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FOREWORD

FRAMING SOCIAL NETWORKS

The Foundation’s Social Network portfolio began in early 2004 with the development
of a framework and approach for the “third leg of the triumvirate stool” for the 
Making Connections* theory: social networks. The three-legged stool represents the three
opportunity strands—connections to economic opportunities, strong social networks,
and quality services and support—that families must have to realize well-being and 
successful outcomes. These opportunity strands are at the heart of the Foundation’s
Making Connections initiative.

Cultivating strong social networks was a new area of focus for the Casey Foundation. The
development process began with an exploration of existing literature on the subject. After
reviewing the literature, it became clear that there was a need to better understand good
practice and the social network experiences of families from their points of view. Thus, 
a consultative session was held in May 2004. The Social Network Team, formed during
the planning and implementation of the consultative session, learned much from the
participants—a mix of practitioners, resident leaders in the Making Connections sites, and
researchers. Essentially, the message to the team was to “go carefully into the social
ecologies of communities and learn.”

A product of this early phase of research is a paper that I wrote, entitled Tapping the
Power of Social Networks. This paper compiles relevant definitions, key findings from
the literature and their limitations when applied to practice and measurement, and the
understanding we came to about a potential niche for the Foundation in strengthening
positive social networks in the context of the Making Connections work in the sites.

The next phase was to learn about and explore successful practices of intermediary organ-
izations already working with families like those who live in our Making Connections
neighborhoods. Based on a scan of promising approaches across the country and advice
from the consultative session participants, we selected six organizations to visit and learn
from: Beyond Welfare in Ames, IA; Community Organizing Families Initiative in
Chicago, IL; Family Independence Initiative in Oakland, CA; Grace Hill Settlement
House in St. Louis, MO; Lawrence Community Works in Lawrence, MA; and La Union
de Pueblo Entero (LUPE) in San Juan, TX. These visits included observations, document
reviews, interviews, and focus groups with key staff and families involved with these organi-
zations. A second paper, written by Terri Bailey, entitled The Ties That Bind, summarizes
our findings from these visits, and helps lay the groundwork for the development of a
social networks point of view for the Foundation’s practice and measurement work in
Making Connections sites. A third paper, written by Elena Pell, entitled Relationships
Matter: How Agencies Can Support Family and Social Network Development,
focuses specifically on the discussions with the participating families and their experi-
ences in social networks.
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Being very clear about the importance of the link between strong, positive social networks
and the achievement of successful, tangible outcomes for families, the Social Network
Team began to explore how to incorporate a social networks approach into the results-
oriented work of the Foundation. We are particularly focused on the core results of
Making Connections in the areas of Family Economic Success (FES) and ensuring that
children are healthy and prepared to succeed in school (CHAPSS). We began with FES,
following the history of this work in the Making Connections sites, which resulted in a
fourth paper, written by Nilofer Ahsan, entitled Social Networks Make a Difference:
Family Economic Success. This paper describes examples of concrete opportunities where
a social networks approach can bolster the scope, scale, and/or sustainability of FES
results. It also contains some key insights about engaging families who are most vulnera-
ble, such as those families with members who are formerly incarcerated, or with members
who are dealing with mental health or substance abuse challenges, or immigrant families,
and supporting the “success trajectories” of these families individually and collectively.

The fifth and final paper, entitled Measuring Social Networks: Tools for Mapping and
Evaluating Their Development, written by David Chavis and Mary Hyde, provides an
overview of the tools for mapping, measuring, and evaluating the development of robust
social networks and their association with the improvement of key outcomes for residents
and families. This guidebook can be used by practitioners and residents who live and
work in the Making Connections sites. It provides hands-on tools for mapping and meas-
uring social networks and the development of key elements within these networks, and
for measuring effects at various levels of analysis: individual, group, organizational, or
whole network. 

The objective of the papers in this series is to tell the story of the social network develop-
ment here at the Casey Foundation, as well as to share these lessons—gathered from
practitioners, residents, and families—with the larger field. It is our hope that as you
review these five papers you are able to understand the positive impact of social networks
on improving the lives of children, families, and communities. Social networks can be so
powerful in the lives of the most disadvantaged families. Therefore, it is important to
focus on them and create opportunities where they can be supported and sustained.
Indeed, it is clear that attention to strengthening these networks is a key ingredient in
realizing the aspiration of transforming neighborhoods. We hope these papers help to
provide some ideas, strategies, and tools for supporting positive social networks in your
work. Please feel free to send us your comments. Comments may be sent to me at 
ajordan@aecf.org, or Bahia Akerele at bakerele@aecf.org.

Audrey Jordan
Senior Associate
The Annie E. Casey Foundation
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Most learning and change processes fail to access and work with the underlying field of
potential from which new possibilities emerge.
—Joseph Jaworski, Adam Kahane and C. Otto Scharmer, The Presence Workbook,

Society for Organizational Learning, 2004

When we all share our ideas, the common good becomes universally understood. (Cuando se
comparten los ideas, se hace universal el trabajo del bien.)  
—LCW Dialogue Participant

To participate in this kind of project, you have to see a different future for yourself. People
have to see a different future for themselves. They have to be visionary. When I try to explain
this project to some people, they hear me but they aren’t listening. Even seeing me as an
example is not enough. They have to see themselves. But people have gotten into believing
that things do not change. It’s the way that they have been socialized. They cannot believe
that they have things to build on. But I really feel like everyone involved in FII is able to see
things that others can’t see. 
—FII Dialogue Participant

The Annie E. Casey Foundation1 has been a consistent messenger for the idea that family
strengthening is central to building and sustaining healthy communities and improving
conditions for children. This report chronicles some of what was learned during an
exploration of two innovative agencies: Lawrence Community Works (LCW) and Family
Independence Initiative (FII). Each has developed some unique ways to support families
and social networks.

The Foundation recognizes that strong social ties are important to the welfare of a
community and that the lack thereof can have deleterious effects on individuals, families,
and neighborhoods. However, we don’t fully understand how participation in social net-
works impacts families and, conversely, how families impact social networks. This report
hopes to further the understanding of this interaction in the context of the work of these
two agencies.
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FRAME OF ANALYSIS

A. Social Networks Are Complex Human Systems

An examination of social networks can benefit from a frame of analysis that does justice
to their complexity. Basically, the science of complexity is “the science of how patterns and
structures self-organize from simple elements.”2 This report draws upon the work of a
notable pioneer in the science of complexity, the Santa Fe Institute’s Brian Arthur, as well
as the writings of MIT’s C. Otto Scharmer and Generon Consulting’s Joseph Jaworski.

In 2004, Peter Plastrik and Madeleine Taylor wrote a report on “Network Power for
Philanthropy and Nonprofits” for the Barr Foundation that built on the work of Brian
Arthur to show how social networks survive and prosper by continually balancing the
needs of the network against those of individuals. Networks also must maintain coher-
ence without destroying autonomy. Networks continually adapt by balancing change and
continuity in ways that evolve the whole system without tipping it into chaos. In com-
plex systems, balancing points are not fixed but dynamic states where components never
quite lock into place nor dissolve into turbulence. These equilibria provide robustness to
the network and allow it to thrive and evolve.
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Balancing Tensions in Networks

Te n s i o n s B a l a n c i n g  P o i n t

IDENTITY

GOVERNANCE

ADAPTATION

Parts/individuals Whole/network

Freedom Control

Change Continuity

Serve individual and network 
interests without fragmenting 

or coalescing too much

Put in place rules that build 
coherence without destroying 

autonomy

Maintain coherence & seek 
change without building 

inertia or tipping into chaos

Source: Draft 4.1 Barr Foundation Network Research Project, 2/2004.
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B. Families Are Networks

Families are a type of social network. They produce social capital, particularly bonding
social capital, that provides the resources, support, and capacity needed for the family to
thrive. Families provide membership, economic support, socialization, learning, protec-
tion, affection, and cultural socialization.

Plastrick and Taylor’s analysis also applies to family networks. Building and sustaining
a strong family network requires that the identities of individual members are balanced
vis-à-vis the family as a whole. Healthy families achieve their own form of governance in
the form of rules and shared norms that sustain the family system without crushing the
autonomy of individual family members. 

Finally, families adapt and must continually do so without tipping the family system into
chaos. Adaptation is particularly germane to this report. Family systems do not function
in a vacuum; families are always embedded within other systems. These extra-familial
interactions have a profound impact on the strength of family networks. 

C. Context Matters

Everything is mutually adapting to everything else all of the time, and the complexity point
of view asks how things adapt to various circumstances. 
—Brian Arthur

In all communities, the context in which the family operates has undergone dramatic
changes, affecting family composition, roles, work patterns, and dynamics. Not all of
these changes cause stress on families, but most modern American families—urban and
rural, middle class and poor—are coping with lack of time, energy, and community sup-
port; geographically dispersed family support systems; and a host of other pressures. 

While middle-class and wealthy families can purchase goods and services (recreational
sports programs, quality day care, tutoring, enrichment programs, vacations, housekeepers,
communication technology, security systems, etc.) to help manage some of the stresses of
modern family life, poor families have fewer resources available to them for dealing with
the demands they face. 

Poor people often must overcome considerable obstacles to access goods and services. The
Casey Foundation has long understood the strain that families experience when service
systems are fragmented, overlapping, or unresponsive. Systems of support based on tradi-
tional service models can be difficult and time-consuming for families to access and often
unintentionally impose restrictive or conflicting agendas on family members. Numerous
studies on parent participation in service systems have shown that their situations can
be further complicated by a reduced awareness of rights or procedures, logistical hurdles,
language barriers, and distrust of authority.  
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D. How Agencies Operate Has Implications for Family and Social Networks

Meg Wheatley has said that human systems function in “waves of potential” that are
“relationships waiting to happen.” As she explains:

The conditions that are in place that support the manifestation of these waves of potential
are very important for the outcome...the precondition for a spontaneous emergence of order is
the linking of disparate elements by a few simple rules of relationship [emphasis added].

These rules of relationship govern how systems manage fundamental dynamics such as
communication, information sharing, choice, and accountability.  

This report hopes to shed light on some of the assumptions and everyday practices at
LCW and FII that contribute to their ability to work with families in ways that support
family networks. Brian Arthur has said: “It’s not what people know that counts; it’s what
they take for granted.”3 The actual rules of relationship that operate in an organization
are not always codified in a mission statement or employee manual. The rules of relation-
ship as practiced may be tacit or informal agreements. 

The scope and design of this project would have needed to be far more extensive to sur-
face, examine, and speak to all the rules of relationship that are operating within these
agencies. As such, this report is not intended to offer a comprehensive analysis of how these
rules may be operating. This report will offer examples of rules that are either explicit or
were brought to light in the course of this project, and focus on those that contribute to
family and network development. It is also important to say that the project design was
not intended to produce a critique—or an assessment—of the work of these agencies,
nor the families on this organizational journey with them. In the dialogues, and in the
course of this project, I have simply attempted to surface lessons that may help us under-
stand how these agencies contribute to families and social networks.  

These two agencies were chosen because each of them has an explicit goal of building
social networks. LCW and, perhaps to a lesser extent, FII are “network organizations.” A
network organization is more like the Internet than a factory. Like the Internet, network
organizations are demand-driven and highly flexible environments that place a high pre-
mium on choice and communication. Network organizations are constantly innovating
and adjusting parameters. LCW’s approach is intentionally linked to a community social
network development agenda. FII’s is more narrowly focused on creating a support system
for women and families by strengthening their bridging and bonding ties.
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PROJECT DESIGN

A. Genesis of This Report

The idea for this report came about in 2003 as a result of several discussions with Audrey
Jordan, Senior Associate at the Annie E. Casey Foundation. Most of the research for this
report was done in 2004 in conjunction with the Foundation’s Social Network Team
activities. Four dialogues were held with families who participate in programs of Lawrence
Community Works and the Family Independence Initiative. Insights into LCW’s organi-
zational philosophy and practices have also benefited from my two-year collaboration
with Bill Traynor, LCW’s executive director, while we were both consulting for the
Foundation’s Louisville Making Connections site. Members of the Foundation’s Social
Network Team—Mary Achatz, Terri Bailey, Bill Traynor, and, of course, Audrey Jordan—
also contributed to interpreting the findings outlined in this report.

B. The Use of Dialogue

In The Web of Life, Fritjof Capra shows that complex systems function in three domains.
The most straightforward and familiar is the structure of the system—the parts. The
second domain is the relationships—how the different parts of the system interrelate.
The third domain is how these systems emerge and evolve. The first domain lends itself
easily to quantitative analysis. The second domain—that of relationship effects—can on
occasion be quantified, although ethnography and other forms of qualitative analysis
often capture it best. The third domain, that which is adaptive and emergent, can only be
understood from within the system. It is perhaps for this reason that Brian Arthur asserts
that the best way to understand any complex human system is to immerse oneself in it
and patiently observe patterns of behavior until its properties become clear. Given that
time and resources would not be adequate to immerse ourselves in these institutions, we
chose to do the next best thing—to engage in a dialogue with people who have lived this
experience. 

Dialogue is distinct from focus groups, interviewing, and regular conversation. By asking
deeper questions, slowing down the pace, and promoting careful listening and the oppor-
tunity to clarify meaning, dialogue encourages people to move outside their own experi-
ence and see through the eyes of others. By making frequent use of paraphrasing and
meaning checking, it encourages people to hear themselves. 

In a dialogue, a group often comes to a collective insight that emerges not as an agreement,
but as a breakthrough that elevates the group’s understanding to a higher level. To the
greatest extent possible, participants were given opportunities to engage in “Generative
Dialogue,” which promotes the explorations of shared meanings and contexts that arise out
of breakthrough thinking. Part of my facilitation technique involves what I call “platform-
ing,” sensing when these breakthroughs are occurring and supporting them as they occur.

I worked with Audrey Jordan to develop a set of questions to trigger an exploration of the
experiences of these families with social networks and their relation to these agencies.
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Four dialogues were conducted. We met with 18 individuals involved with Lawrence
Community Works and 11 from the Family Independence Initiative. 

A great deal of attention was paid to the makeup of the groups to insure a diversity of life
experience, age, and family role. Each group included some members who were from the
same family as well as other individuals. In Lawrence, Massachusetts, most, but not all,
participants were of Latino origin and included both men and women. In Oakland, the
two groups were all women, and mostly immigrant. One was composed primarily of
Cambodian refugees; the second comprised a mix of African-American, Latino, and Asian
women. To create an appropriate atmosphere for sharing, dialogue participants were
assured of our commitment to confidentiality. Their gender or ethnicity is only men-
tioned when it is helpful to understand their remarks. When they are referred to by name
in the context of a quote, I use only the first letter of their name.

Each dialogue was followed by a debriefing session with Audrey Jordan during which we
explored what we had heard. I also met at least once with staff at both agencies to help
understand organizational context. Finally, I joined with other members of the Social
Network Team to glean trends in thinking and key insights across the different pieces of
work that each of us was doing.

C. Brief Background on Each of the Agencies

1. Lawrence Community Works

In 1998, Bill Traynor, a Lawrence resident, along with three graduate students from MIT’s
Department of Urban Studies and Planning, spearheaded a redevelopment and planning
effort that resurrected elements of a troubled Community Development Corporation and
combined it with a comprehensive community organizing strategy. This “Reviviendo”
(Rebirth) formed the genesis for what is now Lawrence Community Works in Lawrence,
Massachusetts. LCW provides an array of programs spanning affordable housing, family
asset building, community revitalization, leadership training, youth development, and finan-
cial independence for women with a staff of 20 and a network membership of 700 residents.  

2. Family Independence Initiative

Less than five years ago, the Family Independence Initiative, based in Oakland, California,
pioneered a unique family network approach to breaking the cycle of poverty. As described
in its brochure, FII “invests directly in the leadership and vision of low-income families
who work in groups to develop pathways out of poverty for themselves and those around
them.. . .FII strengthens group members’ ties to each other, builds their capacity, increases
their net worth, and networks them into new opportunities.” FII was founded by Maurice
Lim Miller based on his insights into why traditional anti-poverty programs fail. He
looked at how first generation immigrants formed networks that helped people succeed
in spite of tremendous challenges. FII continues to build its agency in Oakland with a
small and dedicated staff, and Maurice Lim Miller is currently working to replicate the
FII approach in other communities.
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A. Overview

The dialogues at LCW and FII produced important insights. Both agencies have mechanisms
in place that maximize the ability of families to act within their support systems. Both
provide these services in ways that sharply contrast with standard service delivery models. 

The first section of the findings chronicles an outstanding feature of each agency that
supports the strengthening of families. The second section elaborates on the “rules of
relationship” that guide their operations. The third section explores how leadership plays
a distinct role in these organizations.

B. Unique Agency Features

1. LCW’s “Whole-Family” Approach 

Families are clearly honored at LCW, in the workplace and in programs. On both of our
visits, staff had children with them at work and people of all ages participated in a vari-
ety of activities throughout the agency.

Dialogue participants frequently mentioned that LCW offers an array of services that
appeals to the interests of different family members. Many family members are able to
locate themselves in a meaningful place in the network and participate as a family. For
example, the availability of child care and youth programs allows adult family members
to take part in classes and other activities.

As one female participant said:

When I volunteered at other organizations, I had to leave my children with my sister or
someone else. We don’t have that problem here. My son has lots of activities that he likes and
can get involved in.

A male participant shared the following: 

In the Dominican Republic, I used to work in the social cooperative movement creating
social enterprises. The focus was on head of household. But here the whole family can be
involved. My wife, my kids, my grandchildren have learning opportunities and other
activities. There are things we do [as a family] outside of this network, but there are [family]
links that tie us back to the network.

In addition to getting needed services, adults and youth take up leadership roles through
their contact with the LCW network. Having multiple family members involved as leaders
may create a different net impact on family governance in subtle ways that bear noticing.



For instance, one couple confided that their marriage has evolved to a place where they
have adopted a family ritual of sharing the information they get at LCW with one
another. Another participant stated:  

My son participates in anything they offer for him to be involved in. My two daughters are
in college, and now they want me to finish college. They are proud of me. . . they feel like I
am accomplishing things when they see me carrying all my materials to neighborhood circles.

Another summed it up this way:

[Here at LCW] there is an active place and role for everyone to be involved. It helps everyone
feel they are important and valued. And this is equally for adults and youth. I saw it happen
with my son. Children get to see that they are valuable participants and they learn a lot. For
instance, he learned how to speak to his congressman about concerns.

Youth seemed unusually empowered relative to the adults in these dialogues, expressing
their views with ease. This may be due to the provision of youth leadership development
in the context of a whole-family approach. Several parents expressed the opinion that
their children have developed different notions about leadership as a result of seeing their
parents in leadership roles. As one female participant stated, “My three-year-old daughter
is here watching and she seems to be preparing herself to be a leader. . . I see her with her dolls.”

Dialogue participants also said that not all families are participating with LCW in this way.
They shared that some family members are unable to participate because work, child-rearing,
or other obligations are so extensive that they don’t have time to get involved. In a few cases,
they described family members who simply weren’t interested. It is notable that many of
these participants who did not have other family members participating in LCW activities,
programs, or leadership roles reported that involvement in network activities sometimes
caused a strain on their families.

2. FII’s Co-Designed Family

The FII approach breaks from traditional case management by intentionally supporting
the development of “peer groups” with shared goals that meet regularly. Groups are not
assigned, but are self-selected based on the affinity of the members.

The FII participants’ consistent use of the term “FII Family” to describe their chosen peer
group was compelling. I refer to this as a “co-designed family” to put appropriate emphasis on
its importance. They described these co-designed FII families as a system of bonded relation-
ships that resemble those they would normally have with blood relatives. In some cases, their
FII family supplements a biological one; in others, it serves as their primary family network. 

When asked to whom they turned in a crisis, dialogue participants made the following
remarks:

Outside of FII I don’t have family. I mean, I have blood relatives, but they are not people
that help me, and I don’t trust them. I can’t lean on them. Everybody is doing his or her own
thing. It is the FII family and some other close friends that are the people who are my family.
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Another said:

In a crisis I turn to my mother. I have my friends, and they are like sisters to me. And I have
my FII family—they are very significant in my life. We are getting to know each other now.
At first it wasn’t like that. I didn’t have the excitement about it. But now we support each
other, we share knowledge and resources. I learn what can benefit me, or hurt me.

And another:

It is FII and my FII family that helps me keep going.

As mentioned earlier, FII families are self-selected. It is quite possible that trust and
support is enhanced by the fact they generally select along shared ethnic or race lines. 

One woman described how she drew others from her ethnic community into her FII family:  

For me, my blood family is back in Cambodia. I am the only person in the U.S. from my
blood family. But the Cambodian family I met—I call them aunts and uncles—I talked
with them about FII, and they signed up.

Another woman described her FII family this way:

We are an all African-American group. Most of us in the group are married. We came
together around our interests in art, culture, and healing. Some of us knew each other before.
We have been together for three years.

But race and ethnic affinities can only partly explain these effects. We spoke to women
whose FII families are inter-ethnic and inter-racial. A few quotes illustrate how this 
co-designed family continued to evolve.

One said:

We have different ethnicities in our FII families, and we talk about our different cultural
values and practices. And it is not phony. And you can trust the group members; they don’t
use what you say against you.

Another shared how her diverse FII family now brings together their children.

When we got involved in FII we got to know one another and found out we had a lot in
common. Now our kids play and do things together.

Yet another woman talked about how her FII family was evolving even though they are
from different racial and cultural backgrounds:

We talk to each other about everything; share everything. We go to school together. If someone
gets sick, we all know. Even though we are culturally different, we’re our family. J is Filipino.
C is Black. We don’t see color.

The ties that bind these families together are complex and difficult to fully articulate. One
dialogue participant I spoke to said that part of what made this effort special was that the
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approach supports having a “unifying experience” that leads to a very different set of rela-
tionships among these women. This is worth exploring in greater detail. It is clear, how-
ever, that the several aspects of the way that FII operates helps these participants to
co-design something akin to a family system with a shared fate and identity.

C. The Rules of Relationship

1. Definition

As was stated earlier, the rules of relationship in this context refer to preconditions for the
spontaneous emergence of order in human systems. Network organizations often have
different rules of relationship than traditional organizations in how they:

• Provide access to resources, data, and information

• Support choice and flexibility

• Promote mutual accountability and communication

LCW intentionally uses the Internet as a metaphor and framework for many of the rules
of relationship it embraces. It is explicit about creating a flexible and “demand-driven net-
work environment” characterized by choice, access, and free flow of communication.

LCW places high value on “organic connections” between and among people and groups,
and then investing in strengthening and multiplying these connections. The following
explanation appears on LCW’s website:

Community organizations that engage in network building employ what we refer to as open
architecture [emphasis in original]. This means the form of the organization closely follows
the function and that the impetus is always on doing rather than being and on flexible
responses to evolving needs.

In the course of the dialogues it became apparent that these and other rules of relation-
ship are explicit, enacted, and embraced throughout LCW. Specifically, this means:

• Explicit: The rules are not derived from another organizational model, but
intentionally linked to the desired outcomes of the network organization. 

• Enacted: The rules are applied consistently, and important decisions can be,
and often are, enacted throughout different levels of the network. 

• Embraced: The rules are embedded and understood throughout the network. 

Although less explicit, numerous examples of underlying rules of relationship that
pointed to doing things in a “network way” existed at FII as well. Both agencies provide
access to resources, data, and information in ways that support the families and the net-
work organization. 

BOTH AGENCIES

PROVIDE ACCESS TO

RESOURCES, DATA,

AND INFORMATION IN

WAYS THAT SUPPORT

THE FAMILIES AND

THE NETWORK

ORGANIZATION.



14

2. Rules of Relationship Operating in These Agencies

#1 Rule of Relationship: Access leads to access

Most participants communicated that initial contact with the agency is usually motivated
by the perception of tangible benefits. Women at FII reported that financial opportuni-
ties or other “perks” such as personal computers attracted them to the program. LCW
participants often mentioned that training opportunities drew them to the agency.

However, once someone comes through the door of either of these agencies, his or her
experience is network oriented. Access leads to access in ways that support family systems.
Networks are constructed so that families quickly gain entrée to an ever-expanding array
of services and multiple social network links. Each agency also devotes considerable
attention to nurturing opportunities where people interact on a deep and personal level,
stories are shared, and profound relationships are developed. These multiple forms of access
seem to work synergistically to reposition participants to see themselves in a different
light—as people who have power and control over the forces that impact their own family
support system. Two comments from FII participants might shed light on this distinction:

One Latina at FII said:

At the first meeting, buying a house, school, a PC. . .all that sounded nice . . . I now can
actually see myself in a house. At first I couldn’t see it. It seemed like that was somebody else’s
life. I had so much despair and negativity at first. But now I see it. I am in a much more
positive place. I can see myself in my own house. Other people might see the business that
they will own. It’s like A said, seeing your dream is key.

Another Asian woman elaborated:

That’s very important. At one time, I couldn’t see it either. But then something changed. I
got hope. I see myself pushing for my dreams. I can see that I can change my circumstances
and fulfill my goals.

Similar sentiments were expressed at LCW. As one participant stated:

People have sometimes gotten used to things just getting done for them, or used to the idea
that people with money will just do what they want to do. And they believe that what they
think doesn’t matter. You just have to help people see—maybe even one-to-one—that they
have some control, especially as a collective. People just have to get this belief, this hope, that
they can make a difference. Some don’t have it because their experience has said otherwise.

Consistent with its use of Internet metaphors, LCW views programs and services as “por-
tals” for network entry. At LCW, they are explicit that “all doors lead to other doors.”
People are encouraged, but not required, to access all of the interpersonal and resource
support the network offers and are given multiple opportunities to shape those offerings
according to evolving needs.
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Access leads not only to individual access, but also to the exercise of collective leverage.
Both organizations demonstrate how network agencies nurture the belief that individuals
and families are capable of producing leverage through network relationships. To support
this, both organizations help manage the systems’ interface between families and the
larger political, societal, and economic context. For example, LCW’s neighbor circles are
strategically linked to powerful players and programs in Lawrence. FII has a commission
that includes congressional representatives, the mayor, and leaders from both the philan-
thropy and private sectors that help open doors for FII families. 

#2 Rule of Relationship: Choices are maximized

A great deal of evidence emerged that these agencies have both explicit and implicit rules
of relationship that place a high premium on flexibility and choice. In the course of the
dialogues, the FII participants spoke quite a bit about the importance of flexibility and
choice in their experience with the agency, and within their FII families. As mentioned
earlier, FII families are families of choice based on their personal affinities for the other
individuals.

The FII approach is intentionally designed to offer far greater options to the FII family
members than they experienced in the welfare system. Dialogue participants frequently
compared their experience with FII with their (usually negatively described) experiences
with welfare services, where they experienced limited choice and (in their opinion) horrible
treatment. A few examples of how they described their experience at FII:

As one women said: “There is no pressure. You don’t have to do A-B-C. . . they trust me, and
I trust them.” Another said of her experience: “It’s give and take. It doesn’t feel like pressure.”

And another:

I love FII. It has helped me get the county off of my back, and allows me to be a functional
person. The money helps! . . . In FII you get to decide what you want to do and you are not
penalized. 

All FII families are given the opportunity to choose a joint project, and many of them do
so. It was apparent after talking with the women that they exercised a great deal of group
control over what that project would be. Up to $5,000 is available to each FII family for
projects that they jointly carry out to help others in their community.  

That flexibility and choice seemed to be mirrored within this FII family when family
members described how they help each other:

We all have different roles. We make choices. One fund-raises, another does flyers, another
does outreach. And we help each other out. We find ways to get things done so nobody gets
burned out.

LCW participants reported exercising choice in nearly every aspect of their relationship
with the network. The patterns of participation of any given family member are self-deter-
mined, never mandated. Families reported openness to their “coming and going” and
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spoke of the importance of not feeling like there was any minimum or maximum imposed
on their involvement. 

As one female participant reported: 

LCW has two interesting things. First, it has lots of opportunities for family members . . . so
other family members can come and get involved too. Second, the organization realizes you
have your own life, so there is not a lot of pressure . . . I am invited, asked to participate. If I
can, great. If I say I can’t, I don’t feel pressured or obligated. [They are] always open to par-
ticipate when I can. LCW is an outlet for stress [not a cause of it].

The flexibility that LCW builds into the network seems to allow families to make appro-
priate adjustments to preserve their family system. For example, they are able to make
ongoing internal adjustments to the level of participation of family members. 

#3 Rule of Relationship: Co-adaptation is necessary and desirable

To varying degrees, but in ways that are significant, the agencies both engage in co-adap-
tation. Co-adaptation requires what has been called reciprocal enculturation—a process
whereby new cultural patterns are acquired by both systems as they develop and mature.

To support this co-adaptation, both agencies have adopted specific rules of relationship
regarding mutual accountability. LCW network members frequently talk about how they
are a source of insight into emergent trends and opportunities and how they are empow-
ered to influence the system and contribute to agency course corrections.

As one participant noted:  

Other organizations invite you but they don’t welcome you. Here you can observe. You can
make suggestions, and LCW responds. You don’t have to battle here.

LCW apparently practices high levels of transparency around financial management of
network activities. As one participant mentioned:

This organization has excellent financial management. Each group has a budget . . .and it is
information that is visible, plain, shared freely, and easy to discuss.

A commitment to mutual accountability and to co-adaptation may be evident in how FII
handles data. FII has developed a comprehensive web-based tracking system that collects
data about the progress of FII families and how social ties contribute to results. FII
families, not agency members, track and record these data. Staff roles are limited to
verifying information through secondary documents. In this sense, FII families are not
only participating in, but also co-creating the information, communication, and account-
ability systems that allow FII to evaluate impact and make course corrections.

FII participants also provided several examples of how they hold each other accountable
within their FII families. One woman referred to her tendency to revert to “habits” devel-
oped when she was in the welfare system. However, it was clear that accountability and
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sustaining the momentum to help women from lapsing into old patterns was not just a
matter of compliance with FII requirements, but was supported by the FII family system
she had co-created. In other words, FII families seem to have developed capacity to balance
identity and governance issues within their “families.” 

On the subject of habits, another woman began by saying: 

If something is wrong, we schedule an emergency meeting, like when certain members slack
up and stop coming to the meetings, the group worries that something is going on. 

Another immediately jumped in to finish the thought:

The group worries that something is going on that could be pulling the person down and
they get together. It was happening to me. I was slacking off, and the group reached out to
me. I got reconnected.

Another woman added. . .

When we don’t like how somebody is acting in the group. . .we talk about it. We see that
people need positive strokes and confidence and we do it honestly. We know we have self-
esteem issues, partly because the system just beats you down and you feel like you are nothing.
And I was in a terrible relationship with a man who just beat me down physically and
emotionally. And we [FII family members] sometimes go off on each other in frustration.
But we understand. We have been there. It makes us stronger as individuals and as a group.

#4 Rule of Relationship: Problems are solved jointly

So much about accountability in service and support agencies usually focuses on people
within the agency, usually agency leaders, figuring out the “right” action to take in any
given situation. Multiple chains of command and control systems are in place in most
family-serving agencies to ensure that these correct decisions are being made. Some
actions are straightforward enough to be regarded that way. In the highly complex
circumstances that these agencies and families operate within, many are not. Although
some agencies go to great lengths to reach out to families to continually understand the
impact that their problem solving has on the identity, governance, and adaptability of the
family systems of their clients, a great many of them do not. 

The clearest example of what I am trying to communicate is in LCW, so I am going to
concentrate on describing how problems are solved at that agency.

At LCW, the duality between “them” (the families) and “us” (the network organization)
doesn’t exist in the same way as it does in traditional organizations because everyone is
indeed part of the same inter-locking system. Families and the network organization are
constantly co-inventing and co-adapting to tackle problems as they emerge. As Brian
Arthur said:

Once you drop the duality, then the questions change. You can’t talk about optimization,
because it becomes meaningless. It would be like parents trying to optimize their behavior in
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terms of “us” vs. “the kids,” which is a strange point of view if you see yourself as a family.
You have to talk about accommodation and co-adaptation—what would be good for the
family as a whole.

When queried about how one maneuvers in an environment like that, Arthur said: 

. . .The answer is that you want to keep as many options open as possible. You go for viability,
something that’s workable, rather than what is “optimal.” A lot of people say to that, “Aren’t
you then accepting second best?” No, you’re not, because optimization isn’t well defined
anymore. What you’re trying to do is maximize robustness, or survivability, in the face of 
an ill-defined future.

Because co-adaptation and accommodation between participants’ family networks and
the larger LCW network are inextricably linked, they engage in regular joint problem
solving in ways that take into account what each is learning about the problems they
inevitably face as they roll out new ideas. As one participant said: 

Here in LCW—we get together and talk to each other to solve problems. Communication is
important. Without it, there is no net in the network.

LCW’s problem-solving approach focuses on sustaining the robustness of the network,
even if the optimal solution is not yet clear. The agency has explicit rules of relationship
regarding the risk of making mistakes when you work in this way. They say, Let it Go 
(if it doesn’t work) and Solve the Problem. People make mistakes together, they own up to
them together, and together they reject pet ideas in favor of what seems to be actually
working. According to the people we spoke to, these rules of Let it Go (if it doesn’t work)
and Solve the Problem are enacted and embraced throughout the network. When we asked
LCW participants to share their most important advice for what it takes to build social
networks, they made the following comments:

Hold on to what works and if it doesn’t work, don’t stick with it. Make changes.

It is very important to be sure of purpose, and people have to support each other. There has to
be equilibrium. And don’t focus on the little details. People don’t want to make mistakes, but
they do. You can’t dwell on mistakes. 

D. How These Agencies Approach Leadership

1. Leaders Enact a Clear Intent

Complexity theory also makes note of how initial conditions are essential for the unfolding
of systems. The leaders of each of these agencies both apparently had a clear intention
about what they were trying to create, and understood that they needed to work in a “net-
work way” to fulfill that intention. In other words, I use the term intention in a precise way. 



Intention goes beyond aiming or committing to accomplish something. It encompasses a desire
to interact with reality in such a way that possibilities and emerging futures are enacted in
the world. 
—Scharmer and Jaworski

They designed an organizational strategy to ensure that the intention is continually real-
ized. The purpose of flexible arrangements regarding access, choice, accountability, and
the like is to identify emerging opportunities that build on their initial intention.

Although their approaches and scale are very different, both LCW and FII are clear that
their business lies in unleashing people’s intrinsic energy toward a collective good. In this
section, I discuss the two agencies in very different ways, but I believe that each lends an
essential insight into how they support families in ways that are different from traditional
service providers.

As Brian Arthur says:

Once you have frameworks you’re willing to impose, they imply the appropriate reactions.
Not optimal reactions, but appropriate . . . the people who win. . .are . . . [the ones] who can
frame it most accurately. If you can figure out what the game is rather than how to play it—
it’s pretty obvious how to play it—then you are going to do well.

An LCW dialogue participant put it the following way:

When organizations have a clear vision and its members know it and plan from it, it is easy
to make and keep commitments.

Simply put, LCW’s intent is to foster “community change empowered by people.” LCW
exhibits a clear understanding of how a network approach can lead to different and more
sustainable outcomes. Through their approach, they have built an organization that is by
many accounts an innovative and successful community organizing venture. In just a few
short years, they have developed a comprehensive array of services and supports, including
neighbor circles, a leadership institute, an affordable housing program, a campaign for
controlling open land, urban revitalization initiatives, adult learning clubs, homeownership
training, individual development account programs, performing arts programs, youth
training, boys’ empowerment training, and more. However, I would submit that the inno-
vativeness of their approach might lie more in how they do things than what they do. By
co-evolving all of these programs and services in tandem with families in the network,
they have built a robust network that maintains sight of the whole community. As one
LCW dialogue participant put it:

Other organizations begin with an idea, and then two years later they change their purpose . . .
they work for the good of the people at first, but then they change goals. LCW is different. 
It is totally about what the community wants. Not just one [person’s] goal, but [the] many
goals of the community.
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I have somewhat less insight into FII’s internal organizational culture and practices. FII’s
intent is to invest directly in the leadership and vision of low-income families and help
them create networks that serve as pathways out of poverty for themselves and for those
around them. They provide monetary awards and new connections that increase the eco-
nomic and social assets of FII families in ways that leverage culture, values, and natural
community. They are also intentional in how they locate themselves relative to family
systems. As FII learns what actions families are taking both to help themselves and others,
FII connects these efforts to public, private, and philanthropic sectors.

FII points out that the underpinning of this approach is the belief that most families strive
for leadership, community, opportunity, and control over their own lives. They believe
that it is the responsibility of both the families and the sectors that work with them to
build from these strengths. When I spoke to Maurice Lim Miller at the Foundation’s May
2004 Social Networks Consultative Session, he helped me understand that his intent was
to open up opportunities associated with privilege and purchasing power for these women
after having gained considerable insight into the changing context and specific challenges
they were facing.

As Marisa Castuera, former executive director of FII, has said “wealth equals the power to
resist an evolution that is not of your choosing.” As noted earlier in this paper, context is
essential. Poor families often face great obstacles acquiring goods and services and lack the
financial resources to buffer their family system. FII is built on a premise that these
women not only need support systems, but that they cannot truly thrive unless they
develop a family system that can access financial resources. 

FII offers financial supports to strengthen families who would otherwise be in the welfare
system. Families earn up to $3,000 per year for taking actions that might improve their
economic standing, $50 for improving their credit scores, $100 for enrolling in a health
insurance plan, and $25 when their children improve their grades at school. They also
have access to IDAs (Individual Development Accounts) through which they can receive
up to $2,000 in matching funds. The FII approach has become part of a state demonstra-
tion project that exempts FII participants from having their welfare benefits and food
stamps reduced as a result of increased income brought about by FII activities.

FII is also explicit that their approach is best suited to women who are, with the right
support, willing to re-create their lives. The staff person I spoke to told me that FII is
occasionally accused of “creaming” (picking the clients who are most likely to succeed)
because they acknowledge that there are about 20 percent of women who would not be
able to benefit from their approach. After meeting with these women, I would disagree
with the spirit of that charge, and argue instead that they work quite deeply, but are
simply clear about what they can and cannot accomplish. As one woman said:

FII is a program that enables people who are suffering to take back power over their lives,
over their families’ lives.

They do, indeed, work with women whose life circumstances are quite complicated. For
poor immigrant women, encountering the complexities of an unfamiliar cultural and
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service context, the norms that provided coherence in their home countries sometimes clash
with those here. These factors contribute to friction and entropy within family dynamics
that may have otherwise been adaptive and healthy. Several women in the FII dialogues also
reported having been victims of domestic violence, a clear indication that family governance
had tipped to the point where individual autonomy and safety were compromised.

2. Leadership Operates Differently 

Leadership operates differently in network organizations. It was striking that in all of the
dialogues only one person spoke explicitly about the “leader” of their respective agency.
This is particularly notable because both are relatively young organizations highly influ-
enced by the vision of a pivotal leader. 

As Plastrik and Taylor point out, in social networks, “someone has to pay attention to
what is going on in the network.” Paying attention to what is going on in the network
goes beyond traditional notions of what we expect executives to do. Leaders of network
organizations require “the ability to sense and seize opportunities as they emerge.”4

As Scharmer and Jaworski describe, to sense and seize emergent opportunities, network
leaders need to operate in ways that consistently challenge their preconceptions, guide
them to what is needed in specific situations, keep them grounded in their intentions, and
allow them to “act in an instant.” They further assert that:

Leaders who want to incorporate the competence for sensing and seizing in their organiza-
tions need to build infrastructure and instill practices to ensure that the work of these stages
happen collectively and regularly. Right now, for instance, there are people in every organiza-
tion who are so totally immersed in a topic that they have a complete “feel” for a situation
and can see what is coming up next—but have no opportunity to articulate it or move into
the next stages. There are leaders and potential leaders throughout every level of organiza-
tions who will flourish in the right environment. Good structures not only enable invention
and improvement, they capitalize on every organization’s most critical resource: people.

One of the members of our Social Network Team commented that Bill Traynor’s leader-
ship is best characterized as “leading the Conga line from behind.” I think this is an apt
description of what we learned about what is required to lead an institution that is explicitly
about building and supporting social networks. In a real sense, the rules of relationship in
network organizations help pre-position network leaders to follow in order to lead. Leader-
ship in this context involves sustaining dynamic organizations that provide opportunities
for people throughout the network organization to exercise leadership. At LCW in partic-
ular, leadership that emerges from within the network has the power to change the very
shape and evolution of the agency. There are numerous examples of how this is carried out
at LCW. One notable one is the fact that LCW’s Board is comprised of people that are
elected by network members. 

As one LCW dialogue participant described:

There are some organizations where there is one person—one “head.” That’s all you see. 
Not here. Here there is a team. There is democracy.



REFLECTIONS ON WHAT WAS LEARNED

After four dialogues, several discussions with colleagues, and a great deal of reflection, I
have come to some conclusions about what was learned.

I opened the report with the quote “most learning and change processes fail to access and
work with the underlying field of potential from which new possibilities emerge.” One central
finding of this report is that rules of relationship in the agencies serve as preconditions for
the emergence of new possibilities for network development. When organizations work
in a network way:

• Access leads to access

• Choices are maximized

• Co-adaptation is necessary and desirable

• Problems are solved jointly

Leadership also operates differently when the object of the exercise is to build sustainable
networks, not just provide services. Network leaders ensure that the rules of relationship
that enable the organization to build networks are explicit, enacted, and embraced at
multiple levels. To be effective network leaders, they must have, or develop, a keen capac-
ity for sensing and seizing emerging opportunities. Finally, to be able to sense and seize
emerging opportunities network leaders follow to lead—they build an organization that
promotes the exercise of leadership and real contributions to co-evolving the network.

Understanding the qualities and practices of network-oriented organizations such as
Lawrence Community Works and Family Independence Initiative is particularly impor-
tant for understanding how agencies can support family and social network development
in ways that serve both ends. The dialogues brought forth considerable evidence that
adopting a network approach influences what happens when agencies interact with family
networks. In the best cases, they support the robustness of families. At minimum, they do
less harm to the family system than traditional service-based agency models that often
place restrictive or conflicting demands on families.

The effects that network organizations create in relation to family networks should not be
regarded as discrete program elements that can be replicated in isolation. We cannot
simply select one or two best practices from these agencies and insert them into another
agency environment and expect the same results. 

For network organizations, the whole is indeed greater than the sum of the parts. There
are numerous synergies. For example, the success of LCW’s whole family approach is
reinforced by the fact that it provides opportunities for family members to experience net-
work leadership. The open architecture of LCW’s network provides the flexibility that
allows families to balance identity and governance issues as they interact with the net-
work. The successes produced by FII’s co-designed family are likely inter-linked with the
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importance they place on flexibility and dealing head-on with the economic realities that
limit the choices of these women. The results they are able to produce are linked to the
ways in which they ensure access to other networks. In lieu of extracting best practices,
agencies interested in adopting a network approach with families might be better served
by experimenting with small-scale prototypes of programs and policies. To do this effec-
tively, they must pay careful attention to how the rules of relationship are enacted within
the prototyping.

The context in which families are embedded is also central to producing better outcomes
for children and families. Each of these organizations offers examples of not only the
supports and social network development they can muster within the bounds of their
internal system, but distinct policies for how they help manage the interface between
families and the larger community environment. Each is committed to increasing access
of families to resources, decision-makers, and social networks outside of their agencies.
Each, and particularly LCW, has a distinct strategy for how they support and nurture
collective leverage to engage in community change.

Neither would claim to be a definitive model and both would likely admit that there are
still gaps in their understanding and practice. Their greatest strengths are a clear and
enacted intention to innovate and take risks, and going about it in a way that does justice
to the families with whom they work.
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