Women’s networks, especially women’s business networks, come and go, that’s a fact. Why should this be if they are so important to the success, growth and confidence of women and their businesses? Do we really need women-only business networks anyway?
The fact that there are a large number of women’s business networks throughout the UK would indicate that there is indeed a need. There is a respectable number in Wales as well – so what needs are these networks fulfilling? There has been a lot of research into why women benefit from separate networks which needs no repeating here; suffice it to say, some of the benefits women derive from attending these groups include: meeting like-minded people for support and friendship in an accepting, non-judgemental environment, being able to share problems and challenges, to learn about trends and new opportunities, to expand their circle of contacts and to raise the profile of their businesses.

If it is therefore irrefutable that there is a need for these networks, why do some of them come and go? Most of the time this is down to two main factors – money and people. Some networks flounder when they are transitioning from receiving some sort of funding to becoming self-sustaining. Keeping the operational processes going that are required to run a professional network requires time and money – raising enough money from the membership is often a huge challenge. Others flounder because the main impetus for the network has come from the energy and vision of one or two individuals. When these people need to hand over to someone else, that someone else simply isn’t there. And for others, it’s a mixture of the two. A secondary factor might be that the network isn’t meeting the needs of its members and that therefore the membership simply isn’t strong enough to support the administration effort required to keep the organisation going.
Here in Wales there are a number of women’s business networks providing largely the same kind of service for their membership, each with their own administration structure and operational overheads. Surely this must mean that there is a large amount of duplicated effort? Wouldn’t it be better to join forces to be able to share the many operational tasks that need to be done – managing the membership database, providing website services, recruiting new members, communicating with members, running events, collecting fees, designing and planning what actually happens at each meeting/event to mention just some of them? The format of the programmes is often very similar too. Why not collaborate on topics such as network constitution and the roles needed to run it, purpose and structure of the network, securing funding from private or public sponsorship or from membership fees again to mention just a few. All the networks would then benefit from collaborating on those things they have in common, leaving precious time, energy and resources free to concentrate on the needs of each local group – thus establishing a kind of ‘network of networks’. The vast majority of these networks are dependant on voluntary effort. How much more fulfilling is it to be helping the local network to grow and flourish instead of being involved in a battle for survival much of the time. We should consider taking a leaf out of Woodrow Wilson’s book who said, “I not only use all the brains I have but all that I can borrow!”.
So…..once the networks are running smoothly, members can enjoy being part of a group which is an integral part of their business rather than an incidental event in the social calendar. What might this compelling organisation look like – tune in next month for more!
