saw that they had secured space, for example at GP-DRR 2009, generating pride and a sense of enhanced status among network members – both those who attended the conference and those who logged on to the live GNDR blog  (p.156). They saw evidence of the space they had secured in the chair’s closing statement of that conference; for example in emphasising the need for increased recognition of grassroots participatory processes (Point 11: GP-DRR 2009) and for partnerships between government and civil society actors (Point 12: GP-DRR 2009). Global workshop discussions (p.164) acknowledged that it they had made an impact at the national and institutional level through the VFL project. The growing network anticipated making an even more forceful impact in bringing its Views from the Frontline to the attention of both local and international actors (p.178). However these expectations were confounded by the outcomes of GP-DRR 2011 (UNISDR, 2011a). Even before the conference had concluded, members were asking whether their work was really having any impact or influence on the behaviour of the UN and its member countries (p.179). It was clear that the key document of the conference, the chair's closing statement, was only paying lip service to the goal of increased investment in local action which had been the theme of the conference, failing to set any measurable goals for progress. Of the 14 recommendations only one explicitly recognised local level action, leading network members to conclude that it remained heavily top down, with a clear orientation to international and national actors and towards experts in preference to local/indigenous knowledge (p.181). The network's members decided, as a result of their frustration, to draft a 'shadow statement', including ten recommendations, all of which had an explicit local dimension. There was strong support from network members on the email discussion list for this, reflecting the level of engagement with the shared action. Clearly network members were frustrated that despite the scaling up of the network's Views from the Frontline project and the production of robust data showing that the UN programme was not achieving its goals, there appeared to be no concrete  progress in shifting focus to measurable locally orientated action. How could this be understood? Did the network need to take care to avoid being simply co-opted into the system to allow it to claim that it represented civil society voices? This question was posed to the head of UNISDR, and also to a steering group member:

Assistant Secretary Margareta Wahlstrom was asked whether the relationship between the UNISDR system which she led and GNDR reflected a tension between collaboration and independence, rather like a 'twin star' system held in equilibrium by opposing forces. She felt that a critical 'fingerpointing' role  was not necessarily constructive and that independence was not necessarily important. In her view "the real power of Civil Society will be revealed when they get more comfortable with themselves" (GNDR, 2011c).  A contrasting view was given by a member of the network steering committee. In an interview covering the same questions he argued that the network should keep one step ahead: 

I have always warned [the network chair] of the dangers of UNISDR claiming they are in line with what we are saying. We should always be a step ahead. if they claim they are committed to our goals then how can that be measured, what are the indicators and what do they show? It's good in a way that our work is at the core of their work, but need to be critical and stay ahead;  make new demands. We want to see results.

(GNDR, 2011g) 

Another network member supported this guarded view of the UN system in action:

The UN is not critical of governments – for example in Uganda. it will never hold governments to account. It has a mandate to support the government, not critique it, therefore the implementation of the HFA is very limited. Although Uganda is signed up to HFA it does nothing to implement it, and is not challenged on this.

(GNDR, 2011g)

VFL research had found evidence that state level actors show a lack of trust and respect towards local government and civil society and tend to resist such a diversion of resources. (GNDR, 2009b p.36; GNDR, 2011i p.5). Network members recognised that the impact of VFL was being absorbed by the system and that they should consider other strategies; questioning for example whether they should simply repeat the VFL exercise in another two years (p.179). The experience of VFL 2011 reinforced the Global Workshop discussions on opening political spaces which had suggested it could be claimed but could also be closed through the absorption and co-option of the challenges to the established system. This experience has led to frustration and even conflict in its relationships with the actors the network seeks to influence. Conflict is acknowledged as an important source of social learning (Dybal et al, 2007 p.187) In this case the learning has been through vertical interactions cross-scale between network members and UNISDR, moving through two cycles of action and reflection; through VFL 2009 as depicted above (p.206) and through a further cycled related to VFL 2011 (see figure 6.2 below):

Figure 6.2. VFL 2011 learning cycle
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In this iteration of the cycle, reflection on the VFL 2011 shared action led to reflection on the political dynamic of potential co-option, resulting in a nuanced understanding of processes for securing political space. The network therefore considered new possibilities for its future strategy. It is noted at this point, for further discussion in chapter 7, that the interactions leading to learning in this case take place vertically as well as horizontally. Whilst the ongoing dialogue between network members is horizontal in nature the interactions at the centre of this conflictually driven learning process are vertical.

The stories behind the learning

During VFL 2009 several case studies were gathered to explain the practical meaning of terms such as partnership which were being discussed in the report: For example the Nigerian NCO, based in the Niger delta region of Nigeria, reported  forming a collaboration with local government officials and using the VFL 2009 data to lobby central government for resources to restore flood-damaged communications. (GNDR, 2009b p.13). A greater emphasis was placed on these richer sources of information in VFL 2011; in particular through the AFL project and its remarkable outcome (p.171). Despite a previous track record of limited communications and information sharing, the network appeared galvanised by the project, generating 60 case studies over a period of three months. How did they contribute to learning within the network?  When the AFL project was originally proposed one Steering Group member expressed reservations; highlighting the NGO tendency to tell good news stories with an eye to funding (GNDR, 2010c). In practice the stories show a range of outcomes; for example a Solomon Islands case study reports a failure of local governance in the face of a community's lands disappearing beneath the encroaching sea. In Georgia an advocacy initiative has limited success when the replacement road which is commissioned is badly designed and routed. There is learning therefore from mistakes and failures as well as the undoubted successes presented in some stories. The word story is important as these case studies present narrative accounts, rather than systematised information. Many bring a sense of place, people and culture as well as the accounts of the particular projects. 

Story has been suddenly and enthusiastically embraced by the network; at least in the telling. We also see that these stories contain rich, tacit information. However set against these two points, we must recognise that whilst stories have been enthusiastically generated, they have not, to date, been widely shared between members. An email consultation found that for a number of members online access was a hurdle (a further emphasis of the gulf between connectivity in the global North and South.) The case studies are therefore being circulated on physical discs (p.172) and it remains unclear how these stories will be used. There are at least two ways in which they could support learning. Firstly, as learning resources for the network. The table in Chapter 5 (p.173) exemplifies information which can be garnered from the studies, individually and comparatively, in this case regarding the theme of partnerships. Secondly the  project manager also noted, on the basis of working relationships with network members, that case studies reflect the individual characteristics and styles of network members. An example is the Costa Rica study. This was impressively participative, mobilising a broad multi-stakeholder coalition driven by the community to build a dam. This appeared to correlate with the NGO supporting the project being led by a DRR practitioner/academic with a long track record in community mobilisation and with a commitment to increasing participation. In South Africa two community initiatives were framed as learning experiments, reflecting the academic background of the lead organisation. In Senegal an account of a small-scale community initiative reflected, in the project manager's view, the small scale of the reporting NGO, who offered an unvarnished account of a community's young people taking their own initiative to build a bridge; driven by frustration about inaction on the part of the local authorities (Annex 5.6). These three cases suggest that the stories may play a role in building understanding and comparative insights between the participating NGOs – providing tacit information on context – as well providing material to support structured discussion on the network's key themes.  

Stories may:  

· Be created in a structured and managed way, allowing members to make a predictable investment of effort in producing them

· Provide rich information on the topics they cover

· Support learning on network themes

· Support development of understanding between members

Social media and learning? Spontaneity has its time and place . . . 

John Cusack's control freak companion in the road movie 'The Sure Thing' (1985) asserts "Spontaneity has its time and place." The same could be said of the network's experience of using social media. Uses of social media such as in the AFL project are managed, structured and facilitated. The same is true of VFL and particularly of online discussions. The latter, unlike the informal discussions on the discussion list, were staged with a programme of questions, a facilitator, summaries and a web archive of the discussion threads; taking over a period of two to six weeks. See for example the Forward Together discussion (p.183). Compared with the general communications traffic of the network these managed discussions show significant levels of participation, persisting through several cycles of interactions. These discussions suggest that in such managed communications: 

· The bounded and predictable nature of such discussions encourages members to participate as their investment is manageable 

· Structured and clear activities, supported by leadership and facilitation enable learning between network members 

· Clear and predictable boundaries to participation lead to greater participation than informal and open-ended invitations 

Whereas Wenger refers to the "Dance of formal and informal structures" and sees structured activities as having a start-up function in initiating a Community of Practice (Wenger, 2002),  a constant, continuing requirement for activities, structure and leadership appears to be a common theme of all the learning processes discussed above. Spontaneity -– participation and interaction – needs to have a predictable time and place, in the network's experience. 

A community of praxis?

The community of practice and the nuanced Action Learning Space framework, as originally applied, did not prove to be a good fit for this distributed network. The GNDR domain, to use Wenger's terminology (Wenger et al, 2002 p.29), was not a specific area of practice as is the case in implementations of Communities of Practice. The domain for VFL participants is a much broader holistic and system wide concern for local level change. Participants demonstrated a clear emphasis on their local action scenes as a priority. Evidence from learning processes which did prove effective, such as VFL and structured discussions, ​ leads to recognition that collaboration which is action based, clearly framed, relevant and carefully managed is necessary in such a context. Use of social media tools to support these processes reflects a parallel observation, which is that these are used most effectively in a managed way, rather than within an informal open platform. The role of shared actions and shared reflection on these actions emerges as significant. It has also become clear that these need to be structured and managed and the same has been the case with the use of social media in general, where simple and managed communication has been preferred to open platforms using more sophisticated tools. Some of these contrasts are depicted in table 6.1:

Table 6.1. comparing Action Learning Spaces and the GNDR community

	Learning stage
	Action Learning Space
	GNDR Community

	Action
	Individual
	Shared

	Reflection
	Individual
	Shared

	Learning
	Individual/Shared
	Shared

	Accumulation of Knowledge
	Shared
	Individual

	Nature of Knowledge
	Specific domain and practice
	Holistic, system wide community development


The table contrasts the individual experiential learning which is typical of an Action Learning Space with the shared action and reflection which was typical of GNDR. There is also a contrast between the location of the knowledge generated through these learning processes. In the case of Action Learning Spaces a shared knowledge repository is a feature. In the case of GNDR knowledge is located where the individual members work, at local action scenes. As the table indicates, the kind of knowledge which is being acquired in the two contexts is quite different, being focused on a specific domain and practice in an Action Learning Space, whereas it is holistic and concerns the whole system at the local community level within GNDR's work.
The researcher increasingly recognised a parallel between Freire's view of praxis and the modus operandi of the network, which was concerned with learning cycles based on managed corporate cycles of action and reflection. He adopted the term Community of Praxis to describe this mode of learning, as a result of requests to present the network's experience in journals (Gibson, 2011, Gibson and Scott, 2011) and at conferences (Gibson: 2010, 2011a, 2011b). The members of this Community of Praxis: 
· Brought their experiences into managed discussions and through reflection reached new understandings 

· Brought their action experiences to learning reviews, online and face to face discussions 

· Engaged in corporate reflection leading to learning about new courses of action 

· Emphasised the core motivating force of holistic praxis, rather than more narrowly focused practice
Enabling grassroots communities to define their own development?

"Would this process, if successful, enable grassroots communities to define their own development understanding and path in distinction to 'top down' models of development in which the knowledge of outside authorities is privileged over local knowledge?"

Specific transformatory activities resulting from VFL have been reported; concrete action to secure resources in Nigeria;  a new platform for action in Afghanistan; 60 cases of local action as part of the AFL project (p.173); subtle impacts at the international level of GP-DRR; community and national partnerships emerging from the VFL programme. Taken together the local and global activities reflect the network's emerging understanding of a different development: a mode of collaboration and action which is bottom up as well as top down, based on two way communications both horizontally and vertically; creating space for local level voices. 

The emphasis on establishment of multi-stakeholder groups (what is referred to in the social learning literature as 'platforms') and on education of local people and government is emerging as local level learning from the VFL shared action and is the subject of a forthcoming action research project with network members. The project manager witnessed a striking example of the learning created from the meeting of disparate actors at a VFL 2011 national consultation in Limbe, Cameroon. In this case the delegates recognised during this multi-stakeholder discussion, seemingly for the first time, that the local oil refinery, a parastatal based just outside the town, could be an important actor in local disaster reduction. It appeared that it was only through the shared discussion between civil society and local government actors at the meeting that this possibility had emerged. 

Cosmopolitan Activists

The researcher's attention has been drawn at a number of points to the distinction between local and international actors in the network's activities. The steering group members were mainly drawn from what the project manager referred to as Global Civil Society (p.168) and representation of the network was mainly made by these actors at GP-DRR (p.154) despite the fact that the network claimed to represent the frontline, with the majority of its NCOs coming from local civil society organisations and typically legally registered in their home countries; as the small organisation in Benin exemplified (Annex 5.1). The steering group members were what the project manager termed pan global professionals (p.154) or what Tarrow refers to as cosmopolitan activists (Tarrow, 2000).
This actor is significant. Cosmopolitan activists are distinct from national NGOs in that their legal legitimacy is not based on registration in a particular country. They are typically headquartered in the developed world and have systems of country offices or partnerships in the countries in which they operate. Their organisational roots are therefore not in the countries in which they operate (though individual staff may originate from these countries). Whilst this degree of separation makes them less likely to broker relationships directly with grassroots communities it often confers greater power and mobility on them. All members of the Steering Committee were drawn from INGO's (p.132); they were  Cosmopolitan activists. While they originate from a specific local context, possessing experience and memory of that context, through  their professionalisation – typically within civil society organisations: 
· They have progressively learnt to live and work within transnational contexts 

· They have acquired international languages and become used to the milieu of peers who frequent the international conferences and organisations which form the international layer of civil society 

· They have the power to make connections on behalf of the communities from which they originate

 However this author agrees with Chambers (2008, p.154) in sounding a note of caution about the authority with which these actors speak of the communities they represent. They are no longer part of the communities from which they came, and they are now functionally much more part of the meta-community of Global Civil Society, with its own peer pressures, language and goals. For such actors the description of the communities they represent easily becomes condensed into iconic cliché, losing its earthing in complex local realities. Civil Society can be used to describe a wide range of organisations and individuals. This discussion suggests that it is important to distinguish between global and local civil society as they have distinct experiential horizons, roles and legitimacies.
Defining a development understanding and path: Learning about a different development

From the researcher's perspective the outcomes of the research have been unexpected and surprising. In his role as project manager he promoted a mode of  learning shaped around an action learning space, in which learning would be accumulated as a shared body of knowledge. He found that the network has:

· Demonstrated a different mode of learning based on shared and structured actions leading to corporate and individual reflection 

· Articulated very different perceptions of development from those typically imposed in a top down way 

· Enabled members to articulate their vision through action, case studies and structured discussion 

· Enabled them to identify new ways of working in their local context, based on dialogue and partnerships 

· Brought the political dimension of this activity, at different institutional scales, into sharp focus 

· Built the confidence of its members to take action in line with this learning
The account has shown the persistent primacy of the local in the thinking of members. This perspective, combined with a political vocabulary of social demand, multi-stakeholder partnerships, platforms and bending of political will leads to members defining and doing development differently.

Conclusions: Social media in community development?

"Does new thinking in the application of social media with grassroots community groups suggest ways in which the media can be meaningful tools in community development?"

The question that framed this study emerged from wide ranging practitioner experiences leading the researcher to sense the power of linking local groups together horizontally. How could they reach each other? Communications were critical and the new social media suggested new options for making connections. If the researcher expected to impose this view during the period of action research with GNDR then it could be argued that the network imposed a different view on the researcher. The primacy of the local and resultant thin communications between network members were factors which framed shared  actions as the way that members could connect and collaborate. These actions became the motor for a learning community framed around shared action and shared reflection. As has been noted 'spontaneity has a time and a place' and the image of social media as informal, ad hoc and spontaneous does not sit comfortably with the network. Their use has been within structured, facilitated and led situations, what we have called managed communications. As such, social media have been important tools in enabling the network to pursue shared learning which has enabled it to depict, act out and develop its understanding of how to do development differently in locally contextualised and locally led ways. 

The next chapter of the thesis will draw together the themes analysed above from the case study of action research narrated in chapter 5. The final questions below point to the conclusion of our study, returning our focus to the three core concepts of its title: 

1. Horizontal learning is richly contextualised and its convivial space binds local communities as has been shown. Given the pervasiveness of the international development techno-fix, can we conceptually elaborate these two associated concepts to explain how the robustness and resilience of GNDR can support members at local and global sites of contention, challenging one size fits all solutions?
2. Social media and virtual participatory networking among communities at-a-distance are challenging to sustain, as the analysis has also confirmed, especially in the face of members’ limited time and commitment to driving shared agendas across international barriers of language and culture. What kinds of central support and leadership can we theoretically conclude from our study facilitate both self management and central coordination to keep an international development network viable?
3. The dominion of orthodox international development has been depicted  throughout the thesis as culturally complex and psychologically pervasive. In concluding the study, can we speculate whether the engagement of distributed communities of praxis supported by social media might suggest a different emphasis in international development practice, one that might redress historical power imbalances?

Chapter 7 will conclude the study by presenting a framework showing how these themes are related in ways which can make sense to participants in a global network and can contribute to wider thinking and further enquiry.

Chapter 7: Conclusions and Observations on Further Work 

Introduction

Whilst in the final stages of preparing the thesis, the author came across the following in a wide ranging paper presented before the World Commission on Environment and Development in 1985:

If the grass roots organisations were linked across space and sustained each other through exchanging ideas, they could contribute to the eventual emergence not just of a new consciousness but a new kind of state structure. Within such a state structure decentralisation of power and mass participation in economic/social decision making could become a real possibility. In the short run grass roots experiments and peoples' movements could act as sources of countervailing power to the mechanisms of inequality and repressive control. In the long run when structural changes at the macro level could occur, such organisations would form the institutional basis of developing a collectivist consciousness and unleashing the creative potential of the people for sustainable development.

(Wignaraja, 1985 p.36)

The image, put forward a quarter of a century ago, foreshadows uncannily the thematic evolution of this doctoral study. What would Dr Wignaraja, whose prescient paper was produced on a typewriter just before the birth of the internet, make of the opportunities now in front of local level communities for linking the networked world across space? In concluding the study, we are thus impelled to ponder further the persistent challenges of grassroots communities learning with and from each other and thereby loosening the unilateral grip of their collusive dependency on power imbalances. Is a shift in development norms at global level practical and relevant? Or is it just an ideological eccentricity, the precursor of another academic hijacking? Specific cases encountered by the researcher in village communities of Zambia and Honduras impelled him to take further, through practice and study, an examination of horizontal learning. Three years of action research in the Global Network for Disaster Reduction (GNDR) have allowed us to elaborate the interrelationship of the characteristics of horizontal learning as accelerated by new social media. Are there grounds for saying now that horizontal learning supported by social media is of distinctive value, has potential replicability and justifies further research? 
Our insights on social learning have included its contextualised and communally experiential nature. Diverse individuals and disparate groups are empowered at the local level to find out how to achieve their own practical goals through action and collective reflection. Interaction, negotiation and even conflict between diverse stakeholders have been seen to promote something closer to double loop learning characterised further by conversions of tacit assumptions into explicit questioning. This, we have found, has generated fresh understanding of the restraints and limitations imposed through external institutionalised systems. We have defined a notion of convivial spaces within which reservoirs of “taken-for-granteds” (Habermas, 1987 p.124) serve to bind networked members together with the intention of taking transformatory action in the face of this outside authority. We have also seen how a community remains vulnerable to, and constrained by the imposition of knowledge by external authorities whose control replaces scope for systemic transformation, and in its place brings symptomatic techno-fix preserving the status quo. Indeed, we have witnessed this process of assimilation and dominion being exercised in the very experience of the GNDR as it attempted to challenge the institutionalised UN system responsible for Disaster Risk Reduction. Freire of course had argued decades ago (1970) that experiential learning in social contexts – praxis – liberates culture circles to identify and challenge oppressive infrastructures which have historically constrained them. 
Yet the research questions informing the thesis have taken us further than this. Inspired by examples of peer learning between villages in Zambia and rainforest communities in Honduras, the author suggested  that horizontal learning between convivial spaces might be supported through social media, whose application in the rapidly growing realm of social networking suggested that they may also perform this expanded communications function in developing world contexts. In suggesting this geographically broadened stage for horizontal learning, we were moving beyond the domain of the convivial space, including the examples of inter-community learning which inspired the study and were set within localised regional contexts. The Zambian villagers could travel to visit each other; the rainforest communities relied on video but their geographical contexts were very similar. In the case of horizontal learning between communities in different countries, the degree of commonality is much lower. Practical contexts of lives may be different: languages, politics and cultural norms will be diverse. If social media are to serve this purpose, can they transcend these barriers? Especially if expected to be largely self managing?
The present study has additionally identified ways in which horizontal learning facilitated by social media in rarefied space moves in the direction associated with a different development. These were hinted at by Tarrow in his discussion of Transnational Social Movements. He highlighted the roles of non-state actors, of what he referred to as cosmopolitan activists, and also of international institutions in creating opportunities for distributed groups to connect. The GNDR taps into the activity of Civil Society Organisations as non-state actor. It depends upon the connectedness of cosmopolitan activists (such as the network's steering group members) to build engagement with its peripheral members who are less mobile. It has benefited from the support of the UNISDR international infrastructure in its formation. GNDR as the context for the action research behind this study was based on the identification by the researcher of two kinds of community structures: networks and communities of practice. The recognition of both these frameworks which could in theory support distributed horizontal learning pre-dated the researcher's engagement with GNDR. These two frameworks were posited at the outset as potentially relevant and enhanced through our initial investigation, merging them into what we have come to call action learning spaces. Our sense-making of action, communication and learning within GNDR has led us to move further towards a different, integrated frame, that of Communities of Praxis.

Our task in this chapter is threefold. Firstly to make sense of the themes we have elaborated in the preceding chapter, based on the account of GNDR's development and actions over a three year period. Secondly to understand how these themes may cohere into an explanatory framework which interrelates them, makes sense to the participants themselves, and engages with wider experiences in this arena. We will see transitions occurring in our thinking as we do so, as our initial descriptive frameworks are refashioned by further thinking about the interrelationships of the phenomena themselves. Will explicating an enhanced framework in our final chapter elaborate further meaning in a story of the network? Through their provocation and illumination, stories have, as we know, the deeper function of unearthing archetypes which apply across the multitude of human experience. Therefore, thirdly, if the story we weave into an interrelated framework does yield these second order effects, it increases its chances of contributing to wider thinking and continued enquiry. So our third purpose is beyond our own story here, to raise further questions for both the future of the GNDR network and the wider action scene of international development. As an aid towards our first two purposes above, we end the introduction to the chapter with a diagrammatic representation in Figure 7.1 below, followed by some explanatory notes: 
Figure 7.1. Diagrammatic representation of a Community of Praxis
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· In Figure 7.1 above, Local voices in global contexts extends the thesis of local level learning, change and participation into rarefied space. They are seen to be characterised by a particular kind of communication and action – learning through shared action taking place cross-scale. Vertical learning emerges from this configuration as a complement to horizontal learning.

· The concept of A Different Emphasis in Development expresses a mode of collaboration and action in an international development network which is bottom up as well as top down, based on two way communications vertically, creating space for local level voices. It is different from so-called normal international development in enabling local voices to contend cross-scale in national and global contexts.
· A Community of Praxis is used to replace the notion of an action learning space, shifting our perspective on social media and linking to expanded thinking on configurations of networks. Properties of a community of praxis, which we include in the extended representation below include shared actions choreographed through interpretive leadership, and thin communications drawing on managed communications and shared story. 

· Thin communications is a consequence of the Rarefied space separating local communities (1,2,n). Such communities engage individually in rich communication in convivial spaces characterised by strong shared identity. However the level of shared identity between such communities, separated in a rarefied social space, is much lower, creating a barrier to direct horizontal learning. Thin communications therefore requires interpretive leadership, managed communications, shared actions and shared story to accelerate vertical learning.
Concluding theoretical elaborations

We explore this representation (figure 7.1)  through the concluding theoretical development of our thinking which follows in three sections, considering horizontal learning, social media and international development networks; the original themes of our title, which were recapitulated and redeveloped in the bullet points above. They point towards our endpoint in concluding the study.
From horizontal learning to vertical learning

Horizontal learning has proved problematic as an aspect of the action research. Encounters predating this study had suggested the potential for enlightenment of parallel action scenes through sharing experience between them. Face-to-face meetings between towns in Zambia's Copperbelt and video programmes shipped upriver in Honduran Mosquitia had each encouraged this. As we examined thinking on learning, our focus was first on social contexts for doing so. We saw learning depending on communication within bounded convivial spaces. This led to accumulation of shared knowledge, typically drawing upon tacit reservoirs-of-taken-for-granteds. We wondered how this dynamic could be re-created in line with our goal of horizontal learning enabled and intensified by social media between much more distant participants in rarefied – as opposed to convivial – space.

As we considered the endeavours of GNDR to develop horizontal learning among its distributed members, our attention was drawn forcefully away from attempts to promote informal, interactive communication in this rarefied space by the striking outcomes of VFL 2009. This directed us towards an emerging phenomenon, recognised by the network itself – shared action. This term described a particular dynamic in the relationship between local and global action scenes in the life of the network (unearthed through the network's own Learning Review). Its meaning emerged from the global-scale VFL action undertaken individually by 33 member organisations in 2009, which was to grow to 69 by 2011. Action was being shared in one sense as all participants followed a common methodology and contributed to global compilations of their work. Yet another more important and developmental sense of the term emerged through the learning review: the discovery of the properties of two modes of learning shared through action.

First was learning at the local level through local participation, where members found their work enhanced through improved partnerships on the ground, opportunities for advocacy with nearby relevant officials, local education and new configurations of grass-roots capacity building. Second was corporate learning, recognising the ability to create political space cross-scale at national and global level through the shared action, as GNDR members came to understand it at the Global Workshop. 

The first mode of learning, located at the local level, resonates within the original frame of what we started with as horizontal learning and which we have now embellished with the term convivial spaces. Shared action functioned as a here-and-now provocation to draw people into face-to-face interactive spaces and to release new interactions, fresh perspectives and emboldened learning. The second mode of learning at a corporate level moves into focus as we try to make sense of our frustrated search for what exactly characterises horizontal learning, as experienced through the action research. We see that individual action coordinated by the shared action of VFL led to shared cognitive learning through reflection on action, which looped through a further iteration as we moved forward to VFL 2011. Reflection on a first action leads to a changed action, focusing attention on local governance as the emphasis of VFL 2011. In this second cycle of action, members recognise the political impasse evidenced at GP-DRR2011. They move into a further reflection on how to learn from the outcomes of that action, and this leads them, for example, to question whether repeating the VFL 2011 action in 2013 is the most strategic course of action. 

In concluding the thesis, we do not want to take for granted the potency of such corporate learning of shared action among people. We are very aware from our fieldwork that these are concerned citizens who otherwise might have remained isolated on the fringe of their collective identities. In short, our finding is a validation that a Community of Praxis linking the periphery with the centre through sensitive, interpretive leadership which nurtures thin communication among disparate actors over distributed spaces can empower local people at-a-distance who otherwise might remain marginalised and disenfranchised – their voices unheard.

As we consider the direction of communication and the sites of learning in the above narrative, we wonder whether these properties of shared learning and action may be better described through the term vertical learning. This is to say that learning in the rarefied space of GNDR does not take place only horizontally, between and across members, as an expanded analogue of how we have recognised people learn as peers in convivial spaces. Rather it takes place also through other expressions and directions of influence, information and even inspiration, vertically, from the local to the global and from the centre to the periphery, impinging on events such as the Global Workshop, GP-DRR and globally coordinated reviews of learning. We have seen attempts to foster horizontal learning in this study falter. So in concluding the thesis, we lower our earlier resistance to the hub-and-spoke dynamic (over our initially preferred cat’s-cradle dynamic). We arrived on the action scene with a bias that centrally coordinated, top-down communication in international development practice would invariably reinforce a command-and-control culture of its institutional practitioners. (We were empirically reminded of the pervasive attraction of the one-way power dependency by the GNDR member’s request cited earlier: “Tell us what to do next.”) Now we stand back, though, to ask from a field-informed basis: does a hub-and-spoke structure have to be uni-directional?

Not according to Brown and Gaventa and their working paper on the case of Citizenship DRC (2008). The paper depicts two alternative network structures:

Figure 7.2. Centralised and Networked Research Approaches: from Brown and Gaventa, 2008 p12.
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Their second, networked research approach in figure 7.2 above captures much of the variation of flows – vertically as well as within and among – which we have found as properties of something more than simply horizontal learning among peers. Is a core distinction, then, of this concept two way flows between local and global and centre and periphery? And if the nature of communication flows in distributed networks is more interactive than simply downwards, as depicted in a simple hub-and-spoke image, is it possible that the flow of learning – and ultimately of power – can be two-way also? This might mean, for example, that rather than a top-down domination by a cosmopolitan activist autocracy (as seemed to be the case at the time of the Global Workshop), an interpretive style of leadership (a category emerging at the conclusion of the action research) enables communication and learning and power relations to flow bi-directionally – rooted in shared action. So rather than a centralised leadership simply imposing direction and expertise on members, the members on the periphery may also fashion the learning and action of the network centrally through their contributions. We see this as a significant finding enhancing the conclusions of the action research.

It has been clear throughout the account of GNDR's actions that members place a priority on the local, and we have also recognised that convivial spaces are where social learning occurs. A curiosity arising in completing the study, then, is accounting for linkages between those local reservoirs of taken-for-granteds and the rarefied space of the global. In exploring this idea we also have in mind other seminal thoughts about the relationship between the local and the global. Firstly, Freire, our touchstone during this study:

As the oppressed, fighting to be human, take away the oppressor's power to dominate and suppress, they restore to the oppressors the humanity they had lost in the exercise of oppression. It is only the oppressed who, by freeing themselves, can free their oppressors.

(Freire, 1970 p.38)

Freire’s politicised language of oppressors and oppressed is referring to another manifestation of the same phenomena we are intrigued by, in concluding the study: reversing the flow of communication and ultimately of learning. Our analysis is asking, from our grounded perspective on the transformatory praxis of convivial space, whether learning can be imparted from networked communities to the institutional global entities. The latter Freire characterises as the oppressors, and their analogue in our study is international development actors. Can they be released from their grip of ingrained superiority over local voices (even if unintentional and thereby more insidious)? This is to reverse the invasion which Habermas described as the colonisation of the lifeworld by the system (Habermas,1987 p.355), where, seemingly benevolent institutions (a welfare system, for example) can impose how things should be upon the lifeworld of less articulate people. For Gaventa and Mayo, this is about sites of contention. They quote Tarrow in acknowledging that traffic can flow both ways:

It opens conduits for upward shift and can empower national, regional and local contention with international modes of collective action. But by the same token, as new forms of contention move downward, their original meanings may diffuse and the forms of contention they produce may domesticate.

(Tarrow, 2001 in Gaventa and Mayo, 2009 p.13)

So others do not see just the centre holding the monopoly on colonising. In our fieldwork we saw two-way colonisation, by global and by local: the usurping of the global UNISDR GP-DRR 2009 by VFL shifted and shaped the agenda; and a corresponding colonising of the local by that central body in its appropriating the language of GNDR in its 2011 event. In influencing outcomes of GP-DRR 2009, GNDR was exercising vertical learning through a global space, enacting a corresponding Freirian ethos of the oppressed teaching the oppressor. 

The network's own thinking has revealed a tacit understanding of the role of vertical learning. This is seen as its redeveloped strategy emerges from its ongoing critique of the institutional tendency to return to techno-fix. The diagrammatic representation of this by the network chair (p186) depicts vertical relationships between global, national and local with two way flows of communication and learning between these sites of contention. It echoes the Freirian vision of a holistic and transformatory local reality invading and instructing the specialised silos, shaped by institutional vested interest and power plays, at global level. 

We conclude that our grounded research of the idea of horizontal learning, which we originally brought to the study as a hypothesis, has conceptually expanded into vertical learning as experienced in GNDR. This elaboration is theoretically attractive as it resonates with thinking which has intellectually stimulated us during our doctoral journey. It encompasses Freire's bottom-up political analysis, Habermas's programme of social theory, the international reflections of Gaventa, Mayo and Tarrow on contention in global social movements – as well as the network's own reflection on action in understanding its own flows of learning. It thus interprets the possibility expressed by Wignaraja in a different way:

If the grass roots organisations were linked across space and sustained each other through exchanging ideas . . .

(Wignaraja, 1985 p.36)

Where he saw the linkage, as we did initially, being horizontal we now suggest the possibility of the vertical. This shift opens up the possibility of transformatory learning at the local level impacting the global. It leads us now to ask what the role and modus operandi of social learning are in our revised schema of learning in rarefied, as distinct to, convivial space.

From social media to thin communications
The rationale for employing social media in this project was based on the recognition that, to achieve relationships in rarefied space analogical to those existing in convivial space, there would be a need for creating some kind of interactive communication within that rarefied space. The examples of horizontal learning from the Zambian Copperbelt and Honduran Mosquitia had led to a recognition of the role of communications to build such relationships. Investigation of participative communication showed that deeper challenges than just technical would probably stand in the way of enabling people to take hold of communications media to reach out to each other. Yet counter to this likelihood was the intriguing possibility of capitalising on the new breed of social media. The democratisation and easy access these offered to those suitably connected could be an important component of linking up the distributed, rarefied world we aimed to create (Indeed, some network members enthused about the use of Facebook!). Based on this and other investigations, it was imagined the network provided a similar space, offering discussion groups, forums, blogs, document and image stores to create a simulacrum of face-to-face interactions in virtual convivial space. But, as analysed in the previous chapter, it was found that this space was little used and its effect as an informal space for interaction (originally visualised as cat’s cradle) was absent. It now appears that this apparent disinterest has persisted over the three year period of the study. Hence the replacement of convivial space by rarefied space was further elaborated by the new notion of thin communications.

An early conclusion was that the technical difficulties posed by the media, combined with the ambiguity of communications which lacked the rich cues provided by face-to-face communication, were the barriers to using these media to learn horizontally at-a-distance in rarefied space. The emphasis placed by network members on the primacy of the local in fact distorted the focus on understanding characteristics of the emerging idea of thin communications. A key property became evident in the contrast between the quality of identity in convivial spaces and the much more limited expression of that quality in rarefied space. In seeking to create a simulacrum of a convivial space at a rarefied level we noted that the identity factor, with qualities of boundedness and trust which typifies a convivial space and allows social learning, is much less in evidence in rarefied space. Within GNDR the project manager (the author) found that as the VFL project finished in 2009, this insight was palpable: it was almost as if everyone had left the room. Compared with the day-to-day rich, multidimensional reality of a local convivial space, the engagement with GNDR became monochromatic and remote, concerned with specific actions and issues in an absence of felt fellowship and expressed conviviality. The contrasting sense of a now limited identity was also found to lead to a correspondingly lower investment in spontaneous communication. We saw this illustrated in the differential takeup of webconferencing by GNDR members compared with that of a staff team from another organisation.  Thin communication, we were finding, would need to address the technical limitations of media such as the limited cues provided in emails, and more importantly the deeper psychological issues of limited identity and virtual engagement.

Within GNDR we can now conclude that thin communication as a framework for organising participants in rarefied space places emphasis on what we call managed communication. These include communications such as normally organised online discussions and stories such as those from the AFL video case studies. At a tactical level, managed communication and the use of story are both tightly organised, carefully constructed and timebound activities. They answer clearly the question, "What do you want us to do?". By offering clear frameworks, themes, instructions, guidance and facilitation, they respond to the lack of a rich identity and consequent shared understanding. In doing so they bridge different action scenes with associated dimensions of language, culture, economics, politics and beliefs, enabling actors to contribute within a defined exchange or discourse. Offering a specified, timebound activity, they allow actors to pre-judge a constrained input of effort and decide whether to invest in it, rather than writing an open cheque to the network. Thin communication can therefore be seen as a property of the application of social media in creating communication in a rarefied space. 

As a deeper property of rarefied space, story is an important channel for sharing the tacit in such spaces. The AFL case studies were a form of what is becoming widely known as 'digital storytelling.' It allows someone to tap into a story as a conceptually distinct and important form of communication and learning. Booker's extensive analysis of the 'seven basic plots' which he argues form the basis of all stories (Booker, 2004) starts from the premise that however diverse stories are, they are rooted in Jungian archetypes which we can all engage with and react to. Flyvbjerg’s social science orientation to case studies supports this perspective on the universal appeal of stories through their individually appropriated meaning: 

I try to leave scope for readers of different backgrounds to make different interpretations and draw diverse conclusions regarding the question of what the case is a case of. The goal is not to make the case study be all things to all people. The goal is to allow the study to be different things to different people. I try to achieve this by describing the case with so many facets – like life itself – that different readers may be attracted, or repelled, by different things in the case. Readers are not pointed down any one theoretical path or given the impression that truth might lie at the end of such a path. Readers will have to discover their own path and truth inside the case.

(Flyvbjerg, 2006 p.238)
We conclude from the action research that sharing stories, rather than following instruction manuals with one-size-fits-all solutions, recognises the individuality of communities and cultures. It similarly allows people to retain the primacy of their own experiential learning processes in seeking global action aggregated and used at the level particular to a community. The AFL case studies, for example, functioned as a form of storytelling leading to learning through a process of praxis. In this case, however, the praxis was based on reflection on an action recounted through a story and experienced by the networked viewer vicariously. The praxis is nevertheless valid, as the invitation for using the story was to enlighten a different context to that from which it came. Story, we found, thus enabled communities to observe the actions of other communities and reflect on those actions – learning perhaps from difference as much as from similarity. The role of story strikes more deeply into GNDR's activities than the overt AFL storytelling. Its shared actions provide rich pictures
 which form the basis for the reflections on action; in the stories of VFL 2009 and VFL 2011, for example.

Another key finding from the study, which elaborates our understanding beyond social media, has been around action learning spaces. The tactical aspects of managed, facilitated and time-bound activities and the sharing of the tacit through story, leads us to conclude that an infrastructure for learning of this nature at the rarefied level is a collaborative structure which is different in a number of respects to an action learning space. In the latter, interactive communication between participants leads to an accumulating repository of shared knowledge. From the perspective of our study, rich communication leading to accumulation of a reservoir of taken for granteds remains resolutely within the locus of convivial spaces. As we move into the rarefied space of the network this richness is absent. In this case thin communications places an emphasis on managed communication events and on the capturing of the tacit through story. So having embarked on an exploration of the role of social media to support communication in a rarefied space, we have found that thin communications, rather than social media, emerges as the concept with the most traction to account for participative communication in rarefied spaces. This view contrasts with the spontaneity associated with social-network interactions on platforms such as Facebook, since our finding addresses international development networks needing formalised, structured, time-bound and managed communications acts. It also acknowledges that unlike the reservoir of taken-for-granteds at the heart of a convivial space, shared stories – exhibits of experience – rise in prominence as a potent medium of exchange, supporting local learning as well as inspiring a shared praxis. 

We have turned from social media to thin communications. We have also turned from horizontal learning to vertical learning. What do these shifts of understanding imply for our view of GNDR? What is our finding about the structure we have spent three years working in and studying? is it a community of practice?, a global development network?, an action learning space? Or can we express a different, higher level framing in concluding our findings? 

From an international development network to different development?

From the project manager's earliest encounter with the GNDR, at a VFL start-up workshop in Peru, he has been troubled by the contrast between the egalitarian sharing which characterises an action learning space in action, and the command-and-control nature of much of the network's activities. Initial disquiet was replaced over time with a recognition that the specific actions of the network, choreographed as they were by its leadership, were both welcomed by network members and appreciated as effective in achieving shared action by those members at the international and local level. Examination of the kind of space created by Communities of Practice, their recognised overlap with networks, particularly action networks, cohering into action learning spaces had suggested that their characteristics would provide a helpful basis for development of GNDR. The complementary properties of coordinated action and informal communication were drawn on to support learning in the network. 

At the same time, the researcher was mindful of reservations expressed where these frameworks were applied in distributed, multicultural contexts. It had been seen that the easy collaboration of members in an action learning space sharing an occupational or role domain and relative cultural homogeneity would become more complex where barriers of physical distances and diverse cultures were taken into account. In the current study, these constraints partially account for our re-conceptualising learning in the GNDR from horizontal to vertical, and communications from the easy informality of social media employed in social networks to more structured and formalised formats of thin communications in GNDR rarefied space. Underlying these re-formulations is the phenomenon of shared action emerging as a central mode of learning in GNDR. As we have theorised, this reinterprets the Freirian principle of praxis in the context of individual yet socially coordinated experience characterised by shared reflection and action learning, sited above the level of the local and extending across scales and global contexts as a Community of Praxis. 

A significant finding of the study has been that shared actions and the benefits they offer depend on leadership from the centre on the global scale and facilitation of members at the periphery on the local scale interacting in a subtle tension. From its inception the GNDR has relied on a de facto leadership from a steering group and chair who, as they predated the accumulation of members, were not selected by them. The views and choices of the leadership have regularly diverged from those of the membership, for example at the Global Workshop, where an emphasis on the local from members contrasted with an emphasis on the global from the steering group. The project manager, with his naturally facilitative bent, was uncomfortable with the relatively autocratic nature of network leadership alongside him. Yet he increasingly recognised that the modus operandi of the network, based on what we now call managed communication and shared actions and story, required hard choices to be made and timely coordination to be exercised. (More recently the leadership has opened up to the concerns of the membership, acknowledging discomfort over the lack of elected representation and initiating more open planning of strategy and governance as through the recent Forward Together regional face-to-face consultation process.) Tensions remain and within a structure of shared actions, our concept of thin communication will flag that any investment by members whose primary concern and effort is the local will be constrained when it comes to close engagement with the network. Members depend on a leadership to coordinate and push forward the network's actions. Enduring a creative tension between facilitating the network to express its views and desires and framing a strategy to drive then through rarefied space via thin communications demand what we are calling, in concluding the study, interpretive leadership. What our finding entails is that the earlier dominance of the views of cosmopolitan activists forming the Steering Group gave way to an evolution of strategy based on the experience and views of the members. It was a shift informed both by multiple local realities and by activists’ insights into the international arena. As this understanding was achieved, it led to a more fluid, sensitive expression of leadership, combining support of shared action with strong coordination, direction and control. We find that interpretive leadership, as contrasted with autocracy of cosmopolitan activists, means being prepared to shape a view of strategy which understands and interprets local voices. The sophisticated yet humble American management view of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) is a reference point as is a systemic thinker on shared learning in an organisation such as Senge (1990).  

The combined properties of shared action and interpretive leadership which enable vertical learning through thin communications define a different kind of entity to that of an action learning space. It is one formed of members concerned with transformation in local convivial spaces but whose concerns are not activated within these face-to-face spaces. It links them in rarefied space through the medium of shared actions, coordinated by an interpretive leadership through thin communications. Our finding is that this leads to the creation of cross-scale vertical loci of learning, allowing a countervailing colonisation of the global which contends against the more frequently experienced colonisation of the local. These links between the local convivial level and the rarefied global level are comparable with those identified by Gaventa and Mayo in their case of the Global Campaign for Education (Gaventa and Mayo, 2009). This too displayed a coupling between local and global, depending on that campaign secretariat's sensitivity to the needs and views of the local; what we are terming here interpretive leadership. We see that transformation is located primarily at the local convivial level, resulting from social learning in these close interactive spaces. A community of praxis shifts these spaces into a rarefied space, It links them through vertical learning from shared actions which have been enabled by an interpretive leadership making use of managed communication and story. These cross-scale relationships create a connection between transformatory insights at the local level and the global. 

The interrelationships presented here we have found played out in the activity of GNDR, where members have consistently focused on – privileged – their own local action. They have, however, also invested considerable effort in shared actions, and these have led to a dynamic engagement through vertical learning – what we have termed a colonisation of the global (p.230) – beyond their individual horizontal action scenes. 

In our earlier investigation of methods for conducting a qualitative, case-study research, it was claimed the case can shape the researcher as much as the researcher might shape the case. Such mutual influences have indeed been found from the interplay of action and research roles of the writer functioning as both project manager and chief analyst during this study. We have already acknowledged that horizontal learning (the author’s entry assumption) has been enriched by vertical learning (the case study’s influence). We have similarly advanced beyond social media (the researcher’s starting point) to thin communications (the case study’s endpoint). Our third major transition is that the behaviour of the network is now interpreted through a network structure extending from that of a Community of Practice, through a Global Action Network and an action learning space, to become a Community of Praxis. This progressively explanatory framework has proceeded through co-operative enquiry within the network and continues to shape GNDR strategy as it moves forward. 

Might it have wider application beyond this one international development network? Inspired by Wignaraja's challenge, we now consider whether this study can provide illumination not only of the specific action scene of GNDR but of the wider enterprise of international development. We first consider the arena of political alignment and positioning.

For GNDR, politics and power have been a feature of its interactions with UNISDR from the outset in 2007. They have led to reflections during the study on a mode of action which can address the systemic political challenges the network faced in securing change in the actions of UNISDR and national governments. We have found that a refashioned structure of Communities of 

Praxis creates a two way link between convivial spaces, where systemic, transformative activities occur, and global rarefied space, where techno-fix rather than transformation is endemic. Does this expansion of scales of influence between centre and periphery encourage the possibility of a new engagement for a different development to arise? In the same way as Freire asserted that only the oppressed can teach the oppressor (Friere, 1970 p.38), is a parallel present in the connection between convivial and rarefied space through shared action, confronting techno-fix with transformation? Do Communities of Praxis connecting distributed disparate actors open up such a possibility? We recall that Wignaraja suggested . . .
If the grass roots organisations were linked across space and sustained each other through exchanging ideas, they could contribute to the eventual emergence not just of a new consciousness but a new kind of state structure.

(Wignaraja, 1985 p.36)

We have turned away from the direct, horizontal learning suggested above  which motivated our study to argue from the analysis of our case study that important linkages of influence remain vertical. This is not to negate Wignaraja's projection of alternative social processes and structures which asks deep questions about sustainable development. He wonders whether "grass roots experiments and peoples' movements could act as sources of countervailing power" (emphasis added) – a term employed by Galbraith to posit the emergence of effective opposition to traditional loci of power (Galbraith, 1963). Wignaraja's  question strikes to the heart of our investigation, recognising as it does the tendency of institutional power to colonise the local, imposing one size fits all interpretations onto local realities. These invite techno-fixes to address symptoms and to maintain a status quo rather than to enact transformation. An innocuously appearing example of the invidious subtlety of these imbalanced power relations is a taken-for-granted bureaucratic procedure used the world over in governance and public administration, critically re-framed below:

UNISDR tend to deal with multiple voices by putting out a 'discussion paper' to invite 'consultations and contributions' [but] which in practice sets a particular view in stone.

(UNISDR staff member; interview October 2010. GNDR, 2011g)

This is a practical expression of the global, with a view of how things should be enshrined in its discussion paper, having the unintended effect of colonising the local through what appears on the surface as a participatory process, but which in fact preserves a privileged position of power. Yet we have noted unease with the Gramscian view of counter-hegemony, which simply replaces such a hegemony with an alternative hegemony. 

A Community of Praxis can be attached to the concept of countervailing power to suggest not the either-or of Gramsci but an and-both bi-directional flow of both knowledge and power. This re-framing of Communities of Praxis locates development in the centre of our model, to be done differently. This takes account of the insights generated from this study from actual practice for countervailing the colonisation by the global, so that international development is construed differently.

We found that communication could flow bi-directionally, with the kind of communication critically relating to flows of power. The description of UNISDR's consultation procedure of discussion papers criticised above by a staff member characterises what appears as bi-directional communication but which nevertheless privileges a single, dominant direction: an imposed view from above. This finding was writ large in the account of GP-DRR 2011 and GNDR's engagement with it; a process supposed to be bi-directional but in reality too often a one-way street. As we turn to our concept of communities of praxis, we emphasise flows of vertical communication linking transformatory activity and insights at local level. Through shared actions, stories, and managed communications shaped by interpretive leadership, these flows we find can become a voice for local participation created in global contexts. Rather than the Gramscian replacement of one regime with another, this finding retains our earlier principle of social learning, bringing disparate actors together in potentially conflictual encounters which can lead to systemic learning, seeding transformatory change. Table 7.1  below depicts the contrasts we have found based in data which conclude our third finding, distinctions between what we call different development and contrasting emphases associated with orthodox development:

Table 7.1. Contrasting Different and Conventional Development

	Different Development


	Conventional Development

	Primacy of the local



	Power of the Global

	Particularistic pluralism in local knowledge
	Reductionist positivism around institutional knowledge

	Transformation
	Techno-fix

	Multiple sites of contestation


	Top-down colonisation of discourse


This contrasting view pivots on a careful balancing of relationships and power. GNDR engages with politics and power, inevitably, as a consequence of seeking systemic change. In this sense it faces a sterner challenge than the Global Campaign for Education, which Gaventa and Mayo (2009) suggest exists in a relatively de-politicised space, evading the full force of vested interests. They highlight a further challenge to GNDR; that of brokering internal power equitably, as they relay Clark's concern about the true centre of power in global coalitions such as the Global Coalition against Poverty and Make Justice History:

. . . they [local people] often feel like second-class citizens among their northern partners. They feel welcomed as sources of information and legitimisation but not as equals 

(Clark, 2003 p.24)
As the action research of this thesis has made clear, GNDR chose – and continues to choose – to engage politically. Communities of Praxis as analogues of an alternative emphasis in development are positioned with the possibility of enacting Wignaraja's vision of:

form[ing] the institutional basis of developing a collectivist consciousness and unleashing the creative potential of the people for sustainable development.

(Wignaraja, 1985 p.36)
Having established our three tier model of overlapping circles (p.225), we can specify core characteristics informing our elaboration of these central interrelated themes. We believe they offer wider application in comparable action networks as well as illuminate sites of contention in international development. As such, they are worthy of further research.

· Thin communications compensating in rarefied space for low psychological resonance when convivial face-to-face interactive communities are replaced by at-a-distance networks 
· Managed communication in rarefied space of distributed networks tightly and deliberately channelling member action into local and global scales through time-bound activities of vertical learning
· Story as a powerful medium in thin communications evoking universal archetypes across cultural divides to induce local learning of people connected at-a-distance 
· Tension inevitably existing in efforts at bi-directional flows of influence across local / global scales within a Community of Praxis where institutional pervasive and corrosive power imbalances persist (even unintentionally)
· Internal management of global networks built on thin communications in rarefied space centrally facilitated by sensitive leadership and coordinative support sustaining cross-scale exchange, influence and action
Further investigation
Having identified a new trio of concepts as the outcome of our journey, we use these to segment a discussion of further work and investigation stemming from the study, considering Vertical Learning, Thin Communications and a Community of Praxis in turn, and in each case considering the GNDR action scene and the broader canvas.

Vertical learning

GNDR embarked on a programme of reflection after its experience with VFL 2011 and GP-DRR 2011. Figure 5.14 (p.186), represents some context for that reflection, highlighting the tacit awareness of cross-scale connectivity and of the holistic and transformatory understanding of resilience at local level. Its emphasis is in part on strengthening the local level through building a local level of GNDR on a country-by-country basis. These ideas are both moving from the Forward Together online discussions to a programme of face to face regional workshops to gather input from members. Questions to be addressed include: What can be learnt from the political interactions at GP-DRR 2011? How can the local level be strengthened most effectively in order to collaborate in vertical learning engaging with and colonising the Global? The workshop and a further development programme is scheduled over a one year period, acknowledging that establishing a structure and a strategy for growth in concert with active members in 69 countries requires sufficient time to secure a widely owned view. Beyond GNDR, the network's experience of vertical learning is already being shared with practitioners through publications and presentations. More specific collaborations with comparable networks, for example the Global Campaign for Education, are also being planned. 

Thin communications

The ideas of managed communications and of story have both emerged in this study. Story has been expressed, in particular, through the AFL video case study project.  Further work on the part of GNDR entails both making use of the body of stories which have been gathered, and building on the methodology for other activities. In making use of the stories the network faces a challenge; spontaneous, informal use of social media is precisely what thin communications suggests is unlikely to happen. Beyond providing the widest possible access to these materials (DVD discs are currently being circulated to members) this suggests that the stories are most likely to be used within structured activities; for example by using a thematically related selection as the focus of a structured online discussion. The structured methodology which was adopted for the case studies is also being disseminated more widely, through publications and presentations. 

Communications depend on technology and as has been noted mobile phone technology is far more widely accessed than the internet. The network has already experimented with mobile phone based surveying (The 'Texts from the Frontline' project allied to VFL 2011 and reported in Gibson and Scott (2011)). Two specific technology questions arise related to mobiles: firstly whether communication with members can be enhanced by using SMS – particularly if the network builds a more active local layer of membership. Secondly, whether a sufficiently high percentage of members will emerge with access to internet  enabled smartphones in this rapidly changing technical environment. If so then more sophisticated communications could be applied, both at local level and globally. The pilot SMS project referred to above attracted interest from Academia, INGOs and the World Bank and a two way trade of ideas and experience in this innovative area will be pursued.

Communities of Praxis and a Different Development

The Community of Praxis framework emphasises shared actions and interpretive leadership as enabling elements supporting vertical communication through thin communications. The nature of shared actions is under debate in the network, through the planned programme of regional workshops. Whilst members emphasise the local, they also emphasise the boomerang effect of the global on the local and it is in this sense that shared actions are seen as an integral part of their work. However the construction of effective shared actions raises questions about their relevance. For example the VFL project is extremely labour-intensive, and in both its iterations there has been a falling-off of effort at the stage of feeding the report back to the local through consultations and national reports. What is not known is whether the labour intensive survey process is necessary to the project in the eyes of members or whether the falling-off at the consultation and report stage reflects a view from members that these activities are not strategic. Resolving these questions demands, in turn, interpretive leadership. The way the question is framed often determines the answer, as was suggested in terms of UNISDRs consultation methods. Interpretive leadership requires creating a sufficiently open space for members to think, and articulate their thinking, more broadly than just applying techno-fixes to the existing shared action. 

Looking beyond GNDR, what does the communities of praxis model add to the understanding of Communities of Practice, networks and action learning spaces? It has been argued that the structure of a Community of Praxis is qualitatively different to that of an action learning space. This critical difference stems from the fact that the entities participating in a Community of Praxis are themselves communities. Their priority is their own community contexts. It therefore appears that in participating in the Community of Praxis there may never be a 'tipping' point at which this community becomes self sustaining; as it serves a functional role which is different to that of a community. A Community of Praxis does not develop an increasingly cohesive core group, who in turn accumulate a body of shared knowledge. It generates structured shared actions and stories whose contribution to learning and action is primarily at the level of local communities. In this way a Community of Praxis may enable the counter-colonisation of the global from the local, bringing transformatory learning into the global scale and supporting a different kind of development. In the wider arena of learning and international development the author has already published an outline of the communities of praxis framework (Gibson, 2011) and presented it at conferences (Gibson, 2010, 2011a, 2011b and 2011c). Further dialogue with those concerned with the role of Communities of Practice and networks will be sought in investigating how insights from the study of GNDR can be integrated into this understanding.

Final Reflections upon Returning to Practice 
In concluding the study to continue as project manager with GNDR, I reclaim my voice, returning to the first person. Two reflections follow, one methodological on the role of action researcher, one substantive on working in international development.

Why so hard to practice and reflect?
I found myself in the role of reflective practitioner partly through choice and partly through circumstance, as the doctoral research found its home within my practitioner experience at GNDR. As a scholarly researcher over the past  five years I have learnt through doing, and through thinking about my doing in managing the relationship with my research. I anticipate that the discipline behind learning to combine my dual role will continue beyond the current study. Yet the experience has also raised searching questions, whose impact on my practice I will continue to research: 

Occasional meetings with practitioners who also assume this combined stance of practitioner and academic reveal that they, like me, find the position isolating. Engaging with academia is challenging as the highly specialist nature of most academic work does not interface naturally or sit easily with the inevitably multi-disciplinary nature of actual practitioner experience in real institutions, especially international ones. Symptomatic of this was a presenter at a recent conference who took the slightly unusual step, from an academic perspective, of delving into a discipline in which she was not a specialist in order to provide illumination of her work. She expressed the fear that by looking over the parapet in this way she was exposing herself to slings and arrows of criticism through her lack of expertise in the less familiar discipline. On the other side of this coin, a real reflective practitioner working in a real organisation is looked on slightly suspiciously by colleague practitioners. They will comment, for example, that his perspective is unnecessarily intellectual and academic. This has been a tension in my work with GNDR. When I add to these challenges the context of the world of international development, I reflect that it too does not easily embrace the interface – let alone the reconciliation – of theory and multidisciplinary practice. A recent Development Studies Association conference, for example, offered a multiplicity of tracks organised in such a way that it was impossible for a delegate to pursue any orientation other than a single disciplinary strand. It was as if there was no expectation that delegates might want to let their inquisitiveness be stimulated by other viewpoints. And yet, ironically, the theme of the conference was resilience – an intrinsically multidisciplinary, holistic and praxis-led perspective!

A different development requires a different way of bringing together practitioner experience and practitioner thinking, so that we can respect others expressing their accounts of their action and their reflection. 

Whose voice in international development?
Encountering development as it unfolds at the local level of villages, towns and cities in what we call the developing world has provoked, confused and intrigued me now for twenty years. For all the apparatus and resources of international development, it seems, time and time again, that at the grassroots the panoply of activity, like Lewis Carroll's Red Queen, leads nowhere. Set against this, my stance is that local capacity for learning and action continues to appear an untapped source of energy and understanding. Both can enlighten community change and support local development. This action research has attempted to focus on how this local knowledge can set communities free of top down, one size fits all techno-fixes. Having framed the idea of enabling horizontal learning through the newly emerging vehicle of social media, I soon realised from the start of my doctoral research that these very possibilities were themselves highly problematic. Both participation and participative communication were contested areas. I recognised that there was much more to investigate in a programme of action research which was beginning with an exploration of the possible relevance of horizontal learning.

The research itself demonstrated the suggestion that rather than the researcher shaping the case, the case has shaped me, the researcher. It unearthed unanticipated possibilities and modes of actions which stemmed from the central role of shared actions such as Views from the Frontline and Action at the Frontline in the life of GNDR. As I and the network iteratively reflected on our actions, a different view of learning, networks and even of development ultimately emerged. In this view, learning is vertical as well as horizontal. Thin communications become the object of interest more than social media. Network and community structures are nuanced into a broader, deeper frame of Communities of Praxis. This enhanced thinking now forms part of the ongoing life of GNDR. I anticipate a continuing engagement with wider communities concerned with networks, learning and development. It will be set within a different view of development, calling for a transformatory colonising of the global by the local and an opening up of specialised silos of institutional knowledge. It will frame a way of people collaborating and expressing themselves which gives voice to the local. Voices such as that of Cathalene who made earthenware pots. Not for cooking with. Not to raise cash. But because she wanted to . . .
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Annexes
Annex 2.1 Survey of participative media December 2006

The emergence of the internet and social media during the early part of the 2000's has meant that usage of media has changed dynamically over that period. For this reason a simple baseline survey was conducted for the current study to gain an impression of recent participative communications projects. The survey, conducted in November 2006, was based on a Google search methodology. This is based on the fact that the Google search engine looks not only for search terms but for the frequency with which each item is cross-referred. The method is detailed below. 
The approach was based on the fact that the Google search engine performs a more sophisticated search than simply matching terms. It also takes account of the occurrences of the search result in related searches, in effect performing an automated ‘peer ranking’. This was noticeable in actually performing searches, as the hit rate fell off dramatically after a certain number of searches, even though the simple matching of terms didn’t. (See for example the widely cited explanation of the anatomy of Google highlighting the use of ‘pagerank’ and referring links to achieve the peer rating measure  (Brin and Page, 1998 )).
The systematic bias in this method would result mainly from variations in access to the internet and preparedness to use it. In relation to the searches I am concerned with this is of limited significance as the focus is on ‘interface’ activity which by definition includes participants from the developed world with good access. The relatively recent timeframe of the web was also not a concern as I was also concerned about recent practice – particularly since approximately 1997, as technological changes made cheap, good quality digital video equipment available at that point (Sony’s ‘DV’ format) and the emergence of ‘desktop video’ (increasingly available from 2000 onwards) broadened access still further. I performed searches using two terms –  "Using video in community development" and "Participatory communication". On a first ‘pass’ I looked at all search results, rejecting those which clearly had no relevance (there is for example a strong overlap with ‘software development’ which leads to spurious results). I found that with both terms there was a significant ‘hit rate’ throughout the first 200 results, and the relevance then fell to near zero. Therefore both searches were limited to the point at which no relevant results were returned over 40-50 results, leading to surveying a total of approximately 250 results for each term. For those results deemed generally relevant (the ‘galaxy’) the source document was retrieved and reviewed. In a number of cases the links were broken and further sub-searches were performed to retrieve the referred document. 

Source papers: Case study and related documents identified through literature search

This bibliography is presented separately as it includes the specific material gathered in this baseline study. All references were accessed in November 2006 unless otherwise indicated.
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Annex 2.2.  A distributed network in East Africa: Too much, too fast, too soon?

The author managed a knowledge and research project launched in 2000 for which funding had been won by a small charity applying Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in development. At this time the author had encountered very little of the wider thinking about participative communication using ICTs though O'Farrells (2001) report on use of early ICTs was influential. The project's aim was to  investigate whether they could be used to support learning within and between vocational training organisations. 

The goals of the study were to investigate the possibility of using emerging digital tools, particularly video, for recording learning materials and sharing them between members of a small network, via the internet. Distributed horizontal learning was therefore a goal. The project linked together four organisations. Two of them were in Ethiopia; a large multi-disciplinary training school and an NGO also providing vocational training. The other organisations were a small woodwork training school in Uganda and a metalwork training school in Kenya. These organisations were introduced to each other through the project. The first phase was provision of video equipment and computers, supported by training, enabling the schools to produce video based support materials for specific skills training – for example in welding skills, wood joint making techniques, and health and safety practices. The second phase was to enable these centres to share their material.  To support this a web facility was created to enable them to share the video materials they created between the different centres. The project timeframe, set by the funding institution, was three years. Approximately a year was left for the work at the heart of the project once time required for setting it up and the requirements for lengthy reports at the project's conclusion were accounted for. The main activities were training of participants from the different groups in making video programmes, including scripting, storyboarding, video-recording and editing. The completed programmes would then be shared between the participating groups via the web. 

Computer based editing on regular laptop computers had only recently become practical so this was a leading edge skill at the time. In practice the project was constrained by the amount of training needed for participants to master filming. It was also found that the time taken to train participants in editing skills was a challenge. A series of training workshops were provided and the participants only gradually became able to make use of the media without support over a period of four successive workshops. Once this had been achieved the time required by participants for planning, scripting and editing was also greater than anticipated, particularly since they also had other priorities. The time pressure was increased by the fact that the participants were members of busy organisations and found it difficult to devote sufficient time to this. In addition the camera and editing equipment were still expensive and specialist in nature so access to them was limited. Despite these constraints a number of films were made by the groups, encompassing general health and safety procedures, specific technical skills, and local innovations. However sharing these between groups showed that the IT infrastructure was completely unequal to this task. The Ethiopian internet system in particular was extremely limited, only allowing transmission of a one megabyte maximum file size. As even a highly compressed video file would be at least 20 megabytes in size this limitation made use of the internet impractical, and the videos were circulated instead by mailing physical CDs to the organisations. As project leader the author gradually learnt that underlying these technical challenges was the deeper question of the ownership of the whole project. It should be noted that the participant organisations had been selected, again under pressure of deadlines, on the basis of an initial consultant visit during which it was clear that the project had significant funding. It was discovered during the course of the project that in three of the groups the primary motivations for involvement were different for those intended in the project. For one of them the main concern was to develop the ability to make fund-raising promotional videos. For another the possibility of getting computers for use in their office work was the main motivation. There were echoes here of Mosse's (2004) and Long's (2001) observations about locals subverting projects to their own ends, and the author realised that he had become another external agent imposing a vision for progress on local groups. Alongside this concern he had also learnt that the technology could be a burden rather than a benefit, creating lengthy processes of training, scripting and editing which seemed to get in the way of horizontal learning rather than aiding it. Finally the internet communications were not equal to the task of allowing communication to support horizontal learning.  

Annex 3.1. Overturning an initial framework of CoPs in favour of shared action

The researcher embarked on work with GNDR in November 2008 with an interest in developing its ability for learning, in line with the job specification, and by February 2009 had developed a specification for establishing a CoP. 

At the same time the main workload was concerned with VFL 2009. The researcher was dubious about this project and its methodology. 

I had a specific bias against this approach having worked quite recently in the field of corporate social responsibility which was rife with such indices (for example FTSE for good and the Global Responsibility Index) I had also been personally involved in developing a social responsibility index for a Global Multinational. In these cases it was clear that the indices didn't drive substantive accountability or change, but simply added kudos and green credentials to corporate branding. Was the same true in terms of VFL? could this technical survey process really engender change or would it similarly simply window dress the status quo? 

Evidence of the GNDR members' acceptance of the project came from their response to reduced budgets for the programme, from $7500 to $2500. Despite this 33 of the 40 starting participants completed the project. (p.147)

Meanwhile the CoP which was being developed showed only limited take-up by members, and levels of traffic did not increase according to website statistics (p.167). A learning review of VFL 2009 showed that members cited a number of ways in which the project was leading to learning, primarily at the local level. These included understanding of how to build partnerships for local action and lobbying, and development of local capacity, as well as building local identity and status. (p.163)

Consultation at the  Global Workshop in January 2010 (p.163) also confirmed that the members found the process aspect of VFL led to valuable learning. At the same consultation they indicated little support for development of social networking tools for learning. 

The project manager and the network developed a concept of shared action from these observations, which was driving learning in a way that a CoP supported by Social Media was not.

Annex 3.2. Mini case study:  Sense making about network  leadership through data gathering and reflection

The evolution of an element of the sense-making framework during the action research can be seen in the researcher's examination of decision-making and leadership forming the basis of a property of interpretive leadership in the emerging framework. The Project Manager recorded an initial concern about this in his first encounter with VFL 2009 at a training workshop in Lima:

X, who delivered the course in collaboration with her colleague Y, was very formal and didactic in style, and the methodology itself seemed very prescriptive to me. The network chair also attended the workshop and whenever he spoke he would do so at some length and stated very clear analyses and prescriptions for action. I felt that a network was a loose, voluntary community and required a much more facilitative style which allowed voices to be heard and to shape the network's actions.

(Project Manager Reflection. Annex 3.6i)

His own preference for a facilitatory style (was this a bias?) was reinforced by data gathered from several interactions revealing divergent views between the leadership and the membership (p.163). The project manager was critical of the perceived top down decision-making style of the Steering Group and chair. This led to the researcher gathering and coding further data from interviews with network members and with the leadership (p.161) and project manager notes of discussion with Chair, notes of discussion in Cameroon) which through further reflection developed a framing of leadership as requiring both a facilitatory, consultative approach and an interpretive but positive leadership style. The structure of GNDR demonstrated this happening in a plural way combining styles of the two secretariat members. It also displayed the need for dynamic questioning of this to ensure maintain an appropriate combination. The researcher used the term Interpretive Leadership' to describe this. Member check with the network chair revealed that he supported this conclusion, despite his own natural preference for a more autocratic style.

Note that in this summary the terms 'project manager' and 'researcher' both appear. In this case some aspects of this progression, for example the coding and analysis of surveys, learning review and consultations to identify divergence between Steering Group and membership might not have been conducted without the specific research imperative. However they fed right back into the project manager's reflection and action, as well as into discussions with the network chair and one could argue that a reflective practitioner would have done this without the separate research imperative.

Annex 3.3. Learning Review: VFL 2009 Questions used in Zoomerang online survey
This list is the output from the Zoomerang survey. Where a question number is repeated this is because several questions are posed within that question number.

Question 1: Country and Region

Question 2: Name

Question 3: Name of your Organisation

Question 4: 1.1 What would you describe in your own words as the most important objectives for the VFL project? Please include both those which were intended as well as unexpected ones.

Question 5: 1.2 Please score each of the stated VFL objectives in terms of degree of achievement to date for your country context and explain the reasons for your evaluation.

Question 5: To what extent did the VFL achieve Objective 1:  To provide an independent global overview of progress towards implementation of key aspects of the HFA at local level that will provide a provisional baseline to measure future progress. 

Question 5: To what extent did the VFL achieve Objective 2:   To strengthen public accountability for effective HFA implementation by enhancing the ability to measure progress.

Question 5: To what extent did the VFL achieve Objective 3:     To enhance civil society ability to monitor progress, share information, formulate policy positions, develop advocacy coalitions and contribute towards multi-stakeholder efforts to implement the HFA on the ground. 

Question 6: 1.3 Please score each of the stated VFL objectives in terms of  level of importance for your country context and explain the reasons for your evaluation. Note You must give each Objective a different score: 1, 2 or 3.

Question 6: Of the three objectives, how important was Objective 1 to your country context ? 

Question 6: Of the three objectives, how important was Objective 2 to your country context ? 

Question 6: Of the three objectives, how important was Objective 3 to your country context ?

Question 7: 2.1 What would you describe in your own words as the most important outcomes for the VFL project? Please include both those which were intended as well as unexpected ones.

Question 8: 2.2 Please score each stated outcome of the VFL project in terms of degree of achievement to date for your country context and explain the reasons for your evaluation.

Question 8: To what extent did the VFL achieve Outcome 1: Improved understanding of the level of disaster resilience at the local level in participating countries and regions

Question 8: To what extent did the VFL achieve Outcome 2:  Improved dialogue between public, civil society and community stakeholders responsible for disaster risk reduction

Question 8: To what extent did the VFL achieve Outcome 3:  Improved understanding on progress towards implementation of the HFA within governmental and civil society bodies

Question 8: To what extent did the VFL achieve Outcome 4:  Increased research, analytical and advocacy capabilities among project participants

Question 9: 2.3 Please score each stated outcome of the VFL project in terms of level of importance for your country context and explain the reasons for your evaluation. Note You must give each Outcome a different score: 1, 2, 3 or 4.

Question 9: Of the four outcomes, how important was Outcome 1 to your country context? 

Question 9: Of the four outcomes, how important was Outcome 2 to your country context? 

Question 9: Of the four outcomes, how important was Outcome 3 to your country context? 

Question 9: Of the four outcomes, how important was Outcome 4 to your country context? 

Question 10: 3.1 Methodology: There were a number of aspects of the methodology, including setting up a National Advisory Committee, engaging participating organizations, selecting at-risk communities, local government representatives, Civil Society Organisations and community representatives, using the questionnaire and implementing the survey, completing the database and the report, and staging community consultations and the national workshop. 
 Were there other methodological data collection or participatory tools you used that were not on the list? For example: using focus groups, or using qualitative methods as part of the assessment.  If so, please describe and explain how useful they were here. 

Question 11: 3.2 What aspects of the methodology proved to be problematic? Why?

Question 12: 3.3 How can the methodology be improved in the future? What would you do differently?

Question 13: 3.4 To what extent did the project’s methodology contribute to generating an accurate grass-roots assessment on the progress made against the HFA? Please mark and explain the reasons for your evaluation.

Question 13: Setting up a National Advisory Committee

Question 13: Engaging of Participating Organisations

Question 13: Selection of at-risk communities

Question 13: Selection of local government representatives

Question 13: Selection of civil society organisations

Question 13: Selection of community representatives

Question 13: Survey Indicators

Question 13: Questionnaires

Question 13: Survey implementation

Question 13: Community Consultation

Question 13: National Workshop

Question 14: 3.5 GENERAL COMMENTS ON PROJECT VALIDITY AND METHODOLOGY:

Question 15: 4.1 Taking into account all project activities, which aspects of the project methodology did you feel your organisation was able to implement really well, and were there any that were particularly challenging for you?

Question 16: 4.2 GENERAL COMMENTS ON SELF-EVALUATION:

Question 17: 5.1 In what way did you find the Global Network’s support particularly helpful, and in what areas did you feel there could have been more support and help?

Question 18: 5.2 Has your participation in the VFL had an impact on your or your organisation’s work?

Question 19: Please explain the nature of this impact, if any: 

Question 20: 5.3 To what extent did the various tools and assistance provided by the Global Network help you to implement VFL? Please mark and explain the reasons for your evaluation. 

Question 20: Project Handbook

Question 20: Project presentations

Question 20: Ongoing communication/ support (from Global Network)

Question 20: Ongoing communication/ support (from RCO)

Question 20: Financial assistance from the GN

Question 20: Indicator database

Question 20: Website (Overall)

Question 20: Website (Member’s Area)

Question 21: 5.4 Please rate the country report format for the presentation of the findings and explain the reasons for your evaluation. Please also provide comments and suggestions.

Question 22: Comments and suggestions on country report format:

Question 23: 5.5 Please rate the Global Report produced by the Global Network and explain the reasons for your evaluation. Please also provide comments and suggestions.

Question 24: 5.6 GENERAL COMMENTS ON VFL PROJECT SUPPORT AND ASSISTANCE:
Annex 3.4. Questions for interviews with GNDR Stakeholders
1. What's your view of the Hyogo Framework for action - Is it a good thing or a  bad thing? What are its strengths? What are its weaknesses?

2. What's your view of UNISDR - is it effective or ineffective? What are its strengths and weaknesses?

3. Why do you think organisations choose to get involved in GNDR? - Status? Money? Learning? Power? - or other reasons?

4. What are the differences between GNDR and other networks you're aware of, and what are the similarities?

5. In your experience of GNDR and other networks do you think GNDR has grown as a network fast or slowly - and why do you think this?

6. Why do you think that despite the fact that funding to the participants was cut from $7500 to only $2500 at the outset of VFL so many organisations still participated?
7. Why do you think there was so little communication between members of the network? (if indeed there was)

8. What was the best thing, in your view, about VFL 2009? What was the worst thing?

9. Have you seen any material effects of VFL? If so what? And if not, what effects do you think it should have?

10. Do you think that the fact that ISDR is now using the term 'Views from the Frontline' is a good or a bad thing? Why?

11. What do you think GNDR would look like if it dropped VFL - is it important or unimportant - why?

12. What do you think GNDR should do next?

13. My own research has developed a particular view of  GNDR (see below) how do you react to this?

Other comments?

Annex 3.5. Making Power Visible

External power was identified by the researcher as an important factor in International Development in his own research and reflection (p.83).

1. Data from records of VFL 2009 and from UN reports of GP-DRR 2009 indicated that the VFL Shared Action demonstrated political influence (for example in the GP-DRR 2009 Chair's closing statement, (UNISDR, 2009)

2. This outcome led the network to invest greater effort in production of the VFL 2011 report and presentations. The secretariat also negotiated an increased presence at GP-DRR 2011 (p.178). (February 2011)

3. The project manager noted and questioned possible co-option of the network evidenced in an official announcement which claimed that VFL was now included in the UN's own report (second announcement of UN Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction, 17 November 2010. UNISDR, 2011)

4. The project manager consulted several stakeholders through member check interviews on this point, including the UN Assistant Secretary responsible for this function, a steering group member, a UN insider/informant and a network member. They gave diverse responses with the Assistant Secretary giving different reasons for disagreeing with the suggestion of co-option, and the Steering Group member and informant agreeing. (GNDR, 2011e) (December 2010 - February 2011)

5. At the GP-DRR 2011 event itself notes of meetings by the Project Manager and records of the network blog on the website show that members expressed disquiet about the lack of effect of this increased activity in influencing GP-DRR 2011. (GNDR, 2011b) (May 2011)

6. Records of GP-DRR 2011 show that the chair's closing statement showed no evidence of acceptance of the VFL recommendations for local action. (UNISDR, 2011a) (May 2011)

7. Records of email traffic between network members show active discussion reflecting concern about this. (GNDR, 2011) (May 2011)

8. The researcher reflected on this evidence of a process of hegemony in action, making sense of it through allying the theoretical perspective to the data and member consultation, therefore introducing it into a further reflection loop through introducing it into the network discussion of strategy and next steps. (June 2011 - ongoing)

9. At a practitioner conference where the researcher presented this case, a number of practitioners supported and extended the analysis (World Humanitarian Conference June 2011) 

Annex 3.6. Notes of Project Manager experience November 2008 - May 2011

i. November 2008. Joining the Network as Project Manager

Before formally joining the network I attended a VFL startup workshop in Lima, Peru. this was only my third meeting with the network chair after accepting the post two weeks previously. En route to Lima we also met X, a consultant who had done much of the methodology design for VFL. The workshop was made only slightly more incomprehensible by the fact that it was delivered in Spanish over two days in a 'death by powerpoint' style. X, who delivered the course in collaboration with her colleague Y, was very formal and didactic in style, and the methodology itself seemed very prescriptive to me. The network chair also attended the workshop and whenever he spoke he would do so at some length and stated very clear analyses and prescriptions for action. I felt that a network was a loose, voluntary community and required a much more facilitative style which allowed voices to be heard and to shape the network's actions. I understood in retrospect that it was based on practical experience of a similar survey, the Civil Society Survey, and that experience had showed people valued very clear guidance and structure. One of the NGO team based there, Camilo, acted as host and as his family were restauranteurs anyway he organised meals out both nights. The workshop group of 14 were quite lively and engaged. I felt disorientated however, having expected to be thinking primarily of a learning network and finding that the key activity was a highly organised action programme which I would have to not only understand but take a part in managing.

This was particularly troubling since my goal as a researcher was to gather data for my thesis, which had been solidly framed in the idea of a CoP type structure, including the two previous projects I'd intended to focus on. At this point I couldn't see past this and treated the two aspects of my work as distinct. On the one hand was the VFL project which was likely to take a lot of my time. On the other was development of a CoP which is what I felt I was in it for.

ii. Face to face at start-up workshops

A month later, in early December, I was now fully involved with the network and took on two further workshops during a week in December; in Cairo and Kuala Lumpur. The network chair was not at either of these as he was on paternity leave and so I was elevated to co-leading the workshops with X. There was a difficult backdrop to them however, as I had been trying to clarify the financial situation of the project. In doing so I found that because the number of participating countries had grown way beyond original intentions and also the dollar rate (in which we paid people) had shifted by 25% we had a financial shortfall. An email announcement from the chair before these workshops informed participants that their expected budget of $7500 per organisation was being cut to $2500 (with the promise of a further $2500 later if  more funding was secured). I felt that this was embarrassing, disorganised, and showed a lack of respect for the membership. X and I also had to deal with the reactions to this news at both workshops. Discussions on the topic were heated, and at the Cairo workshop there were at least two delegates who we never heard from subsequently again; cutting contact because of their dissatisfaction. 

iii. Didactic or facilitatory?

I tried to break loose as far as possible from the prescriptive format of the workshops, realising that I was much more comfortable with an interactive, facilitative style. This worked well at Cairo and less well in Kuala Lumpur where the delegates seemed culturally to prefer a didactic approach. That workshop also gave a little space to get to know X and understand her perspective. I formed the impression that she was concerned to be involved in transformatory development but I felt that the consultancy she worked with had a technique-driven approach, majoring on accountability, surveys and questionnaires; rather like development market researchers. I had a specific bias against this approach having worked quite recently in the field of corporate social responsibility which was rife with such indices (for example FTSE for good and the Global Responsibility Index) I had also been personally involved in developing a social responsibility index for a Global Multinational. In these cases it was clear that the indices didn't drive substantive accountability or change, but simply added kudos and green credentials to corporate branding. Was the same true in terms of VFL? could this technical survey process really engender change or would it similarly simply window dress the status quo. A clear difference between this and the corporate indices was the independence of GNDR but even if the setup was structurally different I had an inbuilt bias against the dispassionate nature of surveying, monitoring, indices and quantitative observational approaches in general and felt that relational and engaged work was more important.

iv. Immersed in the work

Budget cuts extended to the consultancy organisation, and in January I found myself project managing VFL solo. I had taken a personal decision when I took the post that as well as its value to me as research material for my thesis, I would immerse myself in it to make the best possible job. This approach was a conscious reaction to my previous work experience where as director of media firms I had a very 'light touch' approach to projects which was both necessary (given my role and the volume of work) and was my choice (as I could evade demanding tasks!). This had felt increasingly inauthentic, so despite the fear of being immersed in practicalities and technical tasks I absorbed myself in everything from overall management of the project to the monitoring of project updates, documentation, databases, analysis, writing and regular communication with the network members. 

It rapidly became clear that the initial disorientation resulting from my expectation of focusing on learning and network building; compared with the realities of project managing VFL, was complemented by a lack of interest around the network in intercommunication, sharing and learning anyway. I found that practical communications to the members received a reasonable response rate, but the focus was entirely on the VFL project. I also found it intriguing that I was in communication with at least 40 members delivering VFL on a regular basis, which very little picture of who most of them were as people. There was a definite contrast between the sense of people I'd met for the two day workshops and those I hadn't.

v. Confidence to push innovations

In addition because the feedback from the network on communications initiatives was limited and because my colleague the network chair had no interest in them at all I felt that they were not wanted. I think in retrospect that it's important to work out clearly one's own rationale for something and then if it makes sense to really push at it rather than depending on feedback from others (or lack of it). If it's an innovation (in that context) then almost by definition it won't be initially welcomed. I had taken the role of innovator in my previous businesses. In those situations the negative or disinterested attitudes of my colleagues meant that I pursued them in a semi secretive way until they were ready to face the world. That wasn't an option with GNDR. As time has passed I have retrained myself to develop a clear rationale for a course of action  and then to defend it robustly. It helps that some of my innovations - for example the use of voting systems and webstreaming at the Global Workshop, have been successful, been welcomed, and received positive feedback.

vi. Attempting to create a CoP

Learning was part of my brief, and also developing a clear membership database was a specific task so alongside the VFL work I was developing ideas for this. It became clear that the website contractor could not support us in this as their site was inflexible and the quoted cost of adding a members log on and a social media style working environment was way beyond our finances. I invited a webdeveloper I'd worked with previously to take on the work, and at the same time developed an overall strategy for a Community of Practice in February 2009. Submitting this to the network chair revealed something that became clearer as the work proceeded. 

vii. Leadership styles

Firstly the network chair's modus operandi was to focus on his ideas and frameworks and only after robust discussion to connect with other ideas. Secondly he had very little interest in technology, the internet and social media (for example he told me some time subsequently that if any website required him to log on or register he exited it). I received no response at all to my outline strategy so pursued it anyway. While I have sometimes been frustrated and occasionally experienced conflicts with the network chair (and there have been generally only the two of us in the secretariat so interaction can be quite intense) I have generally enjoyed the working relationship. This initial recognition of his working style weaves together in my head with my preference for a facilitative style and as time passed led me to think through further the aspects of leadership required in the network.

viii. Field visits to Benin and Nigeria

I was encouraged by the network chair to visit a member organisation whilst they were conducting a survey, and selected the West Africa region. Two members were interested in a visit, in Benin and Nigeria, so I organised a short trip to visit these two neighbouring countries. Some aspects of the Benin visit have been reported already in Annex 5.1. One encounter which wasn't reported related to their work to reduce risks from illegal petrol sales. This was conducted on an organised basis, reselling fuel smuggled in duty free from Nigeria. Fuel was shipped from a store in drums on motor scooters and displayed by the roadside in downtown Cotonou in glass flagons. The NGO explained that the government organised periodic crackdowns. When they did the traders hid the fuel in their wooden houses. This led frequently to fires which could destroy a whole strip of homes. Not only the trade itself, but the consequences of the government response were risk-enhancing, increasing the vulnerability of the poor population even further. Whilst GNDR is rooted in natural hazards this encounter was one which started to suggest to me that risk - the vulnerability to hazards - was a characteristic of the built environment and human choices more than of the forces of nature. However I wondered whether the institutional emphasis on natural disasters stemmed from a desire to sidestep difficult socio/political issues.

In Nigeria, next door, risk was a reality for me as well as for the people I met. The delta area where our member worked was prone to terrorism by activists challenging the oil exploitation in the region and expatriates were particularly vulnerable. I was driven round with a couple of guys escorting me carrying guns, and locked in the hotel between times. [ . . .] 

ix. The status of the network

He [Nigerian NCO] made use of my presence to secure meetings in the state offices in Abuja and told me that it was only because of my presence that he got those meetings. I saw a similar thing happen some time later in Cameroon, where I attended a workshop led by the network member at which the head of local government was meant to be present. The day before the meeting he had cried off and passed the meeting to his deputy. The deputy didn't arrive and the network member went to her office to find out why not. She said she was too busy, but on being told that two colleagues from Nigeria and the GNDR project manager from the UK (myself) were attending she agreed to come. Both cases showed the leverage which association with the network and with its northern secretariat afforded. Sad but true.

x. Limited use of Social Media

In April 2009 we were able to migrate the website to our new platform, which included membership and collaboration facilities (such as blogs, messaging and document stores). My impression was that take-up for these facilities, and even for signing up as a registered member, was very low. This did surprise me at the time. In some cases people said that they found the system difficult to use, and the chair agreed with this. It was a fair criticism as the lack of funding meant that we had to use an open source system which wasn't as user-friendly as a more highly customised system. However a year later I had an experience which led me to question the complaint about the difficulty of the system. I co presented at a workshop about networks and another presenter made a strong case for use of a web seminar system. I was very interested since the system, Elluminate, had also been promoted by a specialist unit at Syracuse University in the States as being particularly suitable for use in development. It was designed to cope with poor connections and budgets were modest compared with some other corporately orientated systems. The presenter reported that within the large NGO of which he was a part staff distributed in the developing world used the system enthusiastically for collaboration. I told him that I had used the same system for a pilot with several network members and they had said they found it difficult to use and frustrating over poor connections. The presenter said that they faced the same difficulties but found their staff were prepared to persist, accepting that their connection might fall back from video to audio, or even from audio to instant messaging. They just hung on in anyway. Why the contrast in acceptance? I felt that the word 'staff' was critical. The only difference I could see was the degree of shared commitment (identity?) within an organisation, compared with our network. I brought to this observation my other experiences of the limited and project driven communication between myself and network members, and evidence (from a survey at the Global Workshop for example) that there was very little lateral communication between network members.  These observations contributed to the development of the idea of thin communications. 

Is the interpretation of data from email and the web flawed? Was I mistaken in describing the low level of take-up for these facilities as reflecting thin communications, by which I initially meant the limited ability of text based communication to express rich messages leading to limited use-age? The development of this perspective was driven to a certain extent by frustration – an emotional reaction. Another emotional reaction was rejection. Wouldn't a more dispassionate and less engaged observer suggest that this is in the nature of network building; that it's a percentages game and only a certain percentage ever engage; and that as another network leader had told me a network takes typically four years to develop critical mass. 

I think in retrospect I was both wrong and right. I was wrong to develop that view that soon. These things do take time. However, having taken this perspective it did encourage met to look at the shared action more closely, a chance benefit. More significantly, later data tracking levels of communication showed no discernible upward trend, suggesting that while I'd been wrong to make the interpretation at that early stage, in fact other grounds emerged for supporting that interpretation.

xi. The impact of VFL 2009

After this digression we return to the management of VFL in 2009. As an unknown project, and with the fixed deadline of GP-DRR 2009 looming I worked with our small remote team of myself, network chair, two consultants, and adviser and a designer non stop for the last month before the event. A majority of network members had come through with the survey data, though they seemed to draw a line at that point and did not pursue the planned activities to take the report back to National and Local level. By this time I knew the VFL methodology by heart but like network members my focus was entirely on the survey data and the report to be generated from it; if only because I was having to do all the analysis and much of the writing. 

Within a month of GP-DRR 2009 we secured further funding and were able to produce properly designed and printed reports, displays and presentations. Network members were proud of what they jointly achieved, and that the report and presentations made significant impact and secured influence at the event. From my perspective the event was a culture shock. Over a thousand people, primarily from national governments, were present. Among the NGO fraternity, many of whom we were collaborating with, it was noticeable that whatever their roots they seemed to have similar attitudes and lifestyles. 

xii. VFL seduces the researcher

VFL as I noted above isn't the kind of project I warm to. It is quantitative, observational, monitoring, index based. Having been immersed in the battle to deliver it and finally spending the weekend before GP-DRR driving down to Geneva with the just-delivered reports the finale was a tremendous high. For myself, the small team who worked with us, and also for many of the network members there was a real sense of achievement. I had also become 'Mr VFL' and of necessity knew the project inside out. A greater high was derived from the sense of being part of something and being looked to. I was at the centre of the network. These emotional undertones may have played a part in making me look again and more closely at VFL, despite my original goal of promoting the CoP. Maybe they made me 'force' the discovery of local learning as an outcome of the project. The question, then, would be whether these outcomes were valid sense-makings, rather than just the forcing of a preferred framework over messy reality. I think that this complex of motivations and interests is undeniably a factor; however it led to further shared experiments and discussions which supported rather than rejecting this account; for example in the learning review and discussion on it, and in the use of the idea of structured activities to frame the Action at the Frontline case studies. I would summarise that researcher bias may tune the researcher to certain ways of making sense. A more complex version of this effect is what happened here, where reaction against VFL flipped to a more positive view as a result of the immersed engagement, leading the researcher to emphasise his preferred themes of the local and of learning in examining the outcomes. In either case the test of the sense-making is whether it reveals further insights which support the interpretation or not.

xiii. Pan-global professionals

In my notes I referred to them as pan-global professionals, wondering whether they felt particularly stateless as a result of the time they spent travelling and staying in hotels to attend the round of conferences, workshops and meetings. Conversely I wondered how representative they were of the frontline of which they spoke with such passion. I noticed as time went by that though the network chair travelled frequently during the three years we have worked together he has only once done so to visit communities in the developing world. His other meetings are at conferences and symposia in various world capitals. I have for several years had a sense that even a short visit to a grassroots situation once a year is important in grounding me in the work I do. He was unusually attentive to that comment as I realised when he referred to it some months later. 

xiv. Pan global professionals and my own perspective

My personal perspective on this influences my perception as I would claim that I am constitutionally unable to be a pan global professional. I have never liked new situations, prefer the richness of a long established social/environmental milieu, and don't even like being away from home. I therefore have a potential bias against pan global professionals, seeing their lifestyle as superficial and disengaged. My daughter, who has done her share of backpacking, describes backpackers in the same way; saying that their conversation becomes wearisome as it becomes little more than a litany of cities and sights.

My most striking recollection of pan global professionals, itself demonstrating my own pan global credentials, was during a brief visit to Kabul a few months before the Taleban took it over in 2004. We worked with a small humanitarian team to document their work and one evening they took us to the UN club. The city was dark and the streets were empty as we approached a doorway in a wall. On the far side of it was America. Luxuriously appointed lounges, dining rooms and bar. Dotted around in small groups were Americans, Europeans, Asians discussing their last assignments, their next vacations, and the same regarding their colleagues. The tended to have similarly vacant, staring, lost faces and I felt they epitomised an entirely dislocated subculture sliding through a global metaspace. 

xv. Global cliche, local reality

This, therefore, is a personal prejudice. Nevertheless the often heard voice "in whose name" is, I feel, valid. If one claims to act for a local reality on needs to know that reality, and to know it one must have identity with it. Pan Global Professionals have a weak cartoon picture of local realities. [. . .]

xvi. Personal preferences shape a view of local realities

This reflection also shapes my dawning realisation that it was right and proper, rather than frustrating and disappointing, that our network members were more concerned for their local realities than for engaging with the network. I think I felt personally affronted that they didn't invest effort in 'our' world, but as these experiences continued and I juxtaposed their behaviour with my own preference for my own local action scene this started to shape the idea of the primacy of the local in the sense of identity and local social learning.

xvii. The impact of the VFL process - local level learning

From where I stood the contrast between the buzz and activity of the VFL project, and the lack of engagement with communications more generally became increasingly striking. Was I just doing it wrong, or was there some other explanation? We'd had very little qualitative material to back up our survey but I did notice a few comments from members pointing out that they had found the VFL process had led to them having useful meetings, gaining new access and forming new alliances. Scrabbling for some meaning in what I was experiencing I suggested that this was a different mode of learning, taking place at local level and resulting from the shared action, rather than conversation. By December 2009 I had captured this idea in a paper for a forthcoming conference 'it's not just the data' and also requested X, who was undertaking a post VFL learning review, to include open ended questions about the most significant impacts - expected and unexpected - of the VFL project.

Her work yielded a crop of comments which supported the idea that the VFL process led to local level learning. For me this was the most interesting part of the review as the majority of it was based on multiple choice questions which through their relatively uniform and high scores really didn't throw any light or shadow on what was working well and what needed to change. 

xviii. Face to face with the membership

The Global Workshop was our next large scale project. It resulted from my unease about the lack of connectedness between members. We had budget for a series of regional review workshops and I thought that if we got everyone together in the same place this would build trust and shared understanding which might make the network more cohesive in future. I would say that while there was a tremendous feeling of warmth and strength resulting from having 44 network members, along with advisers, academics, and INGO representatives and we also used our communications and media expertise to organise a slick but interactive event the outcomes didn't live up to my personal goal of increased engagement. Data in Chapter 5 show that levels of interaction didn't increase. 

xix. In whose name?

The data also shows another phenomenon which was coming increasingly to my attention. This was a disconnect between the strategy and action plans developed by the steering group and the preferred goals of network members. Data from various surveys and discussions at and around the workshop show that there was a strong preference for local support, building capacity and local action among network members. Despite this the Steering Group meeting immediately following the workshop continued to place an emphasis on the global VFL action, starting to plan it for 2011. [. . .]. More recently it has emerged in discussion with the network chair on this topic that he sees the high level engagements which take much of his time as critical in influencing the decisions and attitudes of these organisations

xx. It's all about a tube well

A discussion about the strangely named Bangladeshi NGO worker Quazi Baby brought this into sharp focus. We had met Quazi Baby as a delegate at the GP-DRR 2011 conference. She spoke in a meeting discussing VFL 2011 and its outcomes, asking whether it would directly result in a tube well being bored in a village she worked in. In a subsequent debate in which the project manager was arguing for the engagement of network members in shaping network policy with the chair he said that the problem was that network members working at local level didn't have a global perspective so had limited insight into the overall strategy. He cited the example of Quazi Baby, for whom it all came back to a tube well in a village. 

xxi. Structured conversations

During 2010 we again found ourselves facing a funding crisis. At one point the secretariat were about two weeks from redundancy. Work on VFL 2011 was put on hold while we waited for funding to be confirmed. We were able, however, to upgrade our web and email services and I saw increasingly that whilst these weren't used informally people were prepared to participate in staged debates.  We have done a number of these and if they are announced, managed and time-limited participation is quite active. It is however generally limited to a small subset of the network. During one discussion I individually emailed network members who hadn't joined in to ask why not. In several cases they said they had been reading the contributions but felt that other people had said what they might have done.  In discussions with other network managers this tendency to 'lurk' is generally recognised. I increasingly felt that beyond this tendency to 'lurk' some of our most pro-active members were becoming less engaged. Indeed I met one of them in Bangladesh in February 2011 who was concerned in particular about how the network was run. He wanted to know how the Steering Group was selected and thought there would be more engagement and less of a subcontractor mentality around the network if there was a more democratic arrangement. 

xxii. Did VFL 2011 ask the right questions in the right way?

I personally found VFL 2011 dissatisfying. It had been driven by a theory that local governance (of DRR rather than the network) was a key factor. Other thinking and evidence does suggest that that is the case, but the survey itself, generated through months of iterations between various experts, proved difficult for respondents to understand and produced data which was indeterminate and paradoxical. One could argue that data is data but in this case either it was yielding results reflecting poor survey design or was challenging data from a number of other sources. In retrospect I felt the survey was driven by a high level theory about requirements for governance, rather than by a contextualised questioning of realities. In addition much feedback indicated it was difficult for respondents to understand. What was obvious with the benefit of hindsight was that it should have been field tested. This experience also demonstrates the challenge of engaging across the different levels of the network and has led me to emphasise, in current plans for regionally based workshops that even a token field visit is better than nothing. 

xxiii. An enthusiasm to tell stories

My initial framework and personal bias were towards informality and interactive working. Two strands of evidence directed my attention to the value of structured communication and action. Firstly, evidence from email archive data of contrasts between limited informal email communication and higher take-up for structured email discussions. Secondly, evidence from the VFL learning review of the value placed on the structured methodology of VFL . This  led me to apply what I earlier would have felt were prescriptive and constraining structures and templates to the Action at the Frontline video case study project, offering a very tight methodology for their production. The project itself had a very high take-up with 60 case studies being produced, and evidence from the post-project online survey indicated that participants valued the structured approach. Structured communication and shared actions developed as properties of the emerging descriptive framework as a result of this and other evidence.

The Action at the Frontline project developed tremendous momentum of its own. I'm still not sure what led to the commitment of members to this project, and tend to feel despite the survey that the cash incentive was a motivation for many. We had certainly learnt from previous work that structured activities with a clear output seemed to be the way to go; Nevertheless we found ourselves suddenly accumulating an almost unique digital storytelling archive and I'm determined to encourage the network to make some use of it. 

xxiv. Co-option by the system?

The project formed part of the overall package we put together for VFL 2011 and the GP-DRR 2011 conference, where it seemed clear to me that the impact of VFL, from the initial announcement saying that VFL was included in the UN report onwards, was dumbed down and absorbed into the system. The network chair and I have robust debates on this point as I see this as a typical interaction of the system and change agents which is to avoid confrontation and to go for cooption. Another take on it was the comment I heard from an activist lecturer who questioned colleagues joining the world bank who claimed that they could change the system from within. He reckoned this had not been the case, and in public politics we've become used to whatever promises are made and whatever new regimes take power tending back towards the status quo. I found the political account of this by Gramsci gave a gravitas to my thinking here.

Despite the claim that GNDR and VFL had supposedly changed the agenda, when I got to the conference (May 10th -13th 2011) it seemed that nothing had changed. Actually one thing that had changed was that in the opening ceremony and plenary civil society members no longer had official seats. Where we had been allowed delegations (in the back row) in 2009, we were now relegated to observer status in the balcony. The seating plan said it all: reflecting the persistence of 'top down' implementation and power. Though Z [the Zambian NGO leader] had been invited by UNISDR onto the top table in the opening session, rubbing shoulders with Ban Ki-moon, he couldn't actually rub shoulders with him as the positioning of panellists placed the two civil society representatives at the outermost edge of the panel, whilst the institutional, government and 'expert' representatives grouped round the facilitator dominated the discussion. 

xxv. Learning how to take the network forward

Beyond the end of the study I think some current network activities reinforces some of the ideas developed during this work.  The network chair and myself are increasingly articulating the need for both the high level engagement and the local level work, and the corresponding need to match high level leadership with network facilitation and engagement. A temporary financial blip pointed us away from a second network Global Workshop towards a series of regional meetings, including field visits. We have also been negotiating a balance between didactic messages to the troops and opportunities for open discussion. The work the chair is doing on the forward looking strategy acknowledges the balance between global and local actions. Data suggests that network engagement -measured in terms of communications – hasn't grown. My view is that if we can agree a strategy based on wide consultation and match it with more democratic governance and consistent funding the network will grow in stature and cohesiveness, but I see no evidence of what I originally envisaged - a self organising and increasingly coherent community of practice. The evidence suggests to me that what I have called a Community of Praxis has a membership whose eyes are generally directed towards their local realities, and which will always require what I'm calling interpretive leadership to coordinate it into shared actions. its identity is captured in these shared actions which form part of its repertoire of shared stories and which gain their meaning at local level, rather than through global shared understandings. 

xxvi. The power of face to face and on location

My most recent encounter was a field visit to meet with network colleagues in Cameroon. Two from the cameroon network member organisation were with us in Limbe and we attended their workshop presentation of their VFL 2011 work. I also persuaded two members from Nigeria, including the guy I mentioned earlier, to come over. The idea was to take advantage of the event to meet up and have a small scale pilot for the regional meetings. I asked if we could make a field visit. I found that this meeting worked very well, with robust and noisy debates about what the network should do next and about how it should organise itself. One of the members, relatively new to the network, said that the fact that he was listened to in online discussions made him feel very valued and in turn increased his commitment to the network. The Cameroon members expressed their appreciation that I came and I felt that this was positive rather than paternalistic as they know the secretariat only consists of the two of us so getting around people was difficult. The field visit, to a recent lava flow from Mount Cameroon and to vulnerable housing on steep slopes in Limbe, was very effective both in earthing our conversation and it provoking discussion between the group, as even though they Nigerians worked in DRR they hadn't encountered these particular situations and it fuelled the conversation with their colleagues. 

xxvii. Learning about leaders, learning about self

A repeating theme during these notes is a contrast between the views of the project manager (myself) and the chair. For the myself presenting this one sided account feels OK as all the points and comments made have also been made in discussions between the two secretariat members. Conflict also leads to learning, and I recognised as a result of these discussions that leadership is particularly complex in a network. Whilst my own preference has been for facilitation from the outset, facilitation is not enough. Possibly for the chair his previous experience in leading NGO teams and Country Offices has required a more direct and assertive leadership style, which probably also reflects his character. A network is a voluntary body (one of the contrasts with the constituents of intra-organisational CoPs) and consensus and facilitation are clearly needed to develop shared goals and action. However facilitation is not enough. In a meeting with network members in Cameroon they specifically said they looked to the secretariat for leadership and decisionmaking. Indeed they were dubious about the value of democracy in deciding a clear course and strategy. As I cast around for a framework to describe these two contrasting aspects of leadership and facilitation I drew on my own roots in a faith community, in which the term 'Servant King' is used. Given the religious sensitivities of our network of members of many faiths and none this term wouldn't be suitable. I discovered that Greenleaf had developed the phrase 'Servant Leadership' from a corporate perspective in the states. It clearly resonates with the dominant Christian culture there although he himself refers to Herman Hesse's mystical writings as the source of his thinking. Eventually I adopted the term interpretive leadership, as I was still concerned about the cultural positioning of Greenleaf's term. A network does need clear decisionmaking and leadership to progress towards any shared goal. However for network members to exercise commitment to this, which is vital for the network to function, they must feel that the leadership has understood and heard them and has correctly interpreted a corporate view. Therefore an autocratic leadership will lead to disengagement, and my sense is that this has happened during the VFL 2011 period; partly as Secretariat and Steering Group goals have delaminated from the frequently expressed network member concerns, and partly as a practical failure to secure funds for members participating in VFL 2011 in a timely way has made them feel undervalued and let down. Current plans to engage in regional consultations and hopefully to allow members a full part in framing strategy may strengthen an effective Interpretive Leadership style.

Annex 5.1. Case study of an NGO in action: Benin

The NCO based in Cotonou, Benin is typical of many small in-country NGOs who have taken part in VFL.  (As noted above the majority of NCOs are of this type).  The organisation had approximately five staff based in two dusty office rooms in an upper storey of an office block on the corner of a busy street. . At the time of the project manager's visit in March 2009, manila envelopes piled high on the desks contained survey responses sent in by mail from six regions of the country (see map below).

Map used by Benin VFL participant organisation to indicate source of questionnaires.
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The range of regions in the country reached by this small organisation, as depicted above, was typical in the Project Manager's experience of the reach achieved by NCOs in their countries. During the project manager's visit he met with one of the Participating Organisations who had conducted the survey work, based locally in a peri-urban district of Cotonou: who introduced him to one of the communities they surveyed . A major challenge for this community was what might be called an 'everyday disaster' - one that would never make the news but took its toll nevertheless. Every year during the rainy season the area flooded to a level of several feet, completely covering the central market area of the community and leading to closure of the schools and the clinic. This seasonal disaster therefore had a grinding and debilitating effect on the community as it attempted to build its livelihoods.

The community had failed to persuade the local government to improve drainage, and in frustration had raised funds themselves to bring in earthmoving equipment and embark on digging a drainage channel to a nearby swamp. However as this channel cut through a road the government stopped the project. At the time of the visit negotiations were continuing. 

The story highlighted the human cost of small scale regular disasters, the problems of forming constructive partnerships with other actors and the challenge of securing  resources to improve the situation. These messages were reflected in the data gathered for the VFL report, which concluded that it was the lack of local partnerships, local participation and provision of resources which were often barriers to effective disaster risk reduction.

Part of the project manager's visit was spent working with the NGO staff in the office to clarify how the spreadsheet for entering survey data should be used, and dealing with bugs in it. This practical aspect of the project had been frustrating for the NCO, and it seemed that the project had drawn heavily on this small NGO's resources. The NCO and the POs they worked with had devoted considerable time to gathering data, providing a total of 214 responses to the survey. This NCO and thirty two others met the deadlines for submission of their survey data and national reports, despite the pressures of tight timescales and limited resources.

Annex 5.2. Initial plans for GNDR Action Learning Space

	Step
	How?
	Timescale



	Identify shared need – reason for community
	Bottom up
	3 months

	
	Top down
	3 months

	Initial formation
	Stakeholder meetings and agreement
	2 months

	Meeting space
	Shared IT and comms
	1 month

	Building trust
	Develop confidence in other community members
	1 year

	News
	Regular digests, newsletters, updates
	Ongoing

	Shared activities
	Projects
	ongoing

	Shared amenities
	Links, services, advice, member directories, information etc
	ongoing

	Repository
	Online store of information
	ongoing

	Building the engagement of the membership
	Moving members from the ‘periphery’ to the ‘core’ 
	2-4 years


Annex 5.3 Range of ICTs used by GNDR

A wide range of social media were applied during the course of the study:
Direct communications

Email - simple email, sometimes to multiple recipients.
Moodle messages. Part of the moodle website system used from April 2009-September 2010. This required a relatively complex web based process for sending messages and was not widely used (It was known that this platform was limited; its selection was a consequence of severely limited budgets).
Teleconferencing and Skype. Mainly used by the secretariat and the Steering Group.

Translation facilities. Automated and human services were used in different ways. These included the use of Google translate to send emails to members in Spanish and French as well as English (in general the network secretariat aimed to support these three languages.). The network website also included the ability for pages to be automatically translated into 52 languages using a Google Translate tool. In other cases human translation was used, for example in circulation of important documents. Simultaneous translation into Spanish and French was provided with infra red headsets at the Global Workshop in January 2010. The experience of the project manager, who was in charge of communications, was that whilst English was generally accepted as an interchange language in Asia and Africa (other than Francophone countries) there was continued concern in Central and South America about the limited support for Spanish. 

Group discussion facilities

Email discussion list provided by UNISDR. The widely used 'Listserv' system providing the ability for subscribers to receive messages and also to send messages, which  were moderated by the secretariat. This list did not enable other information about members (such as organisation and location) to be recorded, however.

Mailman mailing list. Replacement for Moodle messaging instituted in May 2010. Straightforward moderated mailing list. More heavily used. eventually leading to complaints over too many messages being received. Split into an obligatory moderated members list for important messages and a 'free for all' community list in May 2011.

Moderated online discussions. Formal discussions on specific themes led by a facilitator over a period of 2-4 weeks, using both the ISDR Listserv platform and the Mailman platform.
Information and audio visual material

Website. Static pages set up in November 2008. Replaced by a more freely editable 'Moodle' website with social media including blogs, discussion forums and document stores within a members' area in April 2009. Replaced by a more sophisticated 'Joomla' driven system in September 2010.

Video. Youtube videos of sessions from the January 2010 workshop were posted on the GNDR YouTube channel. Further videos promoting VFL for use by members were created and posted. In some cases members provided translation scripts for these and they were subtitled into languages including Spanish, Vietnamese, Bahasa and Arabic. The major 'Action at the Frontline' video project resulted in production of 60 videos which were posted to a searchable subsite of the GNDR website.
Webstreaming. Video and audio webstreaming was used for major events to allow delegates who were unable to attend to be able to have some involvement in proceedings. This was the case at the January 2010 Global Workshop and the May 2011 UN Global Platform.

Surveys and Questionnaires

'Zoomerang' Surveys. This is an online web-based tool which enables the user to create surveys and questionnaires. Respondents log onto the survey and make responses, either through selecting options or by entering free text. The responses are automatically collated into a data file. These surveys were used to assess members' views on topics such as the goals of the network, and their views of the 'Action at the Frontline' programme.

Keypad voting system. Used at January 2010 Global Workshop. Valued highly by delegates as a means of hearing all voices in discussions and feedback. Based on selecting responses to questions presented on screen and keying a response into an infra red keypad. Responses presented in real time.
Annex 5.4. Qualitative comments from Learning Review December 2009

"Has your participation in the VFL had an impact on your or your organisation’s work? Please explain the nature of this impact, if any."
Increased capacity

· Provision of tools and capacity to measure DRR at the local level (VFL NCO Dominican Republic, PO Benin)

· Enhanced networks for DRR in the country, region and at the global context (VFL NCO Venezuela, Uruguay, Peru, Thailand, RCO Central America, South America)

· Increased knowledge and awareness of the HFA and DRM (VFL NCO Thailand, Venezuela, Swaziland, Uruguay, PO Benin)

Dialogue and engagement

· Motivated a permanent dialogue on DRR/HFA issues in Nicaragua (VFL RCO Central America)

· Motivated the engagement of various actors for the survey (VFL RCO Central America)

Evidence-based action

· Assisted in drafting an organisational strategy regarding Disaster Risk Management (VFL NCO Lebanon)

· Assisted in developing follow-up actions and advocacy activities (VFL NCO India, Malaysia, PO Philippines and Indonesia)

Organisational purposes

· Assisted in gauging impact of own organisation’s activities at the grassroots (VFL NCO Madagascar, POs Peru)

· The findings are useful for the organisation’s advocacy activities (VFL NCO El Salvador, Nigeria)

· Validated existing interventions from the organisation (VFL NCO Malaysia)

Recognition at the national and regional level (VFL NCO Nigeria, Benin, PO Benin)
Annex 5.5. Action at the Frontline case study template

Action at the Frontline Case Study Template

This template helps you to gather the material you need to present an effective 'action at the frontline' case study.

	Overall topic of case study

Summarise what the case study is about in a maximum of 50 words and specify which of the VFL indicators it relates to



	Where did this take place

Give the location and indicate what kind of place it is - a city, town, village, rural area, coastline etc.



	Who were the key people who were involved

Give the names, titles and roles of the people involved. They may be women or men from the community, young people, members of a civil society organisation, local government members. 



	What happened? 

This part of the template is designed to help you ask the right questions. However your story may not fit this framework and if you would like to tell it in a different way that's fine!

What was the particular challenge or problem? (50 words maximum)

What was it that happened? (200 words maximum)

Did this result in progress, or did it show up a problem? - what was the progress or problem? (100 words)

Was there anything unusual or surprising that happened? (150 words)

What has the impact been? (100 words)

What is going to happen next? (50 words)



	Now get some pictures together

Heres a checklist of pictures it would be good for you to get. They may be pictures that have been taken already, or you may take some pictures specifically. They can be taken on a camera or on a phone which is equipped to take pictures. Ideally they will be digital so that they can be sent to us easily.

Pictures that show where the case study happened - Pictures of the whole area and pictures of specific things that are talked about in the case study (5- 10  pictures)

Pictures of the main people who are talked about in the case study - leaders, community members, local government members, young people - whoever were the key people in the case study (5-10 pictures)

Pictures of the subject of the case study - for example if the case study is about seasonal flooding or erosion then gather images that show this. (5-10 pictures)

Pictures of activities - for example if there were meetings, or if there were mapping activities, gather pictures of these (5-10 pictures)



	What about video?

Maybe some video has already been recorded, or you may be able to gather some on a video camera, or on a camera or phone which is equipped to record video. Use the same guidelines as for pictures above, and provide short clips of 1-2 minutes duration.



	What then?

Simple! You can just send the completed template and the pictures (and any video clips) to regine.nagel@globalnetwork-dr.org. We will then turn them into a short video presentation, with captions based on your information. We will send it back to you to make sure you are happy with it, and if so we will post it on the action at the frontline website. (If you would like to create a video yourself then you can do so. Limit the duration to 3 minutes)



	What about the challenge?

All case studies which are submitted can be viewed on the  action at the frontline website, and visitors can comment on them and 'rate' them. On the basis of the comments and the ratings the most effective entry into the challenge will be selected, and the creators of that entry will receive an award of $3000 to be used towards the work they have depicted (or for another relevant project).


Annex 5.6. Summary of Ten Action at the Frontline Video case studies of local level partnerships for DRR and online access

A copy of these case studies with a search-able menu is included with the bound thesis. They can also be viewed at http://www.globalnetwork-dr.org/case-studies.html

Table of Action at the Frontline video case studies of local level partnerships
	Location
	Actors involved
	Partnership actions

	
	comm-unity
	Civil

Soc
	Govt
	Aca-demia
	Private

Sector
	Collab-

oration
	Assess

ment
	Learn-

ing
	Action

	1. South Africa
	(
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	

	2. Venezuela
	(
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	4. Lebanon
	(
	(
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	(
	(
	
	

	5. Romania
	(
	(
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	(
	

	6. Vietnam
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	
	
	(

	7. Costa Rica
	(
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	(

	8. India
	(
	(
	
	(
	
	
	
	
	(

	9. Uzbekistan
	
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	
	
	

	10. India
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	(
	(
	
	


Summary of case studies

1. Kenneth Kaunda District Municipality North West Province RSA
Municipal authorities University and Local Communities - integrated risk assessments to inform govt policy and action - fed into Integrated Development Plan.

2. Sucre, Venezuela. Participatory budgeting brings together community, private contractors, local NGO and local government to jointly establish undertake and manage a road building project.

3. Territorio de Bem, Brazil. Community and NGO led waste management project which attracted the attention of the government.

4. Marjeoun, Lebanon. Addressing low investment in DRR by forming local emergency and disaster mitigation committees bringing together NGO, village committees, municipality, civil defence, Red Cross, and volunteers to develop an integrated approach to disaster reduction.

5. Iasi, Dolj and Constanta counties in Romania: Young people have been mobilised in schools to work with local government and local NGOs to promote disaster risk reduction awareness - the learning has fanned out into the wider communities.

6. Thua Thien Hue province, Vietnam: community initiated cyclone resistant house building engaged the cooperation of local government communes to work together with the communities.

7. Hotel de Canas Community, Costa Rica: A women led project within the local community progressively engaged local government and private sector actors and eventually overseas funding to build a protective dam for the community.

8. Maharajganj District, Uttar Pradesh India  A Local NGO brings together scientists with farmers to test alternative crops. they now work regularly together and through exchange visits are sharing their discoveries with other communities.

9. Tashkent, Uzbekistan - A local NGO has started a programme of seminars drawing together civil society and government representatives to build understanding so that a multi-stakeholder national platform to collaborate on DRR can be established.

10. Uttrakhand, India -dependence on state DRR plans didn't work locally so NGO worked with schools, hospitals, local government and communities to organise local decentralised DRR.

Annex 5.7. Survey of Action at the Frontline participants
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(GNDR, 2011f)

The chart above suggests that people placed a high value on the opportunity to make a video which was useful to their organisation.  Its inclusion as an element of the Memorandum of Agreement for VFL 2011 also appeared to be an important factor. Fewer respondents felt that the 'challenge' aspect of the project was important. The possibility that, as with any consultation, respondents tended to 'second guess' what the surveyor wanted to hear cannot be discounted. However apart from that concern, the suggestion that the 'challenge' aspect was not the most important motivation is interesting, as is the suggestion that the benefits to the participant's local context were most important. It was known, for example, that in one case a participant was eager to create the case study videos in order to use them in fundraising for the project they featured.
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(GNDR, 2011f)

The strongest response, in Chart 2 above, in relation to the benefits of taking part in the project was to 'learning and experience for you and your organisation'. The particular skill of presenting case studies was also rated by respondents as important. There was also strong support for the benefits of presenting case studies to other organisations.
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(GNDR, 2011f)

Support during the process was rated less highly than the other options in this question (Chart 3 above). This may reflect the fact that with a broad and distributed network the support had to be packaged, rather than extensive support being available to participants. The video editing service was particularly valued, and one respondent said that the support of 'experts' was particularly valuable. Another respondent said  "This is a really valuable addition in my presentation skills. Before this I was thinking how is this type of presentation possible.." (GNDR, 2011f)

For another respondent this was not so important as they said their organisation already had these skills.
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(GNDR, 2011f)

It is particularly notable (Chart 4) how much less positive the responses are to these two questions than the others. Respondents placed a relatively low value on the ability to vote and make comments.  they also indicated that they had only looked at other case studies a little. This point may suggest that in practice respondents were not, at least at this stage, investing energy in looking at the case studies despite their acknowledgement of the value of them. These responses are compatible with the suggestion that participants primarily value the benefits of the project in their own local context.
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(GNDR, 2011f)

In the light of the responses to question four, it is striking that responses to Question 5 (Chart 5) show that views of suggested applications of the studies were so positive. There were no 'not at all' votes in response to this question. The most positive responses were to the options of 'advocacy and campaigning', and to use 'by network members learning from one another'. This seems to contradict the suggestion from other responses that respondents are chiefly concerned about their own context, though it may be argued that learning from other case studies is a way of resourcing and capacity building in their own situation. This response is certainly compatible with those in the communications survey in the Global Workshop which showed strong preferences for documents and video resources. One delegate commented:

"I got the opportunity to learn many case studies from different part of the world. This is a long term investment for institutional memory and will be helpful to us, based on this our organization will developed good practices and disseminate the education amongst new generation."

(GNDR, 2011f)

Annex 5.8. Steering Group priorities assigned to Capacity Building at meeting after Global Workshop January 2010

4. Strengthen civil society network capacities (all levels) building on alliances and associations forged by VFL 2009.
Strengthen GNDR virtual Secretariat infrastructure and capabilities to mobilise adequate resources and support the effective design and implementation of an expanded VFL programme and complementary work programme

Strengthen and extend GNDR regional, national and local capacities in participating countries and regions, including mapping of relevant regional networks, provision of technical assistance and support for capacity building (e.g. toolkits, guidance notes, training, access to resources)

Develop a practitioners network to promote an active learning community of practitioners

Enhance GNDR website, resource database and members directory to enhance intra and inter-regional information exchange and knowledge sharing functions, including central communications portal and VFL database
Develop rapid response support mechanism to support members subjected to oppressive acts by national governments

Build alliances and coalitions with other networks and partners i.e. climate change, environment / conservation, development, humanitarian agencies, IFRC, World Bank GFDRR
Strengthen links with other global initiatives such as MDGs, World Urban Forum, World Social Forum
Annex 5.9 Open brainstorm on GNDR and VFL at UN Global Platform 5 May 2011

These notes were circulated to the GNDR mailing list in May 2011 after the above meeting:

Where next with VFL and the Global Network; some ideas from Global Network members meeting at the Global Platform.

At the Global Platform session on VFL we found that most of the people in the room were either involved with VFL or quite knowledgeable about it. We took the opportunity to have an open discussion about VFL, what we've learnt from it , and ideas for where it goes next. This provoked quite a bit of discussion so we decided to have a further meeting on Thursday. The discussion encompassed ideas about how we make best use of VFL and also about whether the outcomes of VFL lead on to other areas of action. This discussion also raised questions about how the network is organised to work most effectively. The comments have been captured here as a starting point. About 30 people were involved at this stage and clearly a lot of network members weren' present so we invite you to add to this list, as a first stage in thinking, as a network, about what our next steps are.

Where next with VFL?

The focus of the thinking on VFL was about how we can maximise the usefulness of it at the national and local level, and how it will help to generate change and progress. There is also a bigger question about what we do next time . ..  someone said 'are we just going to come back with another survey?'

Specific comments

· What  outputs will support  local stakeholders

· What outputs will have an impact at regional level

· What action results from the consultations?

· Can the global level message of GNDR impact a country report? What will I say there?

· Short term: what are the messages to the local level?

· Medium Term: what kind of community funding mechanism?

· Long term: how to persuade donors and governments to provide direct funding?

· Should there be VFL recommendations into legislative frameworks and how would that be achieved

· Can we use information in the report to generate lobby and advocacy messages for different stakeholders 

What should the network do next?

Several people felt that since it's clear from UN reports as well as our own that local level implementation continues to be patchy perhaps we should move on from just reporting this. 'Social Demand' and 'partnerships at local level' have been mentioned in VFL - and perhaps, some people have suggested, we should get involved in doing this?

Specific comments

· What actions - local level?

· ‘lobbying’ with donors (for provision of mechanism to fund local action)

· Develop information on how to match particular actions to particular funds.

· Connecting nationally and locally

· Benefits of local level dialogue (highlight examples of this e.g. Afghanistan, Armenia – Ask them how they did it?

· Local community consultation leads to social demand

· Dialogue with national and local government to synchronize policy at national and local level

· Mainstream community involvement

· Support local people to lobby government – long process 

· Actions - national and global?
· Demonstrate concrete impact by 2015

· Highlight model of ‘community resilience fund’

· Tie funding to concrete VFL recommendations

· Identify projects based on gaps found in each country – supported by GNDR

· Recognize adapting to local contexts

· Common resilience framework

Organisation and functions of the network

We've previously recognised that we invest a lot of our energy in the VFL projects, but don't communicate or share learning to any great extent between members. Could we make more of our shared expertise? And how should we actually be organised, bearing in mind that we're growing quite fast.
Specific points
· Improve communication between participating organisations

· Create table to map donors to thematic and actions for use by GNDR

· Website area to share expertise

· Strengthening steering group

· Selection of steering group?

· Link steering group to regional leadership?

· UN/ GNDR – balance between cooperation and independence

· Challenges?

· Some other points that were raised that don't fall into a specific category

· Demonstrating ‘added value’

· Common framework

· Lack of link between national and local

· Trend for donor support to government level

· How do messages translate to local level?

· From recommendation to concrete action – global statement

· Messages supported by donors and ISDR

· Views at national and local level about progress are different 

If particular ideas seem important to you then highlight that. If you want to make comments or add other ideas please do too.

Annex 5.10. Pre Global Workshop Questionnaire: December 2009
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Data from 21 respondents to a pre-workshop survey of attitudes. Data coded from qualitative comments.

Annex 5.11. Analysis of themes from online debate: May 2010 (GNDR, 2011)
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This debate was conducted during May 2010. 

Other than inputs from the chair there were 21 contributions, 5 members made  more than one contribution. It shows that there was an emphasis in the discussion on the value of face to face encounters, represented here by field visit benefits. This encompassed both peer-to-peer visits and introducing remote actors such as government representatives to grassroots situations. Partnerships (a regular network theme) and use of media were also highlighted. Several members simply provided links to their own or other relevant papers. The chair's summary of the discussion reflected these themes, making the following points:-

"Strong examples of good local governance practice on the ground that highlights the benefits of citizen participation, partnership and collaboration between different state and non-state actors. 

Systematically present these examples  in visually appealing video format at national, regional and international levels (e.g. GP-DRR 2011), increasing exposure of key decision-makers to possible ways forward. 

Field visits of key officials to the grassroots demonstration sites."
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� I have elected to use the term 'the locals' in this account, drawing partially on its use in the title of Harrison's (2002) paper about failures of participation in Ethiopia – "The problem with the locals: Partnership and participation in Ethiopia". It is used to identify people living and working at local level who are, as Harrison suggests, often the last people taken account of in supposedly participatory activities.


� I have lifted this term from its application in evolutionary biology, where it suggests that evolution in response to changing conditions merely maintains a stasis


� Social Network Analysis and Actor Network Theory take a forensic and analytical view of interactions within a network. After some discussion with a specialist at Berlin Technical University the author concluded that this atomistic view of network interactions was not relevant to the purposes of the study. (M.Trier, personal communication; 18/09/2009)


� 'GP-DRR' is the 'Global Platform for Disaster Risk Reduction'; the biennial review conference of the UN ten year programme for Disaster Risk Reduction


� Note that the numbers of respondents to the various surveys and votes during the workshop vary, as various delegates came and went, dipping out to deal with emails etcetera.


� As the site moved to a different server in May 2010 this dataset only runs to April 2010


� (A network member)


� Illich (1973) uses the term in a different application in his work 'Tools for Conviviality'


� The term is borrowed from Soft Systems Methodology where, similarly, rich pictures are used as a basis of reaching common understanding of complex soft systems. (Checkland, 1981)
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“At the local level   people understand climate   change, disasters and poverty in a holistic way”
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