
  

 

STAGE 1:  Baseline Network Analysis (2015-2016) 

The Community Foundation of the New River Valley (CFNRV) recognized the value of collaboration to address 

complex issues like early child education and development (ECED), and importantly, that scarce resources 

and funding could be maximized when organizations work together to achieve a goal. The CFNRV also        

realized the first step was to understand the current landscape of ECED collaboration. 

 

Research Question:  What is the structure of the NRV’s early childhood education and development          

network? 

 

Research Method:  Organizational Survey 

 

STAGE 2:  Collaboration Processes and the Information Hub Work Group (2017-2019) 

From discussions of the network study results, participants decided the first priority would be the               

improvement of communication and launched an information hub work group (IHWG). 

 

Research Question:  What are the processes behind network development? What actions do work group 

members take to form, maintain, and benefit from collaboration?  

 

Research Method:  Workgroup observations, surveys, and interviews 

 

STAGE 3: Changes to the System 

After the successes of the Information Hub Work Group, there was the desire to learn whether those         

successes were having an impact on the structure of the network relationships.  

 
Research Question:  How has the structure of the NRV’s early childhood education and development        

network changed as a result of efforts aimed at strengthening it? Has First Steps had an impact on               

organizations and the system 

 

Research Method: Organizational Survey 

FIRST STEPS RESEARCH PROGRAM 
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Research Stages 

The purpose of the First Steps research project is to study the development of an early child  education and 
development network and examine the processes and impacts of such efforts.  

Purpose 
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Brief Sample of Findings 

2015 Network Plot 

The Stage 1 organizational survey asked respondents to identify whether or not they had a relationship with 

another agency and the quality of that relationship. The visual below, known as a network plot, used those 

responses to create a visual representation of agency relationships. Only confirmed relationships—those   

verified by both parties—are depicted. Relationship data was collected on information sharing, shared       

resources, service delivery, and joint planning. The plot below depicts only information sharing.   

Avg. # of Ties   
(confirmed relationships)  

Per Organization: 2.6 

Information Sharing Network 2015 

Understanding A Network Plot 
 
Shapes : Indicates the type of service    
provided (e.g. education) 
Color: Indicates the location of agency 
(e.g. Floyd)  
Line: Indicates that a relationshio (or tie) 
exists between these agencies and has been 
confirmed by both parties . 
Line Thickness: Indicates the strength of 
the relationship. The thicker the line the 
stronger the relationship. 

Brief Sample of Findings 
Collaboration Process of the Information Hub Work Group (Interviews) 

“I view First Steps as a way for early childhood people to communicate with each other, be able to refer each 

other to other events as well as to partner.”      First Steps Participant 

 

“I’ve met a ton of people through those meetings [Meet Yourself] and they have been a godsend to me. My 

fellow coaches [throughout the state] are a little jealous because they don’t have that… If it wasn’t for these 

Meet Yourself events, I don’t know where I would be right now.”      Meet Yourself Participant  

 

“I learned about other things that were going on in the community that I didn’t have any idea about. So 
those are really great resources...It’s great to have and know where [health clients] can go to get those      
resources.”        Meet Yourself Participant and now a First Steps Participant 

The survey also asked questions about perceived            
challenges and potential priorities for a collaborative       
network. Respondents identified greater coordination and 
increased communication as two of the greatest needs for 
improving child education and development in the region. 
This plot confirmed that the network of relationships at the 
time did not constitute a strong network, and the             
integration of the network was dependent on a few         
regional hub agencies. “We thought we were sharing     
information, but then we saw the plots and realized we 
were not.” 
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Brief Sample of Findings 

System Change 2015 to 2019 

While no agency has the time or staff capacity to have a strong relationship with every other agency in 
the network, the CFNRV hoped that supporting and facilitating collaboration would result in greater      
information sharing between agencies, which was tested Stage 3 of the research. The plot below from 
2019 shows stronger relationships, especially among those participating in First Steps. In addition, more 
agencies were brought into the network due to greater awareness among agencies.  

Avg. # of Ties   
(confirmed relationships)  

Per Organization: 5.9 

Information Sharing Network 2019 

Avg. # of Ties Per Organization: 
3 (2015) & 10.6 (2019) 

Full Network Comparison 2015 (left) and 2019 (right) 
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Brief Sample of Findings 

System Change 2015 to 2019 

 

Comparing across the two years, the network grew to include more agencies and the number and strength 
of ties increased. The overall structure changed from a sparse network with a few regional hubs to a strong, 
dense, and connected network.  

This change is partly due to First Steps as indicated by the survey respondents’ perceptions of impact. 
Though First Steps has not yet made an impact in every aspect, the charts below indicate that it has         
positively impacted communication, access to information, awareness, shared vision and community       
capacity.  

Next Stage of Research 
Expanding the Reach of First Steps (In progress) 

With the Information Hub Work Group on a roll, two other work groups were launched to address the other 

priorities identified in 2016: common voice and workforce. 

Research Question: How does the network sustain the expansion of their work? Do the new workgroups 

follow the same collaboration processes as the first work group? 

Research Method: Observations and surveys 

For more information on this research, email  
Dr. Lemaire at rlemaire@vt.edu or Dr. Sedgwick at sedgwick@vt.edu 

 


