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What is network mapping? 
 

 

A network is a set of relationships or flows between people, groups, organizations, computers, URLs, or other connected 

information or knowledge entities.1 The term is often used to describe the web of connections on social media sites 

such as the network of “friends” on Facebook or “connections” on LinkedIn. However, the definition of the term is much 

broader and can be used to describe a range of interactions between entities on and offline such as coordination 

between activists working together on a national movement or local organizations passing along referrals in a regional 

service area. To be considered networks, we must have information about both the entities and the connections 

between them.2 

Examples of networks include: 

• Members of an association for local government officials who pass along career resources and relevant 

articles to one another.  

• Local Boys and Girls Clubs that receive support, training, and information from each other and the national 

office.  

• Organizers in the Black Lives Matter movement who share strategies and coordinate actions together.  

• Members of the Sierra Club who mobilize to support or oppose candidates and legislation across the country.  

• Grantee organizations of a mental health fund who work together to serve clients across the county.  

• A hospital system composed of primary care physicians, specialists, administrators 

and support staff serving patients.  

  

Networking mapping, or social network analysis, is a methodological approach to 

measuring and mapping the relationships between entities. The analysis is often 

visualized as a network map that shows the entities in the network and the 

connections between them. By measuring the position and grouping of these 

entities, we can gain insight into the role participants play and how information 

flows between them.3  

Network mapping is important because it can help us understand the relational nature of 

power in the system.4 While traditional evaluation focuses on the actions of individuals, network 

mapping can illustrate how actors influence one another, pass along information and resources, and mobilize for 

action. Organizations and individuals with a network mindset understand the web of relationships that they are a part 

of and how their work contributes to larger, more diverse, and more powerful efforts.5 

  

 

                                                           
1 Krebs, Valdis. “Social Network Analysis: An Introduction.” Orgnet.com. Retrieved from: http://www.orgnet.com/sna.html 
2 Kadushin, Charles. Understanding Social Networks. Oxford University Press: 2014. 
3 Krebs, Valdis. “Social Network Analysis: An Introduction.” Orgnet.com. Retrieved from: http://www.orgnet.com/sna.html 
4 Hanneman, Robert and Riddle, Mark. Introduction to Social Network Analysis and Methods. Riverside, CA:  University of California, 

Riverside. Retrieved from: http://faculty.ucr.edu/~hanneman/nettext/C10_Centrality.html 
5 Kadushin, Charles. Understanding Social Networks. Oxford University Press: 2014. 



 

 

 

 User Guide: Network Mapping 2 

Who should do network mapping? 
 

 

Network mapping can be useful in a wide range of situations. Philanthropic and government funders may map a 

network to understand their role in larger efforts, scale their ideas, or help grantees coordinate their work. Nonprofits 

may wish to increase their awareness of other organizations, engage in joint efforts, or share resources. Network 

mapping can help inform strategy and assess impact.  

 

Funders 

For grantmakers, a network approach can help 

provide new solutions to common challenges.7 

These actors use openness, transparency, 

relationship-building, and distributed decision-

making to catalyze social change.  

Network building at foundations can take many 

forms. Funders often work together to create 

coalitions, alliances, placed-based initiatives, 

and learning communities. They may fund 

grantees to work together on larger initiatives, 

convene activists to influence the political 

environment, or encourage network building to 

sustain an effort long after they are able to fund 

it.  

 

Nonprofits 

According to the Bridgespan Group, 91 percent of nonprofits engage in some form of collaboration with other 

agencies.8 This can range from loosely formed associations to joint programming and shared functions. Increasingly, 

these agencies are finding that working together can contribute to more effective and efficient services to help achieve 

their mission. As noted above, funders may also encourage collaboration to enhance their efforts. Network mapping 

can help organizations and those who fund them understand and maximize this collaboration.  

For example, one study published in the American Journal of Evaluation used network mapping to evaluate the 

development of relationships between agencies funded under the federal Safe Schools/Healthy Students initiative.9 

These organizations were asked to rate their relationships with one another on a defined scale that included: 1) 

networking, 2) alliance, 3) partnership, 4) coalition, and 5) collaboration. A similar scale has been used to measure 

 

                                                           
6 Scearce, Diana “Catalyzing Networks for Social Change.” Grantmakers for Effective Organizations. October 2011. Retrieved from: 

https://jimjosephfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Catalyzing_Networks_for_Social_Change.pdf 
7 Scearce, Diana “Catalyzing Networks for Social Change.” Grantmakers for Effective Organizations. October 2011. Retrieved from: 

https://jimjosephfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Catalyzing_Networks_for_Social_Change.pdf 
8 Nonprofit Collaborations: What CEOs & Funders Say Works—and Doesn't. The Bridespan Group. December 2014. Retrieved from: 

https://www.bridgespan.org/bridgespan/Images/articles/partnerships-and-

collaborations/Bridgespan_nonprofit_collaborations_webinar_attendee_final.pdf 
9 Cross, Jennifer Eileen, et al. “Using Mixed Method Design and Network Analysis to Measure Development of Interagency 

Collaboration.” American Journal of Evaluation 30; 3. September 2009. 

Scearce’s Traditional and Network Approaches to Grantmaker Challenges 6 

Challenge  Traditional Approach  Network Approach 

Build community assets  
Administer social 

services  
Weave social ties 

Develop better designs 

and decisions 

Gather input from 

people you know 

Access new and diverse 

perspectives 

Spread what works 
Disseminate white 

papers 

Openly build and share 

knowledge 

Mobilize action 
Organize tightly 

coordinated campaigns 

Create infrastructure for 

widespread engagement 

Overcome fragmentation 

Bring players and 

programs under a single 

umbrella 

Coordinate resources 

and action 
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grantee collaboration in other contexts.10 With this information, researchers were able to determine whether new 

relationships formed and interagency collaboration strengthened during the initiative. The work by Taylor et al on 

evaluating networks can be a helpful resource for measuring network effectiveness.11 12 

 

Programs and Initiatives 

Weaving networks is more than just a strategy. Programs may evaluate how their network connections lead to better 

outcomes or measure the growth of their network as an outcome in and of itself. For example, Mathematica’s 

evaluation of an older adults program found that leadership teams that were more connected also reported that they 

were more effective.13 In Ohio, the Appalachian Center for Economic Networks used network mapping to document the 

connections they helped build in the grassroots food industry in Southeast Ohio.14 

 

Other Fields 

Network mapping has boundless applications across fields.15 Computer scientists analyze networks of internet traffic, 

while law enforcement may study the social networks of criminal organizations or terrorist cells. In the life sciences, 

biologists use network mapping to understand food chains, while business owners may look at the communication 

flows within their organizations. Social media is a natural place to look at networks, and there are many tools for 

measuring the web of connections on sites like Twitter and Facebook. The methodology is limited only by our 

imaginations and capacity to collect data. 

 

 

At Engage R+D, we have worked with multiple funders and nonprofits to map their networks. For example, we 

partnered with Ending Pandemics to document baseline network metrics as they initiated the South Asia One Health 

Disease Surveillance Network. We used network mapping to measure and visualize the existing relationships between 

individuals within the Disease Surveillance Network. Ending Pandemics shared this information with members of the 

newly formed network to help understand current network strengths, to identify areas where coordination between 

participants could be improved, and to generate ideas for how members could work together to end pandemics in 

South Asia. Learn more at www.engagerd.com/ending-pandemics. 

  

 

                                                           
10 Frey, Bruce B, et al. “Measuring Collaboration Among Grant Partners.” American Journal of Evaluation 27; 3. September 2006.  
11 Taylor, Madeleine, et al. “Evaluating Networks for Social Change: A Casebook.” Center for Evaluation Innovation. July 2014. 

Retrieved from: http://www.networkimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/NetworkEvalGuidePt2_Casebook_Rev.pdf 
12 Taylor, Madeleine Ph.D.; Whatley, Anne M.S.; and Coffman, Julia M.S. "Network Evaluation in Practice: Approaches and 

Applications," The Foundation Review: Vol. 7: Iss. 2, Article 5. 2015. Retrieved from : 

http://www.evaluationinnovation.org/sites/default/files/NetworkEvaluationin%20Practice.pdf 
13 Honeycutt, Todd. “Making Connections: Using Social Network Analysis for Program Evaluation.” Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. 

November 2009.  
14 Krebs, Valdis and June Holley. “Building Smart Communities through Network Weaving.” Network Weaver. 2002. 
15 Cheliotis, Giorgos “Social Network Analysis.” Communications and New Media, National University of Singapore. 2010. Retrieved 

from:  https://www.slideshare.net/gcheliotis/social-network-analysis-3273045 
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What can I learn from a network map? 
 

 

Measuring the Network 

 

How connected is the network?  

→ Calculate the network density: The network’s density is calculated as how 

many interactions are occurring in the network out of the total number of 

possible interactions. If every actor in the network were connected to 

every other actor, the network density would be 100%.  

The significance of a density score depends on the context and 

expectations for the network. In many cases, it is not possible or even 

desirable to have every actor connected to everyone else. 

 

  

vs.  

  
 

 

 

 

 

What is the strength or quality of the interactions in the network? 

→ Measure interactions along a scale: Rate each interaction between actors 

on a scale, either by asking participants to rate their interactions or by 

using another available metric (e.g., number of times the actors met for 

planning meetings each year).  

 
 

 

 

What types of interactions occur in the network? 

→ Measure different types of interactions: Document or ask participants 

about different types of interactions, such as whether they communicate 

with one another, share resources, or plan joint actions together.   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

How do different types of actors interact? 

→ Measure interactions between groups: Compare the network density 

between relevant groups and within them.  
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Measuring Change Over Time 

Have connections been made, strengthened, or changed over time?  

→ Measure the density of the network over time, as well as changes in the 

strength and types of interactions.  

  

 →  

  
 

Identifying Key Actors 

 

Who can be the most influential or prominent actors in the network?  

→ Calculate the degree centrality of each actor: This is a measure of how 

many direct connections a participant has. In-degree centrality measures 

the number of people who know a participant (prominence) and out-

degree centrality measures the number of people a participant knows 

(influence). 

 

 
  

 

Who is strategically positioned to spread information through the network? 

→ Calculate the closeness centrality of each actor: Similar to “six degrees of 

Kevin Bacon,” participants with a higher score in this area have more 

direct and close indirect relationships. For example, a member with a high 

score in this area may be separated from most members of the network 

by only one or two degrees of separation, meaning they know everyone or 

they know someone who knows that person.  

  

  

 

Who is strategically placed to hold the network together?  

→ Calculate the betweenness centrality of each actor: Participants with high 

betweenness centrality scores serve as a bridge to participants who are 

not otherwise connected to the network. This is a key person if the 

network is composed of two disparate groups who are trying to work 

together or want to bring in a previously unrepresented stakeholder.  

 
 

Who is not in the network? 

→ In addition to measuring who participates in the network, consider examining who is not part of the network and 

the cost of that exclusion. Networks can either be bounded, meaning they include a set number of people, or 

unbounded, meaning participation in the network is open and changing.  
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Other questions to accompany a network map 

Evaluators may also consider including other questions to accompany the network map. Answers to these questions 

can help give context to the work and help organizers better accommodate the network’s needs. Some questions 

include:16 17 

• Who participates in the network and what role do they play? 

• Do members have the experience, skills, connections and other capacities to meet the network goals? 

• How efficient are the connections between members? 

• What resources does the network need to sustain itself? How diverse and dependable are these resources? 

• How is the network adapting its strategic plan over time?  

• What are the support structures for the network, including communication, governance, and decision-making? 

• What is the network’s capacity for joint action? 

• What are the interim outcomes for the network and has it achieved them? 

• What is the intended impact of the network? Do the network members share this common goal?  

• At which levels are impacts expected – individual members, local environment, or a broader environment?  

 

 

 

Useful Tools:  

• The Monitor Institute’s Network Effectiveness Diagnostic and Development Tool: 

https://issuu.com/workingwikily/docs/healthy_network_diagnostic 18 

• The Center for Evaluation Innovation’s “Network Evaluation in Practice: Approaches and Applications:” 

http://www.evaluationinnovation.org/sites/default/files/NetworkEvaluationin%20Practice.pdf 19  

 

                                                           
16 Taylor, Madeleine, et al. “Evaluating Networks for Social Change: A Casebook.” Center for Evaluation Innovation. July 2014. 

Retrieved from: http://www.networkimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/NetworkEvalGuidePt2_Casebook_Rev.pdf 
17 Taylor, Madeleine Ph.D.; Whatley, Anne M.S.; and Coffman, Julia M.S. "Network Evaluation in Practice: Approaches and 

Applications," The Foundation Review: Vol. 7: Iss. 2, Article 5. 2015. Retrieved from : 

http://www.evaluationinnovation.org/sites/default/files/NetworkEvaluationin%20Practice.pdf 
18 Scearce, Diana. “Network Effectiveness: Diagnostic and Development Tool.” Monitor Institute. 2010. Retrieved from: 

https://issuu.com/workingwikily/docs/healthy_network_diagnostic 
19 Taylor, Madeleine Ph.D.; Whatley, Anne M.S.; and Coffman, Julia M.S. "Network Evaluation in Practice: Approaches and 

Applications," The Foundation Review: Vol. 7: Iss. 2, Article 5. 2015. Retrieved from : 

http://www.evaluationinnovation.org/sites/default/files/NetworkEvaluationin%20Practice.pdf 
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How do I turn this information into action? 
 

 

Below are some questions to help you act on the information in your network map. The questions are grouped by the 

different roles that funders can play in building and supporting networks.20 

 

Catalyze: Establish connections  

• Who is missing from the network?  

→ What experience, skills, and other capacities could help the network advance its goals? 

→ What resources do organizations need to effectively engage in network activities? 

→ What spaces can we create to include those missing actors? 

• How connected does the network need to be in order to be successful?  

→ What activities will help build connections?  

→ Who is well-positioned to connect isolated members?  

 

Weave: Increase connections 

• What is the strength of the connections between members?  

→ What activities will help strengthen them?  

→ Are there more prominent actors who can bring members together?  

• What should flow through a successful network (trust, communication, joint action, etc.)? 

→ What activities will help build those types of connections?  

• How do different types of actors interact? 

→ What activities will help bring them together?  

→ Are there members who are well-positioned to bridge between groups?  

 

  

 

                                                           
20 Scearce, Diana. “Catalyzing Networks for Social Change.” Grantmakers for Effective Organizations. October 2011. Retrieved from: 

https://jimjosephfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Catalyzing_Networks_for_Social_Change.pdf 
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Sponsor: Provide resources 

• What resources does the network need to be successful? 

→ What support can we provide? 

→ Who can we partner with? 

→ How can we diversify our sources of support? 

• What infrastructure is needed to support the work?  

→ What support can we provide? 

→ Who can we partner with? 

 

Assessor: Diagnose needs and recommend next steps 

• What are the interim outcomes of the network? 

→ How can we measure them? 

→ How are we learning and adapting over time?  

• What is the goal or intended impact of the network? 

→ How can we structure the above connections, flows, and resources to support this goal?  

 

 

 


