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IDEAS FOR DEVELOPING AND SUSTAINING NETWORKS
By Ruth M. Schimel, Ph.D. Career & Life Management Consultant
This handout will give you a range of possibilities, suited to your personality, to benefit from reaching out to others.

Networking is a mutually useful, continuing process that encourages people to assist one another. The work starts with articulating your own goals and considering what you can do for others. Your net grows as you find common interests and develop trust with individuals who have complementary or similar capacities and experience. At the same time, you’ll find that people who are different can also be a source of assistance and learning. 

Before reviewing the specific steps later on, consider the following for creating and sustaining your networks in an ethical, effective way.

1.  Know and express what you want. Have a relatively clear idea of your own interests, values and goals. Be able to express them in intriguing, quick, accurate ways.  Vary your approach depending on the situation; this also avoids canned-sounding speils, comments and reactions. When you give a focused overture that is authentic and enthusiastic, you will encourage people to help you by investing their time and energy.

2.  Assist others. Make a habit of being useful to others and show appreciation for what others do for you. Examples are:

· Give immediate thanks as well as write a note or e-mail that identifies specific, helpful qualities, information and acts. 
· Follow up promptly on all promises you’ve made. If you are unable to do so, let the person know what you can do and when you will be able to respond. When not able, be frank about the situation in a timely way.
· Learn enough about the other person's interests and background so your introductions will be useful. 

· Provide appropriate information such as clippings, leads or articles on a continuing basis.

· Pay for a meal, invite the person to your home and suggest activities of mutual interest to share, as appropriate.

· Give advice, if solicited. Suggest and provide appropriate sources and resources that relate to the person’s situation.
· Be a good listener and interesting companion. Paraphrase what’s said to let the person know you’ve truly heard them. Ask open-ended questions. Show sincere interest in their concerns and interests. Practice the art of lively conversation.

3. Do what you truly want.  Make only those commitments and join groups that are in sync with your values and interests; listen to your intuition about being involved as well as letting go. If you connect to someone or something merely because of "what it can get you," your motivation shows eventually. You will also be less likely to present yourself in the most effective way because you may lack the enthusiasm, authenticity and energy that attract people. Finally, you would probably not have a very good time yourself and miss opportunities for more relevant and interesting activities.

Do #1 and #11 below and choose several other options to identify, improve and expand your networks. Test and adapt all you’ve chosen to your values, goals and situation. 
1. Build your foundation.  Identify all the people you know who might help you or 
know people who might help you. This includes relatives, friends, colleagues and former colleagues, service providers (doctors, lawyer, dentist, hairdresser, barber, stockbroker, accountant, etc.), neighbors, schoolmates and former schoolmates, alumni services, church, synagogue or mosque contacts, present and past employers and civic leaders. Put the name, addresses, telephone numbers, e-mail addresses and brief bio information of each person on a separate, large index card or software program that you can also use for notations about meetings, results and follow-up. For the cards, use whatever color coding and organization that make sense. For example, try alphabetical or categorical order. 
To hone your communication and networking skills and increase confidence, initially contact the people you know who will be most receptive as well as knowledgeable. Decide on the most appropriate way to reach out: note, visit, call, e-mail, invitation or some combination. 
Start building trust and mutual respect from the outset by being clear and forthright. Alert your contact to your agenda and goals as well as your interest in assisting them, as appropriate. Suggest activities and timing that relate to the person’s interests and needs. Alternatives include a meeting, coffee, tea, drink, meal, invitation to your home, telephone conversation or shared activity. Examples of the latter are attending a lecture or professional meeting, going to a museum, visiting art galleries, playing or watching a sport and exploring new environs. 
When you spend time together, continue to pay attention to the other person's concerns. Seek common ground, often the basis for strengthening connections and creating an enjoyable time. By the same token, avoid seeming to accept perspectives that are different from yours or offensive. Again, being straightforward can contribute to building trust and mutual respect. But if the person does not recognize the benefits of different perspectives or disagreement, better to know that as soon as possible.

Recognize that some of the strongest connections can cross boundaries of the professional and personal. At the same time, be alert to compromising, inappropriate and controversial relationships. Finally, create a weekly routine of networking that reflects your priorities, using the information about contacts you’ve organized. 
 2. Extend your contacts. From each person you meet who seems receptive, ask for the name of someone who relates to your interests. Make sure the source has no objection to your using his or her name when you reach out to the new person.
.
3. Consider your present activities.  Assess your present affiliations. This includes friends, clubs, schools, professional associations, religious organizations, groups and activities. Do these commitments enhance your work-seeking efforts, other professional goals, personal interests or quality of life? If not, set more relevant priorities: drop, add and possibly combine activities.

4.  Do new things. Identify and test out activities that are likely to support your personal or professional development as well as engage you. They can include volunteer commitments, workshops, lectures, trips, professional association programs, projects, courses, library and bookstore searches, retreats and physical exercise. A two-for might be joining a gym to improve your health and a class there where you’ll meet others who possibly share your interests. You are more likely to obtain leads and meet appropriate people when you pursue authentic interests. Create a viable routine that fits your personality and enriches your life.

5.  Bolster your support. Think about how to start or expand your own informal network among friends and colleagues. Actively share information about contacts and professional matters as well as provide psychic support. Start or join a book, play, support, discussion, project or work group.

6.  Learn and share what you know. Name a topic that intrigues you enough to want to write something manageable about it. Again seek two-fors such as choosing something engaging that also relates to your work search goals. Identify people to interview and resources to study. When you take or teach a course, speak, or lead a workshop, select topics that will bring you in contact with appropriate people. Experiment with informational interviewing, remembering its purpose of gathering information, not seeking employment. In turn, offer guidance and information to others.
7.  Play and get around.  Accept as many invitations as possible, especially to get-togethers where you may not know many people. Circulate. “Expose yourself.”
8.  Entertain.  Give parties. Ask your friends and acquaintances to bring their friends.

9.  Organize data.  Collect and exchange business cards and leads from reading and chats. Keep a professional calendar, rolodex or computer-based equivalent such as Outlook or ACT.
10. Investigate creating, using or lurking at online sources such as LinkedIn, Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, Meetin.org, your own blog or Web site and Craigslist.

11. Organize your time and resources for networking. Using the ideas in this 
handout as well as those you glean from others and your reading, create a short, bulleted networking plan in priority order. Include specific, regular actions that reflect a variety of approaches. Practice stretching yourself, whatever your tendency and preference for connecting with other people. For example, if you are an introvert, choose at least one or two options that involve meeting new people and participating in groups. If you are an extravert, some of your choices should be less socially-oriented. 
Block adequate and regular time on your calendar to follow up on the choices you’ve made. Every month or so review your plan and actions for effectiveness, making changes that will enhance your efforts. 
Whatever evolves, avoid recriminations. Acknowledge any kind of progress. Reward yourself regularly. 

By honoring your true goals and showing your authentic self, you will not only make good matches, but also generate energy for continuing this process of development. 
Note below one or two barriers to taking action and what you will do to transcend them:

With whom can you develop a mutual assistance pact?  Name two or three people below who complement your strengths and are trustworthy. Schedule outreach to them on your calendar.
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