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GUIDANCE NOTE: 

Organising Networking Days
Can be absolutely brilliant but do take some organising which often puts people off from doing them. Hopefully this guide will help.

Before you start

Think about & discuss the following:-

The Why - what do we want to achieve with this event?
Do give this some consideration as this will govern how the shape of the event. If it’s for a social get together with lots of networking then formal workshops will detract from this. If it’s to build expertise in specific skills then you’ll need skilled practitioners, materials, tools etc. Getting this bit clear also helps with your evaluation.
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The Where – where can we hold this event? 
Lots of things to think about here. Start with the actual site & work backwards. How many people can your site cope with at any one time? How will those people get to your site? Will you need car parking? Will people know how to get from the car park to your site? Will you need signage? How will we transport all the kit in? Can we get a vehicle to the site?
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The Who – Who do we want to invite to our event?
Will it just be Forest School people? Do you want to widen it out? – good way of raising awareness/identifying future FS leaders. Adults only? Children allowed? Clients allowed? Linked with this is how will you make contact with your audience and promote your event.
Also remember to consider who can help you organise/run the event and involve them rather than do everything yourself.
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The What – what sort of event will it be?
Formal or Informal? Busy or Relaxed? Free or not? Drop in or booking? Catered or self catering? 
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The When – decide on date & time for the event
Finding a date to suit everyone is impossible so choose one that suits you. Weekends might be better than weekdays. Times are tricky as daylight hours change and you will probably need time to set up and dismantle before everyone arrives but still allow time to fit in what you want to do. What about making it an overnight stay?
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The What Next – the future
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The What’s Left
All the little things that make the events work well.

· Toilets – Sort something out or shorten the times so the need is reduced.
· Insurance – If it’s organised by a group then you’ll need some public liability insurance. Can one of your partners host it and use their insurance? 
· Booking – I use a simple booking form and medical form, email them out to people. Most email it back. I save them in folders with their name, keep track of who’s coming and what I’ve received on a spreadsheet and then print off the medical forms a day or so before the event. I also use the spreadsheet to record who attends on the day. Have a few blank forms available as people often turn up without having booked.
· Lost people – Do have a procedure. Making parents responsible for own children is a good idea and asking people to let organisers know if they are leaving helps – although this often doesn’t happen. 
· Communication – Electronic is easier than analog. As bookings come in compile the email addresses into a distribution list and use this as the basis for feedback/future promotion. It’s also a good idea to spend a bit of time to develop the relationship as these could be your future organisers.
· Coping with the unexpected – Having someone with a roving role is a great way of being able to cope with all those things that might go wrong without disrupting the event.
· Kit - Watch what happens when packing away as not everything goes back into the right places when everyone is helping. Do you let people bring their own kit/tools? Really depends on the person and what they are bringing, safer to stick to what you know. How will you know what belongs to whom?
Our experience

I’ve held/helped organise a lot of networking days but have some advantages in that I work as a Countryside Ranger in a country park so event organisation is something that I’m familiar with and we have a good venue on our doorstep but have also run them in other country parks. I think our next one will be in school grounds – tarmac and grass – as we want broaden our emphasis from Forest School to outdoor learning.

I also deliver Forest School training so set up a series of ‘Days in the Widz’ to help support the training and develop outdoor learning. These are informal, kids can come and are generally at weekends. Drinks are provided and I bring a selection of tools but what happens is governed by those that turn up. Small numbers (8-10) so far but growing.

I’m also chair of FEI Lanarkshire and we have close ties with FEI Glasgow and work together to run larger networking days for around 50 people. This year we charged £10 per head to cover catering costs and had about 45 people on a Friday. Four of us involved in main organising, 9 involved in delivering the day. Set up shelter, firewood and seating night before. Event started at 9am on 25/11/11 – lack of light in wood at 8am meant things took longer. Didn’t have enough people/time to put out all signage we wanted but worked fairly well – two people took wrong turn but phoned in and made it. Toilets were a 10 minute walk back to visitor centre or in screened off area. People did book on workshops (see flyer) but didn’t always stick to their choices which wasn’t a problem. Some workshops finished early so we improvised and occupied people with various tasks – mainly mallet making/visiting other workshops.
We’ve also done residential events. Generally we offer this as an option of coming along for the day, evening meal or overnight. More come along for the day than the evening meal and more for the evening meal than the overnight. Evening meal can be done as self catering but we do try and provide some food to demonstrate ways of cooking (we’ve done fish baked in clay and various meat & vegetables done in hangi ovens).
Some Reflections on our past events


Aims help you communicate to other people exactly what the event is about and what you hope to achieve. They demonstrate to other people that you know what you are about and have a clear idea about why you are doing it. They give you a robust argument for deciding what goes into the event and what doesn’t in a way that people can appreciate. They make evaluation much easier.





Don’t ruin your site by putting too many people on it. If you’re using someone’s Forest School site have you talked it through with them? Are they and their participants happy with this? Are there any restrictions you need to consider? Is there anything you could do to benefit the site? Will they be available to help out?





Signage is a pain in the neck. Try using flour (sawdust tends to blow away quicker) to draw arrows etc to guide people to the site. The flour quickly becomes unobtrusive and decomposes fairly quickly. Keep each marker in view of others if there is a chance people could go wrong. It’s also worth giving out a mobile number to everyone so if they do get lost they can phone and let you know. If you’ve got enough people having guides or stewards at strategic points is well worthwhile.





If you can’t get a vehicle to the site can you structure your day so that some people arrive early to set up or transporting all the equipment becomes part of the day? Can you drop some stuff off the night before? Camp on site to guard it?





Allowing children brings changes. Adults can see how kids enjoy particular activities. Kids will teach adults/adults will learn from kids in ways they wouldn’t learn from each other – kids rekindle their ability to play. On the negative side some kids can be disruptive so make it clear that parents are responsible for the child’s behaviour and/or set some behaviour guidelines at the beginning. To date we haven’t had any problems as everyone is too busy having fun and our boundaries are quite relaxed.





We have also allowed clients to come along (sometimes mental health patients, families with drug/alcohol issues). This tends to be either those we know quite well/have worked with for a while or those that other practitioners have asked if they can come. This has worked well and we don’t share any history with others – we’ll just say they’ve been doing Forest School with us.





As organisers do allocate roles so people are clear what their tasks are on the day. Make sure one person is in overall charge. Do break these rules if you are confident in your team’s ability.





Most of ours have been free and informal with people booking in advance so we can control numbers. Providing hot drinks (kelly kettles or generator as I work in a country park) and biscuits with participants bringing own lunch is quite manageable. You can also get them to make their own drinks. If you’re going to charge then you have the added hassle of collecting the money, booking the catering before you know exactly how many people you have, having to meet the caterers to transport food on the day and having to allow for various dietary requirements. But sometimes the extra work is worth it as you should make a profit and money is always useful.


Booking allows you to control numbers and also establish a dialogue with participants which helps manage their expectations of the day. Most of the rest is governed by your aims and what suits you as organiser’s best. There isn’t any right or wrong and no reason why you can’t change the way things run in the future.





Networking days are fun but exhausting for organisers. Remember this and plan accordingly. Practice and teamwork help you go further. If your day is informal you could all meet up at the same time and then share the entire workload as the tasks (shelter, refreshments, seating etc) themselves become a large part of the day. If you have a formal event then you need everything set up, so workshops can start on time. Just like Forest School if you plan more than you think you’ll need but settle for less then you should have a good day. Rushing to get everything in generally doesn’t work well. 10am till 4pm works ok but clearing up usually takes more than an hour so organisers can end up working late.





Do you want to be organising and running these forever? I’m hoping the answer is no as this isn’t usually sustainable in the long run. Consider then how you can structure them so others can take on different roles. Informal events are great for people to learn the skills needed to deliver a more formal workshop, mixing children in helps as most of them are used to working with children and the workshop becomes more geared towards the children which reduces stress levels. 





How many of these can you run a year? How many do you need to meet your aims? Do you have to run them all or can you get others to run them? Can you get funding to pay someone to do them?





What about the organisers? Are they delivering/leading most of the learning? How do they manage to learn new things? Set up a masterclass style day for them?
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