
IT’S WHO YOU KNOW: BUILDING AND MAINTAINING YOUR 

PROFESSIONAL NETWORK  
 

When I had to fill in an “About the Author” section for my book, Fire Me I Beg You, one of the first 

ways I describe myself is as a “people connector”. I pride myself on putting people in touch with 

each other, to the mutual benefit of both. The truth is that in today’s complicated business 

landscape, no one can do everything – someone out there needs your skills as much as you need 

their resources, mentorship or to work on their inspiring projects with their excellent team. The trick 

is for you to find each other.  

These days, your career is a team sport. It’s time to build your professional network.  

 

Here are the three steps to getting started: 

Respond to that email or phone call. Keeping in touch with old friends is important.   

Reconnect. Be the one to send the email or make the call, and catch up with old colleagues 

and companies 

Reach out to new people. This is the tricky part, but don’t let it intimidate you. There are 

ways and means of doing it effectively. 

 

 

Hack 1: You can choose your family 

Chances are there are several people in your industry who inspire you, who you’d love to work with, 

whose mentorship could be invaluable – but who seem completely out of reach. Unless you’re a 

major achiever already, chances are they’ve never heard of you, and there seems to be no pressing 

reason why they’d respond if you got in touch. 

However, you’re both part of your industry’s community, and you’re really active in that – 

aren’t you?  

You should be. Find a professional organisation that’s respected and influential in your 

sphere and join it. To succeed, you need to be part of a business “family” which you can depend on, 

just as much as you need the support of your first, real family in other areas of your life.  

But this family shouldn’t revolve around your job. That’s because, if it’s a choice between 

what’s best for you and what’s best for the company, you aren’t going to win. Your boss might hear 

about an opening for your dream job, but he’s not going to tell you about because he (hopefully!) 

doesn’t want to lose you. 

The advantages are priceless: 

 

Share the resources of a company or group: A good reputation, a foot in the doors of 

industry players, events they throw that offer a networking bonanza. The list is endless. 

 

Meet people: You want to meet both those who are successful and those who want to be. 

The first may be able to help you more, but you should be going out of your way to help and support 

others in your field. Not just because they may owe you a favour in future, but because that’s how 

you build a good feeling. 

 

Get respect: Working for the good of the industry shows you’re committed to it. Pulling 

things off shows that you deserve to be there.  



 

Further your aspirations: It’s not just about what you know but what you want to know. 

Meet the people you want to learn from and who have skills you want, and learn from them. 

 

Create opportunities for yourself: Getting involved and putting yourself out there is the only 

way you’ll ever do it. 

 

Hack 2: Be likeable 
Your network should consist of contacts, colleagues, references, mentors and protégés – and they 

should all be rooting for you. People aren’t computers: you can tick all the boxes on paper, but if 

they don’t like you, they won’t want to work with you, and they certainly won’t go out of their way 

to help you. 

 

Make it about them: Follow the 80/20 rule: only 20% of a conversation should be about you. 

Listen to the person you’re talking to, instead of thinking about what they can do for you. Draw 

them out. Show a genuine interest. And if you can help them in any way, volunteer immediately. 

While you are interested in selling your services, no one wants to feel like that’s the only 

reason you’re talking to them. Furthermore, if you have taken an interest in their needs and goals, 

you’ll be better situated to offer them services and suggestions you know they can use. If you can 

align your needs it’s all to the good: there’s nothing more attractive than a perfect fit. 

 

Have integrity: It’s about being trusted as much as it is being liked. Losing your reputation 

for honesty, fairness and straight-dealing can be a death blow: who’s going to entrust you with 

anything important then?  

 

Be vulnerable… It’s ok to ask for help or advice, and to be upfront about what you need. 

Trying to pussyfoot around the subject just makes you look shady. Telling people what you’ve tried, 

even if it hasn’t worked, shows them that you’re serious and already working on your own behalf. 

They may have tips and feedback to help you on. 

 

…but not servile. Standing next to the big fish in your pond, you may feel rather small. But 

don’t be intimidated – there’s a fine line between paying your respects and pulling yourself down 

and you need to draw it. This isn’t the time to be modest: if you don’t acknowledge your strengths, 

how is this highly connected stranger going to recognise them?  

In the professional world, we like to think that status is a measure of merit. Rightly or 

wrongly we equate confidence and competence, and being deferential implies that you’re less able 

than other people. No one’s going to entrust you with a task you don’t look like you can handle.  

Even if you have fewer awards, a more limited reputation, a weaker backhand in tennis, 

carry yourself as this person’s equal. After all, you’re not dying to work with the person who’s a 

smaller fish than you, are you? Neither are they. 

 

Discuss your side projects: You want to show that you’re active in your own right, helping 

yourself instead of expecting others to step in for you. No one intentionally infects themselves with a 

parasite, but it feels good to help someone who shows promise. 

Side projects are great for this purpose for two reasons: first, they’re completely your baby, 

so they prove you’re self-motivated and skilled enough to carry them off. Second, you can discuss 



them freely without giving the impression that you talk about your company’s work out of school. 

Remember what I said about being trust-worthy? 

 

Hack 3: Hooking the big fish 
Stalk them. I’m serious. Try to stop short of breaking into their house but nothing succeeds like 

persistence, if you take the strategic approach. Let me break down your strategy for you: 

 

Step 1: Make a list. Who in your desired industry and city is the best at what they do? Has 

the most connections? Is doing the most interesting things? Get their email address from their 

website, LinkedIn profile or company. 

 

Step 2: Join LinkedIn. If you do catch this person’s interest the first thing they’re going to do 

is Google you. Make sure you build a profile that shows you off to your best advantage – I discuss 

that in more details elsewhere on this site.  

 

Step 3: Email them. Already? Yup. In a nutshell: 

• Keep it brief – about five sentences or so. Quick to read, hard to misunderstand. 

• Keep it relevant to them – why are you asking the company’s accountant about their 

HR policies? This shows that you don’t care about the person beyond what they can 

do for you. It’s far more flattering to make it evident that you’ve researched them 

and been impressed.  

• Ask for advice, not help. Perhaps: “I’m looking for a high-quality networking group to 

be part of in the digital marketing space. Are there any you would recommend in the 

Chicago downtown or suburban area?” 

If the answer is yes, it will be quick and easy for the person to reply, and requires no 

investment on their part. 

Send at least five of these emails. What do you have to lose? 

Step 4: Keep them in your sights. Go to industry events that you know they’re attending. 
Comment (intelligently) on their blogposts. Give the big fish every opportunity to notice you, and 
give yourself every opportunity to run into them. And after a while, try another email.  

 

HACK 4: Networking 
Whether or not you get a response from your prey, I mean, industry players, you’re still capable of 

taking matters into your own hands. Go to events that give you opportunities to network.  

Yes, yes, I hear a lot about how networking is overrated. That’s not true, and it comes from a 

misguided idea of what you can expect from these events: the broader your expectations the more 

realistic they’ll be. If your own only criteria for the success of an event is whether it gets you the job 

of your dreams in three hours, over box wine and finger sandwiches then yes, networking isn’t going 

to work for you. 

The truth is, attending one networking event never helped anybody – the benefits will start 

to flow once you start seeing the same people over and over. Gradually, you’ll be building a 

relationship with them. 

Don’t go into these events in job-hunting mode. Follow the 80/20 rule and find out about 

the people you meet. What are they working on? What are they interested in? If your memory is 



rotten, you might even consider taking notes after these meetings – next time you meet this person, 

you want to be able to ask them how they’ve gotten on since you last spoke to them. 

 

Networking events can be:  

a) based on networking itself and open to a wide assortment of professionals, eg: speed 

networking;  

b) aimed at a specific group, e.g.: black professionals, lawyers, programmers who code in 

SQL; 

or c) Based around a specific event or speaker. 

 

Here’s an easy way to get started: 

1. Go to http://meetup.com 

2. Select your city 

3. Select Career & Business 

 

Your comfort zone is a death trap right now, so don’t limit yourself to events that look 

attractive or easy. Start out with a shotgun approach and go to everything you possibly can, where 

you’ll commit to talking to everyone possibly can. You won’t click with every organisation but when 

you do, you’ll be able to make an informed decision about your new group’s strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

From here on out: maintaining your network  
Keep trying to meet new people. Don’t get complacent. This may be the day you meet the 

person who’ll save your bacon in six months’ time. 

Stay in touch. Remember, every relationship counts. 

Help people. Heard of a job you’re too busy to take? See if you can pass it on to one of your 

contacts.  

Answer that email – failing to do so sends the message that you’re too busy for the writer, 

and that’s a snub. Likewise, don’t wait until you need someone to reach out to them. Your mutual 

interests should be a good enough basis to stay in touch. Read an interesting article lately? Send it 

on.  

Don’t take days off. A bit of effort every day will yield rewards. 

Learn to forgive yourself. This may seem odd to mention, but it’s as important a skill as 

anything else on this list. Listen, approaching strangers for help is scary. It puts you in a vulnerable 

position and if it doesn’t come off its way, way too easy to beat yourself up about it. It isn’t going to 

work every time and when it doesn’t, you need to be able to let it go, brush yourself off and try, try, 

try again. 

Remember: nothing ventured, nothing gained. Don’t punish yourself for trying, or you’ll 

never get anywhere. 

And that would be tragic, because if you keep trying, you really can get anywhere you want 

to go. 

 

http://meetup.com/

