
 

THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE 
TO EFFECTIVE NETWORKS 

PART 1:  STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS 

This guide summarizes the step-by-step process and essential elements for developing effective mission networks that enable Christian 
ministries to accomplish together what could never be done alone. Part 1 of this guide describes the three key stages in the process of 
developing effective networks: Exploration, Formation, Operation. Within each stage of development, there are specific steps to take, 
clear signs of success, and dangerous pitfalls to avoid. 
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Stage 1:  EXPLORATION 
 
Take the time to research whether a 
network is feasible. Identify and meet 
individually with potential participants, 
share a vision for working together, 
and explore their readiness to discuss 
a potential network. 

Stage 2:  FORMATION 
 
Convene a meeting, or a series of 
meetings, for potential network 
participants to discuss and reach 
consensus on vision, key issues, 
priorities, and possible action steps. 
Make the "yes/no" decision - whether or 
not to move forward together as a 
network. 

Stage 3:  OPERATION 
 
Organize the network for action. Form 
working groups. Set goals, define roles, 
and agree on timelines and points for 
evaluation. 
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Goal:  Connect with individuals and key 
organizations who are influential or 
interested in the ministry area that 
concerns you.  
Step 1: Knowledge. Broaden and 
deepen your knowledge of the ministry 
field or specific challenge. 
 
Step 2: Connections. Find out who is 
interested, involved, and influential in this 
area.  
Step 3: Interviews. Conduct interviews 
with as many of these people as 
possible. Keep all personal or ministry 
“issues” confidential. Prove yourself to be 
trustworthy. Look for a positive response 
to two key questions: (1) “Do you think 
there is anything that might be 
accomplished more effectively if the 
various groups worked together rather 
than each working independently?” (2) “If 
other groups are interested in exploring a 
possible network, would you want to be 
part of those discussions?”  
Step 4: Interest. Evaluate the readiness 
of others to meet and explore the 
possibility of collaboration. When there is 
enough interest among the potential 
participants, move to the next stage of 
Formation. 

Goal:  Bring all interested people to meet 
together in order to work toward a 
consensus of understanding and to 
ultimately decide whether or not to move 
forward as a network.  
Step 1: Consensus. Open discussion: 
(1) Introductions - Who are you? What do 
you do? What is your motivation/vision? 
(2) Key questions for consensus - What 
is the challenge/concern that brings us 
together? What is the context of the 
current situation? What are the primary 
obstacles to breakthroughs? What are 
potential solutions to these obstacles?  
Step 2: Commitment. Present the 
critical decision to the group: “Do we 
want to move forward together as a 
network: Yes or No?”  
Step 3: Planning. Form a tentative plan 
based on the yes/no decision. If yes, 
celebrate and determine initial 
responsibilities, plans for communication, 
and a process for evaluation. If no, 
celebrate positive points, highlight key 
issues for further discovery, and see if 
the group is willing to meet again. 
 

Goal:  Organize the network for action 
around your shared objectives. 
Encourage open communication, broad 
participation, and a sense of shared 
ownership. The network belongs to all 
the participants.  
Step 1: Organize.  Organize for action 
and work toward objectives.  
Step 2: Document. Document, evaluate, 
and celebrate progress.  
Step 3: Communicate. Communicate 
openly and frequently with participants in 
the network, as well as others outside the 
network who have an interest in the 
network's success.  
Step 4: Follow-up. Plan for future 
network meetings and follow-up actions. 
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1. Clarity. You understand the important 
issues in the field. You know who is 
influential, involved, and interested. You 
know how they individually view the 
situation.  
2. Connections. You have connected 
individually with all the potential 
participants. You have an idea of who 
could potentially serve as the future 
Facilitator for the operating network. 
(This might be you or someone else.)  
3. Common interest. You are aware of 
the level of mutual interest - whether or 
not there is a collective willingness to 
move to the next stage. 

1. Confidence. Your group of 
participants has a higher level of trust in 
both the people involved and the process 
of working together. They are motivated 
to be advocates or "champions" for 
collaboration who see the benefit for the 
Kingdom as well as their own ministries.  
2. Consensus. Your group has 
developed a consensus around the big 
vision, the major obstacles, the key 
priorities, and the potential solutions.  
3. Commitment. Your group has made a 
definitive "yes" decision to work together 
on defined objectives in the context of a 
big vision. 

1. Groups. The network is organized for 
action with active participation in smaller 
working groups. Participants are actively 
communicating with each other. 
 
2. Goals. You see tangible progress 
toward your agreed objectives in 
fulfillment of your big vision.  
3. Gathering. You have a plan to meet 
again as a whole network to review 
progress and plan for the future.  
4. Growth. Your initial success 
encourages the network to do more 
together. Working groups and objectives 
expand. 



 

 
PART 1 CONTINUED:  STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS 

EXPLORATION FORMATION OPERATION 
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NO TIME 
 
The Exploration stage will likely fail if little 
time is given to conducting research, 
building relationships, and listening to 
others. A common mistake is to rush 
through the Exploration stage and simply 
call a meeting of potentially interested 
people without adequate preparation. 

NO TRUST 
 
The Formation stage will likely fail if 
potential participants do not trust one 
another and do not develop a consensus 
of understanding. A common mistake is 
to simply assume a network will be 
formed and present a pre-determined 
vision rather than develop the vision 
through discussion and consensus. 
 
 

NO TASK 
 
The Operation stage will likely fail if the 
leadership does not motivate the network 
to accomplish actual work toward its 
shared goals. A common mistake is to 
become distracted by administrative 
issues of structure, budgets, meetings, 
etc. and lose sight of the primary vision. 
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CATALYSTS 
 
Catalysts are people with the initial vision 
for the potential network. Catalysts build 
the personal credibility and relational 
connections that can draw others 
together. Catalysts develop a network of 
relationships, identify interest, and cast a 
vision for working together. 

CHAMPIONS 
 
Champions are individual participants in 
the network who have a high level of 
commitment to its goals. Champions 
promote the benefits of the network. 
Champions advocate in their own 
organizations and wider spheres of 
influence for greater engagement in the 
network. 
 
 

FACILITATORS 
 
Facilitators provide operational 
leadership for the network. Facilitators 
are often loaned to the network by a 
participating organization to serve in a 
neutral role to coordinate the activities of 
the network. Facilitators encourage the 
network to greater collaboration while 
staying focused on the big vision. 
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RESEARCH 
 
Catalysts conduct thorough research in 
order to better understand the ministry 
area and its challenges, become aware 
of work already ongoing, identify 
potential participants, and strengthen 
their own credibility in relationship with 
these other leaders. 

CONSENSUS 
 
Champions work through consensus to 
develop a sense of common ownership 
in the groups. They decide together 
whether or not to move forward as a 
network. They encourage decision-
making based on consensus. They find 
agreement around the big vision, the 
primary obstacles or challenges, and the 
achievable objectives that can be 
accomplished together. 
 

COMMUNICATION 
 
Facilitators foster frequent, interactive 
communication among the participants 
and with others outside the network who 
have an interest in the network’s 
success. Facilitators keep progress 
visible for all participants - widening the 
breadth and depth of commitment and 
strengthening trust in the process of 
working together. 

RELATIONSHIPS 
 
Catalysts develop a network of 
relationships with a significant number of 
those who are influential, already 
involved, or sincerely interested in the 
common ministry concern. Catalysts take 
the time to make connections, build trust, 
and listen carefully to others. 

COMMITMENT 
 
Champions clearly see the benefit of the 
network for themselves and their 
ministries. They advocate for the 
network’s vision among their own 
colleagues and associates. They secure 
commitment from their own organizations 
and others in their spheres of influence in 
order to contribute knowledge, talent, 
and other resources to the network. 
 
 

IMPLEMENTATION 
 
Facilitators keep the focus of the network 
on results while strengthening personal 
relationships. They effectively organize 
and motivate the network to work 
together on specific objectives through 
various working groups. 

DISCERNMENT 
 
Catalysts constantly listen to God in 
prayer and discern how the individual 
calling of each potential partner can 
connect to a compelling vision of what 
can be done together. Catalysts are 
attentive to the level of interest among all 
potential participants to determine if the 
time is right to call a meeting of all 
potential participants. 

FACILITATION 
 
Good meeting management and group 
facilitation is critical to the successful 
launch and growth of a network - from 
the first Formation meeting to all the 
working meetings that follow. Champions 
who lead discussion groups, working 
groups, or other meetings must be good 
facilitators of group discovery and 
decision-making. 
 
 

EVALUATION 
 
Facilitators constantly evaluate the 
network with regard to their process (how 
well the participants are working 
together) as well as their purpose (what 
the participants are actually 
accomplishing). They create regular 
reports that keep all participants informed 
and encouraged. 



 

THE ESSENTIAL GUIDE 
TO EFFECTIVE NETWORKS 
PART 2:  NETWORK HEALTH FACTORS 

This guide summarizes the step-by-step process and essential elements for developing effective networks that enable Christian ministries 
to accomplish together what could never be done alone. Part 2 of this guide describes three broad categories of network health: Purpose, 
People, Process. Within these three categories, there are twelve essential elements that are vital to network success. Network leaders 
who give careful attention to these elements will be able to create healthy environments for effective collaboration. 

PURPOSE 
 
Effective networks have a clear purpose. Members can see an alignment between the activities of the network and the outcomes they 
believe are necessary to make an impact. 
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PRAYER 
 
The network demonstrates a 
commitment to prayer and a 
spirit of faith. Members of the 
network sense that their work 
together is spiritually 
empowered. 

VISION 
 
The vision of the network is 
clear, broadly shared, and 
relevant to each member. 
The members of the network 
are optimistic and confident 
that they can achieve their 
vision. 

OBJECTIVES 
 
The network sets realistic and 
attainable objectives (both 
short-term and long-term 
objectives) in pursuit of their 
broader vision. 

RESULTS 
 
The network is focused on 
achieving results, measuring 
outcomes, and celebrating 
progress. Members of the 
network frequently reflect on 
what they have learned in 
their work together. 

PEOPLE 
 
Effective networks depend on strong relationships of trust among a diverse group of members. 
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DIVERSITY 
 
The network is made up of a 
diverse cross-section of 
people who have influence in 
their areas of ministry and a 
breadth of complementary 
skills. 

CONNECTIONS 
 
The network is cohesive with 
many strong connections 
among the members. The 
network is resilient to 
changes in membership and 
does not depend on only a 
few people. 

COMMUNICATION 
 
The members of the network 
communicate well with each 
other and with others outside 
the network who have a stake 
in what the network is doing. 

TRUST 
 
The members of the network 
have a high level of 
confidence in each other and 
mutual concern for each 
other. Members of the 
network demonstrate 
qualities of trust such as 
honesty, integrity, respect, 
acceptance, forgiveness, and 
unselfishness to each other. 

PROCESS 
 
Effective networks organize and sustain their operations so that members can be productively engaged. There is sufficient structure in the 
network to enable members to interact, share, and collaborate with each other. 
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LEADERSHIP 
 
Network leaders are 
committed, competent, and 
collaborative. They practice 
good facilitation, build 
consensus, and foster a 
collaborative environment. 

STRUCTURE 
 
The network maintains an 
uncomplicated structure that 
is able to support the goals of 
the network. 

RESOURCES 
 
Members are able to mobilize 
the resources needed to 
sustain the network over 
time. 

ENGAGEMENT 
 
Members are committed to, 
and participate in, the 
network. The network 
effectively orients, trains, and 
assimilates new members to 
be productive contributors to 
the network. 

ABOUT VISIONSYNERGY 
 
visionSynergy empowers Christian groups to work together for maximum impact by developing and strengthening strategic ministry 
networks in critical areas of world mission. We play a unique role in the worldwide Christian movement as one of the few mission service 
organizations specifically dedicated to advancing ministry collaboration. Having seen the fruit of effective networks over the past 25 years, 
we believe that Christians are called to work together and we are convinced that collaboration is the single best strategy for addressing 
the most pressing needs in the world today. Collaboration is the key that reduces the duplication of our efforts, increases the effectiveness 
of our ministries, and strengthens the credibility of our witness for Christ.  
For more information visit:  visionsynergy.net 

 


