The Art and Practice of Effective Networking
Successful networkers are active conduits for relationships. They are always on the look out for opportunities to connect people and resources in ways that are mutually beneficial to the parties involved. NAFE, the National Association of Female Executives, defines networking as "planning and making contacts and sharing information for personal and professional gain." The organization stresses that the process of networking is deliberate, personal and ongoing. Building a web of resources is a life time process that enriches those who connect.

1. Understand the process
Networking is a planned and personal behavior strategy that is engaged 24 hours a day. It is a learned process, not a "chance meeting" that turns out to be helpful in some way. When done right, the time and energy spent building a network comes back many times over.
2. Prepare to stretch your comfort zone
Meeting new people and asking for resources does not come naturally to many people. Understand that others are experiencing the same anxiety that you may feel. With each subsequent event you will meet more people and feel more comfortable.

3. Create a networking strategy
Networking does not happen to you; it happens because of you. Set specific goals regarding how you will build your network. Determine who you want to meet, where you will find them and what you intend to get from the relationship. Be equally strategic about what you have to give to others. Networking is a two-way process of both giving and receiving.

4. Be aware of your time constraints
The most limited resource of busy people is time. Do not plan to attend every event related to your area of interest. Choose those activities that are most likely to yield the outcomes you have outlined in your networking strategy.

5. Get busy 
Attending an event once does not create a network. Plan to become a "regular" at the events that are most strategically important to your goals. Sit in a tactical location. If there is a particular individual you want to meet, find them. Otherwise find a spot where there are plenty of open seats and make yourself comfortable. Avoid sitting with friends.

6. Ask for what you need
If you do not ask, others can not offer resources. You will be surprised at how the "wiring" of networks gets you in touch with the people and resources you require. 

7. Know business card etiquette
Wear a suit or jacket with pockets so business cards are handy. Keep your cards in one pocket and the cards you receive in the other. Do not give or take a business card without a specific purpose to the exchange. Write down the reason for the connection on the back of the card. 

8. Plan your reconnections
Make specific plans to meet with people. Never leave an event saying "let's get together sometime…" Get out your date book and schedule a follow-up meeting. Confirm the meeting a day in advance. If the meeting gets canceled follow through with rescheduling until the connection is made. 

9. Follow-up on your commitments to others
Make every effort to make good on your promises within 48 hours. If that is impossible, follow-up with a status message that indicates when the person can expect the promised outcome. 

10. Say thank you
Always offer a personal thank you gesture to those who have given you help. Emails, telephone calls, note cards, and flowers, are common ways to let someone know that they made a difference in your world. Your gesture should be relative to the level of assistance you were given. There is no need to send flowers to someone who gave you a telephone number, an email will do. However, if that person helped you land the deal of a lifetime, dinner may be in order!

