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THE KNOWLEDGE PLATFORM:
WHERE WE ARE AND WHAT WE’VE LEARNT

Fundar discusses their experience designing, implementing and managing the Knowledge
Platform - an online social space that provides members with the opportunity to inter-
act, network, share knowledge and learning in the field of social accountability- including
some of the most important lessons learned which might be relevant to those designing

similar platforms.

‘ INTRODUCTION

As social accountability (SAcc) practitioners,
we are constantly looking to learn about good
practices, how our peers implement their SAcc
initiatives, how they adapt SAcc tools to their
contexts, and how they overcome challenges
they might face. In fact, lately, there has been
an increasing awareness in the SAcc field that
learning is essential for the effectiveness and
impact of initiatives seeking to enhance gov-
ernment accountability?. Although we learn a
lot from reflecting on our own processes and
experiences, we have seen that learning from
others' experiences is also very fruitful and en-
riching for our work.

In this context, in 2013, the Global Partnership
for Social Accountability (GPSA) envisioned the

creation of a Knowledge Platform (KP) that
would support their grantees and other prac-
titioners’ learning and knowledge exchange on
SAcc. Once the idea was conceptualized, the
challenge ahead was to develop and launch the
KP This is where we, Fundar, entered into the
scene.

After a competitive process, Fundar, a Mexican
civil society organization aiming to advance
substantive democracy, was awarded with a
GPSA grant to design and manage the KP

Although we knew that there were many chal-
lenges ahead, we saw many opportunities in
working in the creation and management of
such a platform.

'This note was developed by Marine Perron and Janet Oropeza Eng from FUNDAR, Center for Analysis and Research ( @FUNDARMexico ),
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Fundar’s experience in SAcc and Knowledge Exchange

Since its inception in 1999, Fundar has carried out SAcc exercises to assess and monitor the efficiency and transpar-
ency of public spending and public policies in Mexico. To do so, it has developed innovative analysis and evaluation
methodologies (budget analysis, access to information, human rights approach, etc.) and has established linkages with
local, regional and international organizations, networks and policy makers. Our work has been acknowledged by sev-
eral donors, international organizations, and rankings. For example, the University of Pennsylvania’s 2014 Global to Go

Think Thank Report named Fundar the 3rd top Think Tank in the World with the Most Innovative Policy Ideas/Proposals.

In the last five years, Fundar has also consolidated as an organization with expertise in promoting face-to-face and
online peer learning and knowledge exchange among organizations in the Global South. Since 2011, we have imple-
mented projects with an online learning component, such as the Evidence and Lessons from Latin America and the
Global Partnership for Social Accountability Knowledge Platform. Throughout its history, Fundar has gained knowledge
and practical experience not only on SAcc, but also on what promotes and encourages effective learning, networking,
and peer-exchange among practitioners in the Global South.

In April 2014, after a few months of designing
and planning the KP within Fundar and with the
GPSA Secretariat, the KP was launched.

And so far it has surpassed all our expectations.
It is now a dynamic knowledge exchange and
networking platform with over 2,000 members
from 125 different countries, who contribute
everyday with materials, reflections, news and
events on social accountability. Although it was
challenging to encourage participation at first,
in the last year, we have seen with excitement
that many users are now contributing proac-
tively, either through the platform or by email.
This has allowed us to give the turn we wanted
to the platform: the members have become
the knowledge providers and learn from each
other’s work.

Since the launch, thanks to more than 30 SAcc
practitioners, we have had 14 webinars, 8 ex-
pert e-forums and e-learning course; 25 peo-
ple have written blog posts; and many others
have sent their materials, news and events for
the platform and the bi-weekly “Latest News!

From our perspective, these numbers reflect
the importance of having such platforms and
spaces as a means for practitioners to learn and
enhance their SAcc initiatives and work.

As we mentioned, both learning and having the
capacity to adapt and respond to contextual
factors are essential for the effectiveness and
impact of SAcc initiatives. In our experience,
managing online learning spaces like the KP is
no different. In our journey of designing and
managing the KP we have had to adapt. For us,
this constant learning has been really valuable
and that is why we would like to share some
of our most important lessons learned which
might be relevant to those designing similar
platforms. Some of these may seem obvious
to you, however they are the result of many
months of experimenting and adapting and we
must recognize that it is always challenging to
implement changes as you go. We have defi-
nitely seen the value of redirecting our strate-
gies. Hence, we hope that you find the follow-
ing lessons useful.
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Design your platform according
to users’ needs, not the opposite.

When you design an online platform, be as in-
clusive as you can in the activities conducted
and take into account users’ languages, time
zones, internet connectivity, thematic interests,
challenges related to communication technol-
ogies and limited available time to engage in
virtual activities. You should also consider that
there are different kinds of users who will be
attracted to different kinds of activities (some
like to read, others like to write, others like to
listen, others like to network, others are more
visual, etc.).

It might seem obvious, but we cannot empha-
size enough the importance of taking the time
to know your users and their thematic interests
and challenges, so that you can tailor content
to their needs. Also, be responsive and open to
their feedback on the platform’s usability. Us-
ers are the best critics when it comes to online
platforms, only they can tell you what is user
friendly and what is not.

For the KP we have performed a satisfaction
survey among users and several in-depth inter-
views with targeted participants. This feedback
has been valuable and has helped us to identify
areas and activities that could be improved. For
instance, the surveys highlighted the need to or-
ganize some activities in other languages.

To respond to this feedback, in September 2015,
the GPSA KP held its first webinar in French
called “"Ouvrir la boite noire : facteurs con-
textuels de la responsabilisation sociale”.
We also published a blog post in both English
and Spanish and another one is on the way.

The platform also allows us to collect informa-
tion on our users, such as their countries and
whether our members come from civil society,
government, academia, private sector, among
others. It is also possible to get hints on what
their thematic interests are through the form
members need to fill out as they register.

Manage expectations-
online participation is tricky.

When implementing online platforms, it is re-
ally important to manage expectations and to
understand that generating active participa-
tion is a challenge. Evidence shows that active
and regular participants on online activities
usually do not exceed 15% of total members?.
Low levels of participation can be explained
by the “lurking” phenomenon?, which refers
to the large amount of members that do fol-
low the discussions and benefit from them but
never contribute, or by the fact that members
are not always available to contribute actively.
For example, some practitioners might go into
fieldwork or workshops and may be absent for
some weeks.

Given that achieving active participation is chal-
lenging, we have learned that much of the work
takes place "behind the scenes” To ensure us-
ers’ participation, you might need to be con-
stantly in touch with them and with potential
speakers to engage and remind them about
the platform’s activities. Also, you should always
be there to provide technical support when us-
ers face challenges otherwise they might get
disappointed and will not engage with the ac-
tivities. For example, in the case of the KR with
membership of more than 2,000 users, we re-
ceive approximately 3 to 4 emails a day from

® Katy Jordan, “MOOC Completion Rates: The Data” and Chris Parr, “Not Staying the Course”, May 10th, 2013, Times Higher

* A compilation of a Discussion about Lurkers on the Online Facilitation Listserv which features 1626 members provides arguments in
defense of lurking. It argues that participants have many reasons for not participating, but that does not mean that they are not learning or
benefiting from discussions. They used the term “peripheral participation” to define the phenomenon of participants that are not active in a
community but benefit from it.

/3


http://gpsaknowledge.org/events/gpsa-webinar-frenchouvrir-la-boite-noire-facteurs-contextuels-de-la-responsabilisation-sociale
http://gpsaknowledge.org/events/gpsa-webinar-frenchouvrir-la-boite-noire-facteurs-contextuels-de-la-responsabilisation-sociale
http://gpsaknowledge.org/blog/what-do-civic-apps-need-to-strengthen-their-ecosystem-and-promote-social-change
http://www.katyjordan.com/MOOCproject.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/05/10/new-study-low-mooc-completion-rates
http://www.fullcirc.com/community/communitymanual.htm

users, some of which might be of participants
wanting to share their work or materials or
facing technical challenges. We address these
emails as diligently as we can because we know
that users are our main asset and they are ex-
pecting to hear from us. To ensure meaning-
ful participation, we have also learned that it is
very important to plan your upcoming activities
well in advance and to identify and target po-
tential key participants. For example, every time
we are having a knowledge activity — whether a
webinar or an e-forum - we map key organiza-
tions and networks working on the subject mat-
ter and then invite them to engage in the activ
ity, as we know that they can bring insightful
reflection and experiences to it. We also invite

‘ WEBINAR

>

guest moderators to our e-forums. There are
many advantages when you invite guest mod-
erators, as they can help you map more poten-
tial users from their own networks and help you
out with a wider dissemination of your events.
They also bring valuable knowledge in specific
topics where you might lack experience, and
provide participants with very thorough an-
swers. This is key in an e-forum, because a sat-
isfied participant is a participant that will come
back!

We invest time in doing this, as we have seen
that if you bring motivated participants who
work on the theme and are willing to engage, it
is more likely that others will jump in.

0 FORUM
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. Get your platform users in the driver’s
seat, so that they truly own it.

Our experience has shown us that it is key to
convince users that the platform is theirs’ and
that they own it. They are the main providers of
knowledge — not us— as we are only the facilita-
tors. A good way to do so is by acknowledging
their participation and putting names and faces
behind their contributions. We have noticed
that when users are given a space to share their
stories and lessons learned and are acknowl-
edged for doing it, they feel motivated and de-
velop greater ownership of the platform. In fact,
during the last year, we have seen with great
enthusiasm that many users have approached
us to explore the possibility of holding a knowl-
edge activity on the KR, either an e-forum, a we-
binar or both. Others have offered to write blog
posts to broadly share their work. This reflects
how users are starting to see the KP as theirs’
and as a valuable space for sharing their les-
sons learned and stories.

Additionally, we have come to realize that, even
when users do not proactively offer to lead ac-
tivities or share their stories, it is important that
we, as the community managers, encourage
and support them to do so when their work
and knowledge could be of interest to the larg-
er community. Most people would like to con-
tribute and sometimes the only thing they need
is a little help.

Several months ago, we decided to reflect par-
ticipants’ greater ownership of the KP in our
bi-weekly newsletter, “Latest News," which is
our main channel of dissemination that reaches
more than 2,000 contacts. We created the "Our
members at a glance” section, where we fea-
ture interviews with “super users” or welcome
newly registered members. We have also start-
ed to acknowledge users’ contributions to the
newsletter.

Identify your value-added and look
for complementarity.

Currently, there are different initiatives and or-
ganizations, such as Transparency and Ac-
countability Initiative, Results for Develop-
ment Institute or Making All Voices Count,
to name a few, seeking to promote learning on
accountability. Many international organiza-
tions, such as Oxfam or CARE, have their own
learning strategies as well. In this context, for
us, it has been key to get to know these other
initiatives or platforms and identify what our
value-added is, to be able to potentiate it. We
have also sought to collaborate with them and
build synergies.

For example, with TAl and the GPSA Secretar-
iat, we organized a webinar and e-forum on
Funding, Learning and Grant-Making Practices,
which had good participation rates.” By doing
so, we avoided, the best we could, overlap with
other platforms and initiatives and, even bet-
ter, we sought to complement them. Given the
complexity of governance issues, particularly
in developing countries, we do believe that all
organizations and initiatives supporting gov-
ernance and accountability learning and knowl-
edge exchange must work together.

Work closely with your IT team,
they are the magicians that can
make ideas become a reality.

The programmers and web designers play a
fundamental role in creating and managing an
online platform. They are the ones who can tell
you what is feasible and useful and what is not,
and they can make your ideas — even the crazi-
est ones — come true. Over the last two years,
we have realized that the IT team and the com-
munity managers need to work closely togeth-

> The webinar had 49 attendees, while the e-forum had 54 posts, coming from 24 participants.
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er and have a very fluid relationship to address
challenges and discuss new ideas and possible
improvements. In our case, having an in-house
IT team at Fundar has been indispensable to
the functioning of the platform. We can always
run to their office as soon as a technological
challenge comes up!

A final but very critical aspect to take into ac-
count as well is that IT staff might speak in high-
ly technical language. For this reason, commu-
nity managers should make an effort to learn
and understand this language and vice versa,
IT staff should try to conceptualize and visualize
community managers' ideas and requests.

Maintain fluid and good communica-
tion with international cooperation,
it can be your best soundboard.

As we mentioned before, we have worked
closely with the GPSA Secretariat to design and
manage the KP We hold virtual meetings with
them on a bi-weekly basis and this space is a
safe one to discuss new ideas and share up-
coming challenges. We must acknowledge that
many times they have been our best critics and
have offered us innovative ideas to improve
our activities, as well as flexibility to change and
adapt our strategies. They have also been of
outmost help in connecting us with possible
bloggers, speakers and participants. We do be-
lieve that in the past two years, we have been
able to create a common vision which has been
key in taking the KP to the place we want it to
be.

Make your platform human, live
and inviting for users.

Online platforms must include a highly devel-
oped human component in their design and
community management. In the end, users are
people and they expect to see that informa-
tion and communication technologies reflect
that "humanity”” Some of the improvements we
made to the KP after the first year of implemen-
tation sought to make it live, human and invi-

ting for users. On the technological side, we re-
designed the homepage to reflect two major
changes. First, we created a "Highlights Area”
with a specific call~to-action: We invite users to
share their experience, participate in an upcom-
ing activity or comment on the blog. We make
sure to change this message and the appealing
image attached to it on a regular basis. Sec-
ond, we included a preview of the Networking
Board, which resembles Facebook wall, on the
homepage so that the first thing that members
see is others' comments and pictures, reflect-
ing that the platform is a community made by
people.

On the community management side, we im-
plemented two things to make the platform
live and dynamic. First, we prepare social me-
dia posts for Twitter and Facebook on a bi-
weekly basis where we invite users to comment
or participate in our activities or acknowledge
their work or contributions. Second, we write
to members that participate actively on the KP
to get to know them or to invite them to be
featured in the platform. We have interviewed
many of them by Skype or over the phone,
which has helped them see that there are "peo-
ple” behind the KP

‘ Design sustainable platforms.

Online platform growth is always challenging to
predict, especially when the project is designed
to last several years. Online platforms’ growth
depends on many factors that, most of the time,
are out of our control such as language issues,
the thematic sector’s growth, technological in-
novations and the proliferation of similar plat-
forms. Even though most of donors and com-
munity managers would like online platforms to
attract as many users as possible, quick growth
might become challenging to manage on a
technological level, especially to ensure that
your platform does not crash and is sustain-
able in the long-term. Although predicting how
much traffic the online platform will draw is dif-
ficult, we can define scalability and sustainability
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strategies when designing them, such as devel-
oping an architecture that allows taking advan-
tage of cloud computing in order to guarantee
optimal performance and seamless user experi-
ence.

‘ Face-to-face interaction helps in
building trust among members.

Online platforms can connect and bring to-
gether people from very distant parts of the
world, however they can never replace face-to-
face interaction. As the KP community manag-
ers, we do a lot of networking at events we at-
tend, such as conferences, workshops, summits.
These spaces are critical for getting to know
potential members and the work they do and,

above all, for building a relationship of trust
with them. We have seen that members that
we have met face-to-face are more likely to
participate in our activities and can even be-
come champions of the KP Likewise, we have
also noticed that members of the KP that have
seen and met each other are more likely to in-
teract on the KP Thus, in our experience, face-
to-face interaction helps in developing greater
trust among members of the KP

. Find ways to share more broadly the
knowledge generated in your platform

Activities undertaken in the KP such as webi-
nars, e-forums or the e-course might generate
knowledge that could be useful not only for
members, but for broader audiences. However,
in our experience, systematizing that knowl-
edge and packaging it to be shared among
members and external audiences is challenging,
particularly if you have scarce human resources.
In spite of this, in the KP there are good exam-
ples of ways in which the knowledge generated
there has been shared more broadly. For ex-
ample, a GPSA Learning Note was prepared
right after the KP e-forum on CSO-Account-
ability Institutions’ Engagement.

Also, some inputs gathered through the recent
KP e-forum on Engaging with Citizen Voices and
Experiences: the 2017 World Development Re-
port on Governance and the Law will be used
for the World Development Report 2017, which
might potentially reach broader audiences.

. Our main takeaway: members and
their stories are the core of online
knowledge platforms

In sum, we must recognize that in the journey of
implementing the KP we have learned a lot and
have been touched by many inspiring stories,
such as the blog post by Bakhadur Khabibov
feeling like “a lonely soldier” in his path towards
improving SAcc in the water sector in Tajikistan,

or the blog post of Dil Afrose Duetee working
for a decentralized and participatory budget
in Bangladesh as a means to benefit poor and
marginalized people. We could not be more
grateful to all the participants, speakers, guest
moderators and guest bloggers, who have
shared their work, projects, stories and lessons
learned or who have provided valuable feed-
back on our activities. We do hope that the
KP and all its activities have enriched the SAcc
projects and the work that members are imple-
menting in their — sometimes complex— con-
texts and that are critical for improving social
justice, equality, and the fulfilment of human
rights. We also expect that by sharing some of
our main lessons learned, we can enrich and
inform similar knowledge exchange initiatives.
In the end, all learning has the ultimate goal of
improving the societies and world in which we
live to make it fairer, and so that some of the
most pressing needs can be addressed.

Visit us at www.gpsaknowledge.org.
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