Developing Relationships through Networking, One Person at a Time 

Networking, or building relationships, is critical to your career success.  But for some people, it’s a difficult and uncomfortable concept.  Developing a wide range of personal relationships one person at a time can be fun as well as valuable when you know how to connect and stay connected.  
Today, so much of our lives and careers is tied to healthy relationships, it’s the way we make friends, the way we hire people, the way we build teams, the way we are noticed on the job, and the way to get the best assignments. Networking IS about developing relationships, a way to be helpful to others and receive help when needed.  On the job, networking is a way to learn what’s really going on in other areas so you can deliver results that count.  
Most people find networking to be at least uncomfortable, if not difficult.  And since most people (up to 54% by some studies) are introverts, it is obvious why so many people find networking uncomfortable.  
Networking is not just for the extroverts of the world; extroverts enjoy groups of people, and introverts prefer one-on-one situations.  Extroverts love to talk about anything to anyone.  Introverts tend to be more reserved in their communication style, preferring quality conversations over quantity.  Extroverts will do most of the talking, resulting in your learning a lot about them, but they’ll learn very little about you.  Extroverts need to learn to scale back, to give others the opportunity to speak up; they need to listen carefully and learn about others.  
Introverts on the other hand need to ratchet up their networking or relationship building activities one person at a time. Extroverts thrive in a group setting, and introverts avoid group settings.   One does not have to become an extrovert to be a successful networker.  Introverts need to learn some of the basics, and create a personal networking plan that works for them. Imagine being two or three phone calls away from anything you need… Once you unlock the power of networking, you’ll wonder why you didn’t start this process earlier. Consider networking an investment in your own future. 

How to Network

Networking is misunderstood, and mishandled, by many people. Networking is not simply asking someone to do something for you.  It’s not just going to events or meetings and passing out business cards.  It’s not only about tapping your friends for leads and information, and it’s not just a series of phone calls.
There are several flawed approaches to networking such as the exchange of business cards, without any attempt to build relationships. Often people approach networking like “Salesman” pushing a product regardless of the needs and priorities of the person they are attempting to connect with.   The “glad handing” networking approach is often loud, and superficial. The person attempting to connect with just a hand-shake or by back-slapping will not succeed.  The common thread in these flawed approaches is insincerity. The connection is all one-sided. There is no give-and-take. 
Successful networking is about establishing a two-way relationship. Occasionally a personal connection is established when one engages in give-and-take; and at other times attempts to engage may conclude with a professional relationship or no relationship at all. Some will become good friends, and some will remain “networking connections”.  It’s all good.  The key for a networking novice is to take small steps, and keep moving forward. 

In 1936, Dale Carnegie wrote a great book that is still in print today, “How to Win Friends and Influence People?”  This was the first “networking” book! Carnegie’s advice is still relevant today”:
Smile: This is such a simple, basic rule, yet most people are not conscious about their smile or lack of smile. When a person is consciously attempting to network often they don’t realize that they are presenting themselves with a frown or scowl. Serious expressions or scowling are often stop signs in networking. People are more likely to warm up to a person who says good morning with a broad smile than they are to someone with a serious, intense, or angry look.  First impressions are critical! 
Ask a question: Joining a group engaged in conversation can be awkward. Listen to the conversation for a couple of minutes, and then ask a question to the group.  Build credibility by asking a question. For an introvert, this is a much easier way to engage in a conversation rather than barging in with an opinion.  
Listen: One of the most important points Carnegie made in How to Win Friends was that people love to talk about themselves. By getting people to discuss their experiences and opinions, while listening with sincere interest, will result in a great conversation without having to say much at all. Focus on being interested, not interesting.   
Business cards: Always have business cards handy for networking outside your organization. They’re a good way to provide new contacts with your name so that you will be remembered and perhaps referred.
Say the person's name: People like to hear their own name. Carnegie’s makes the point that a person's name is the sweetest sound to that person. When you meet an old acquaintance or a new contact, use their name in conversation.  It makes the other person feel special and more comfortable. 

Who to Network With

At work people usually engage with a team or a department. People in work groups usually develop natural support relationships. Often people limit themselves to the relationships within their work group, but in many organizations there is an opportunity to develop relationships and learn from other employees in the organization outside one’s team or department by networking within your organization.
Networking inside your organization should start with subtle conversations based on similar viewpoints or concerns. Let the growth occur naturally over time. As the group or subject matter becomes bland, invite individuals from other groups or levels in the organization. For a networking novice, starting in this way will be more comfortable than making a “cold call” to someone else in the organization.
Here’s an example of internal networking:  First, find a peer-level mentor:  this is someone on a level similar to your own, perhaps someone who has been in the organization longer than you (or you can offer to mentor someone at a peer-level that is newer to the organization than you.)  Decide how often to meet, and the mentee should be the one setting the agenda and discussion points.  This can be a simple informal invitation like, “Hey Joe, let’s meet for coffee before the big meeting to discuss xyz”.   Begin your mentoring relationship by discussing mutual goals and interests, and move on to clarifying corporate goals and objectives.  Then, ask a different member of the team, other teams, your boss, your boss’s boss, to participate occasionally.  Agendas are not important in a mentoring meeting, but a desire and commitment to engaging participants and finding out what’s important to each person who joins the mentoring round table.  
 External networking should be purposeful but understated. If you find yourself in a business suit at the grocery store at 6pm and you see someone there also in a business suit, chances are you will have some common ground:  you both work in a formal environment. After a few encounters, take the lead and introduce yourself. 
Outside of the organization, try speaking to people when you drop your kids off at school – simply saying “good morning” with a smile is all it takes to begin.  You will begin to notice the same people over and over at the same approximate time – after a few days of “good morning”, try saying “Hi – I’m John” and offer your handshake.  In this situation most people will extend their hand and offer their name.  At this point make a connection by saying something like “our kids are in the same class, maybe we can set a play date for them sometime?”  This is an easy and comfortable technique for meeting people in many scenarios such as a church or gym or class. 
Begin building your network in small, comfortable ways remembering the give-and-take principle. 

When and Where to Network

Network every day!  Connections can multiply when you ask a friend or an associate to share (Remember to give too!). For example; if you know five people really well, and ask each to share three names of people they know that they think you should know, you’d have access to 20 people.  If you asked 15 new connections for three names, your network would grow to 65 people.  And if you asked 45 people for three names – you would add another 135 people, making a network total of200 people.
There are networking opportunities in front of us every single day, whether are on the phone, at a work meeting, a professional organization meeting, alumni groups, social events, volunteer events and hobby groups, all excellent places to meet and build relationships.  It’s been said that each person knows 250 people; therefore, growing a personal network should be pretty easy!

What to Say and How to Say It

Conversation starters:   Questions are great starters.  Use What, How, Why questions (open ended, anything requiring more than a Yes or No answer).  Ask high impact questions that press for specifics, drive connections, and generate ideas and action.  These examples are not personal. If you have a more personal connection asking about family or outside interests are fine as long as the communication remains comfortable.  
Conversation builders: When attempting to expand on the conversation insert a feedback statement into the conversation or paraphrase such as: “Give me an example” (a feedback statement).  Or paraphrase such as; “You mentioned sky diving, what got you interested in it?”  Another example, “So what I hear you saying is…” or “So it sounds like…”   All of these statements will grow a conversation.
Move On Gracefully: There always comes a time in a networking conversation when you are ready to move on. A smart and simple way to conclude is to set up a ‘next step’.  For example, let’s exchange business cards so that we can follow-up on your suggestion about…” OR “I’ll send you that article on virtual widgets you wanted, what’s your email?” These are simple ways to close the conversation while making a powerful give-and-take connection and conclusion.
In starting, building and concluding the conversation, the questions and statements are focused on the other person instead of on you. Remember, networking is learning about the other person to see how you can be helpful to him or her.  Showing interest in others is a great way to build relationships, help others, and develop your “favor bank”. Your favor bank consists of favors you’ve done that you may ask to be repaid at some point.

Keep Your Network Alive

Stay in touch! Use some type of database to organize your network and keep in touch with your contacts as often as possible but not less than twice each year.  You can send a quick update through a social network such as LinkedIn or Facebook.  Or send an email. Share what you are up to and ask for information on what they are doing. How can you help should be top of your agenda!
Don’t let your new contacts fade away. Maintain your network with regular communications. You need to “work your net”.  You’ve brought people into your network to create a mutual support relationship.  Work it even if you don’t need it.  When you do it will be there to support you. It’s much easier to dig that well before you’re thirsty.

Remember! The power of networking is developing relationships that will leave you one or two phone calls away from anything or anyone you may need to develop and grow your career or manage your life.

