



Although I was constantly in “unstructured” contact with my network, I applied unsuccessfully more than 40 times for various jobs before I learned to network in a structured way. I strategically activated two contacts. This resulted in two applications, two interviews and one job!


Jacqueline Hirzel (Chief of Staff)


When I set out to change my job, industry, and region—moving from Europe to Asia—it felt like a daunting challenge. Thanks to Carsten’s guidance, I defined my personal brand and, more importantly, learned how to network in a structured and strategic way. One year later, I have successfully relocated to Vietnam and now lead a production facility as managing director. Carsten’s insights and approach were invaluable in making this transition not just possible, but truly successful.


Ramon Hendriks (Managing Director)
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My Path to Becoming a Networking Professional


I was born in London, the son of a diplomat and an art historian. Regular relocation was therefore inevitable for me. I spent my childhood and youth in different countries, different cultures and different school systems. Building friendships was easy for me. Maintaining them, especially after moving to a new country or continent, was very difficult. How could you maintain a friendship if you no longer lived in the same place and didn’t have direct social contact? This gave me an early sense of the resilience of relationships and how to maintain them over distance and time. I also realized that the saying “once in the network, always in the network” always applies. Even after years without contact, people are happy when you get in touch with them again.


It was during my studies at a French university, the HEC Paris, that I first encountered the concept of a network in the form of an association of former students (alumni). This sharpened my awareness of the opportunities offered by organized networks and regular events. When I started my career at a leading German car manufacturer in the late 1990s, my new employer advised me to build up a network. I was told that this was important for my own development and career. I took his advice seriously but had no idea what I was supposed to do or how a network could be built up successfully. Over the next few years, I observed how some of my coworkers made targeted connections with other colleagues, and how they used these contacts to advance their careers faster and more successfully than others. I also saw colleagues who found it much more difficult to build a network and were probably less successful in their careers as a result. Here, too, I learned something new.


Later, during my five years working as the head of human resources at the World Economic Forum (WEF), I experienced the art of networking firsthand. Most readers are probably familiar with the WEF through the annual meeting in Davos, Switzerland. For years, I had the privilege and pleasure of experiencing in Davos how decision-makers from politics, business, academia and civil society met to take a stand on and find solutions to geopolitical and socioeconomic issues. The World Economic Forum offers an ideal framework for exchange. Even though the official events are reserved for top decision-makers, the mix of personalities and characteristics at the various hierarchical levels do not differ greatly from one another. There are introverts as well as extroverts at every level, “thinkers” as well as “doers,” entrepreneurs, business leaders, politicians, scientists, people from Asia, Europe, Africa or the American continent, young and old. The meaning and added value of dialogue between individual decision-makers was always obvious to me. I admired the ease with which some people seemed to seek out conversations with strangers and quickly find a basis for a targeted exchange.


Even though I was able to observe the lively discussions from up close, I initially recognized no system, no technique, no unifying approach that distinguished successful from unsuccessful networking.


I began with a set of questions that many of us quietly carry: Is networking something you’re born with, or can it be learned? Is it only for the outgoing, or can introverts enjoy it too? Does purposeful, benefit-driven networking only happen in exclusive circles like the World Economic Forum, or can it be sparked anywhere, in everyday life? At the heart of it all was one driving point of curiosity: Is there a universal approach—simple, practical and transferable—that can turn anyone into a skilled, confident networker, regardless of their background or personality?


The World Economic Forum offered a unique lens. Surrounded by some of the world’s most connected people, I had the chance to watch, question and decode how high-impact relationships are built. What I discovered—and what I share in this book—is that networking isn’t an exclusive art. It’s a craft. And it can be learned. With the right mindset and tools, along with a bit of courage, anyone can master it.


Over the years, I’ve had the chance to work with people across industries, sectors and leadership levels, supporting them through more than ten thousand one-on-one consultations. In that time, I didn’t just apply networking methods—I shaped them, tested them, refined them. What emerged is something I now call Structured Networking—a practical, powerful approach that turns connections into solutions.


My clients came to me with very different challenges, yet one truth kept surfacing: No one solves big problems alone.


There was the seasoned executive, highly successful and suddenly laid off after yet another corporate restructuring. Despite his credentials, perusing job boards led nowhere. There was the project manager with a life-changing medical innovation, ready to launch in Latin America yet paralyzed by the region’s underfunded healthcare systems. And there was the CEO of a values-driven company, eager to co-create a sustainable business, yet unsure whom to trust—or even where to start looking for the right partners.


What connected them all? They had plenty of ideas, effort and ambition. What they didn’t have: people. A connector. A door opener. A trusted guide. A bridge to the right opportunity.


With the Structured Networking strategies I’ve developed, tested and taught, each of these individuals—and thousands more—have found their way forward. They have connected with the people who held the missing pieces. They have turned setbacks into momentum. They have built meaningful progress—not just for themselves, but often for others, too.


And now, this book is your guide to doing the same thing.


In this book, I share the full framework of Structured Networking—step by step, story by story. You’ll learn how to build and activate a network with intention and impact, whether you’re pursuing personal goals, driving innovation within your organization, or creating value for your community or society at large.


Chapters two to ten end with key takeaways and reflection questions designed to help you put the ideas into action—right away.


No more guesswork. No more wandering through the fog. From here on out, you’ll use networking not just as a tool, but as a strategy. One that can unlock doors, change lives and shape futures—including your own.


It is my personal desire to share with you, the reader, the context, the background knowledge and the many tips and tricks that have proved useful, valuable and even game-changing in my work with clients over the years. All of the examples come from my consulting practice. I am deeply convinced that networking, properly understood, strengthens the community, creates win-win situations and connects people in a positive way: “No one wins alone!” With this in mind: Let’s get started together!
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PART A: NETWORKING—THE SHORTCUT TO SUCCESS










Chapter One No One Wins Alone: This Book in the Context of the History of Networking




Interpersonal Relationships: A Brief History of Networking


In the early days of humanity, personal networks or ecosystems1 consisted mainly of the small communities in which interpersonal connections were forged through shared experiences, proximity and family ties. These communities, whether tribes or villages, formed the fabric of society and facilitated the exchange of goods, ideas and culture. In such close-knit environments, networking was relatively straightforward; people knew each other personally,2 and trust was built up over time.


In these communities, certain norms and values helped to ensure cohesion:




Trust and Loyalty


Building and maintaining trust is of the utmost importance in the inner circle. The concept of an “inner circle” (which usually includes friends and family) and an “outer circle” (everyone else a person knows) can be found in many forms of society, both historical and contemporary. Loyalty to the group and its members is highly valued and is often cultivated through shared experiences and mutual understanding.







Reciprocity


Reciprocity is a fundamental aspect of relationships within the inner circle. Individuals are expected to offer support and help to others within the group—and they can expect that this will be reciprocated when needed.







Hierarchy and Respect


Within the inner circle, there may be informal hierarchies based on age, seniority or expertise; respect is owed to those in positions of power.







Inclusivity


Although the inner circle is by definition exclusive, members can actively seek to include others who share similar values, goals or interests and thus expand the circle over time.


Over the centuries and with the development of civilizations, networks became increasingly complex due to several factors. Urbanization led to the growth of cities, where anonymity replaced familiarity and it became more difficult to establish meaningful connections. In addition, the emergence of empires and trade routes expanded the potential scope of networks. However, this also presented challenges such as language barriers and different cultural norms. Social hierarchies emerged, networks became stratified and access to certain circles was restricted.


The Industrial Revolution marked a significant shift in the dynamics of networking. Mass migration to cities and the emergence of large companies created new opportunities for networking, while also increasing competition and fostering impersonal relationships.


With the advent of modern technology, communication became faster and more far-reaching. From messages sent by telegraph in the mid-19th century to the permanent connectivity of today’s internet, humankind has constantly adapted its way of life to changing interaction possibilities.


Today, terms such as “artificial intelligence,” “cloud and edge computing” and “the Internet of Things” represent the effort to enable a constantly growing number of technical networks. However, I believe that without the interpersonal tools of networking, the infinite possibilities of technological networking will remain largely untapped.


Targeted, productive networking with the right person is essential for solving our private, economic and socioeconomic problems. This book therefore introduces the concept of Structured Networking, which is based on establishing and maintaining sustainable interpersonal connections.










The Structure of the Book


This book consists of three parts and a total of ten chapters.


Part A, made up of chapters one to five, illustrates the basics of Structured Networking. These chapters introduce all the relevant concepts that are necessary for successful networking and offer concrete instructions for applying them to your own life.


Part B describes five areas of application for networking competence: networking events (chapter six), job-hunting (chapter seven), networking within your own place of employment (chapter eight), networking between different organizations to solve common problems (chapter nine) and social cooperation in the form of public-private partnerships (chapter ten).


Part C summarizes all relevant information briefly and concisely for speed-readers.


All three parts contain a variety of useful formulations, questions, checklists, reflection exercises and suggestions.


Throughout the book, we will examine three interconnected networking roles:




	The Seeker receives specific instructions on how to use other people’s networks in a targeted and successful way for specific objectives.


	The Connector learns tips and tricks on how to best fulfill this role and learns why they can be the link between Seeker and Giver (see below).


	The Giver is shown how to derive personal, social and economic benefits from supporting others who have networking requests.





[image:  The three networking roles are symbolically represented on a schematic upper body: The Seeker with the eye, the Connector with the heart and the Giver with the hand. Two arrows to the right and left of the body indicate the interconnection between the roles.]

Fig. 1.1: The three networking roles






By exploring and connecting all three roles, this book reveals a powerful insight: To truly thrive in today’s interconnected world, you must not only understand these roles—you must embrace them all. Whether you’re acting as a Seeker, a Giver, or a Connector, your unique combination of these roles becomes the foundation for building and growing your personal brand within any network. You are not just part of the network—you are the network.


This book is your practical guide to harnessing the full potential of networks—not just as a concept, but as a living, breathing tool for real-world impact. It shows you how networks can drive innovation, strengthen resilience and create a more inclusive environment, while also advancing the success of individuals, teams and entire organizations. Whether you’re navigating a career transition, launching a bold idea or trying to create meaningful change, networks are no longer optional—they are essential.


This book is for anyone who has ever looked at a complex problem and realized: “I can’t solve this alone.” Because the truth is, most of the challenges that matter—personally, professionally and societally—can’t be tackled in isolation. They require insight, support, collaboration and trust. They require people. One person may not have the whole answer, but the right network does.


Above all, this book is an invitation to let go of the fear, doubt or hesitation that may have held you back from networking in the past. It will help you replace that hesitation with curiosity, courage and clarity. Networking isn’t about being pushy or self-promotional—it’s about being purposeful. It’s about building meaningful relationships that lead to shared success.


Let this book be the spark that changes how you connect—and what becomes possible because of it.





1 A socioeconomic ecosystem refers to partnerships between organizations that allow joint solutions to problems that cannot be solved by one organization on its own.


2 See Dunbar’s number, the theoretical “cognitive limit” on the number of people with whom an individual can maintain social relationships. This concept was developed by psychologist Robin Dunbar.













Chapter Two Win-Win: Meaning and Joy Through Connection


While many think of networking primarily in terms of exchanging business cards or casual interactions at social events, the concept of Structured Networking has a deeper meaning in an increasingly connected world.


I see Structured Networking as a deeper form of connection that aims to joyfully help others while promoting personal and professional growth—in both myself and those around me. When done in a structured way, networking becomes a powerful tool not only for individual success, but also for the common good of people, organizations and society in general. Accordingly, I define Structured Networking as follows:


Structured Networking is a deliberate, results-oriented approach to building personal and professional relationships that focuses on intentionality and reciprocity.




Structured Networking Creates Trusting Connections


Above all, Structured Networking means recognizing the value of human connections and the potential they have to create positive change. In contrast to the somewhat discredited concept of “knowing the right people,” which mostly focuses on what you can gain from relationships, Structured Networking emphasizes the mutual benefits and long-term value of relationships. It’s about building trust, nurturing genuine connections and working for the success and well-being of others—and being happy about it.


This purpose of Structured Networking is the guiding principle that directs our actions toward meaningful interaction with others. It functions as the inner compass that encourages us to seek opportunities to connect with others—not only for our own benefit, but also to offer support, share knowledge and provide help where it is needed. This type of networking prioritizes the needs and goals of others as well as our own. It is based on the firm belief that “you and I together” can achieve more than “one of us alone.”







Structured Networking Is Intentional Networking


A key element of this form of networking is therefore intentionality. This means consciously thinking about which people you want to network with and for what reasons. Rather than casting a wide net in the hope of getting something in return, Structured Networking is about specifically identifying people and groups whose values, goals and interests align with your own. It’s about building relationships that are meaningful and mutually beneficial.


Doing so requires a genuine interest in the lives and careers of others. This means taking the time to understand their needs, challenges and aspirations and thinking about how you can contribute to their success. Whether by offering advice, providing resources or simply lending a sympathetic ear, Structured Networking is cultivated through acts of kindness and generosity.


In this context, the idea of giving back becomes particularly relevant. By helping others without expecting anything in return, you create a chain reaction of goodwill that can lead to unexpected opportunities and connections. This approach not only strengthens your network but also helps you build a reputation for trustworthiness and reliability (see chapter three).







Structured Networking Runs On Empathy and Reciprocity


Empathy plays a crucial role in Structured Networking. It enables people to connect on a deeper level by understanding the emotions, needs and perspectives of others. Empathy fosters a sense of community and of belonging, which are essential components of strong, lasting relationships. When people feel understood and valued, they are more likely to reciprocate the support they receive, creating a cycle of positive interactions.


However, reciprocity should not be seen as a quid pro quo arrangement with a careful balance of one favor given in return for another, but rather as the natural outcome of genuine connections. When one person offers help or support, it often inspires others to do the same, strengthening the entire network. This kind of reciprocity is based on mutual respect and a shared commitment to each other’s success. It transforms networking from a self-serving activity into a collaborative effort that benefits everyone. So when I help someone in my network, I don’t expect anything in return from that person directly, but trust that I too will receive support over time from various places in my network.







Structured Networking Enables Diverse Successes at All Levels


The results of Structured Networking go far beyond individual relationships. In a broader context, this kind of networking contributes to community development, entrepreneurship and even social change. Networks built on trust, empathy and a shared purpose are more resilient and able to effectively tackle common challenges. They foster innovation, collaboration and a spirit of cooperation that can lead to transformative outcomes.


In professional environments, networking can lead to more meaningful professional development. People who are connected by shared values and goals are more likely to work together on projects that align with their passions and expertise. This not only increases job satisfaction but also leads to higher-quality work and greater professional fulfillment.


In addition, networking has the potential to create opportunities for mentoring and learning. Experienced professionals can offer guidance and support to beginners, while newcomers bring fresh perspectives and ideas. This exchange of knowledge and experience enriches the entire network and makes it a valuable resource for everyone involved.







Structured Networking Has Advantages for All Three Networking Roles


A quick reminder: I use the term “Seeker” to describe the person who uses networking to search for something—perhaps an answer, specific knowledge, a particular contact or their next professional step. The “Connector” is a link between the Seeker and the Giver (the person being sought). The “Giver” in turn has what the Seeker is searching for—the solution to their Task.


The advantages of networking are most obvious from the Seeker’s perspective. After all, this person is looking for a solution to a problem and has decided to approach their network for support. If the Seeker’s network ultimately connects them with a suitable Giver, this can lead to the solution to their problem. The Seeker and Giver decide together whether they will solve the Task together.


But networking also offers a number of advantages for the other two roles, those of Connector and Giver. For example, the Connector can:




	Help the Seeker and find satisfaction in this (personal advantage)


	Strengthen their own visibility in the network (personal advantage)


	Possibly earn something as a successful Connector (see Network Search Premium) (personal advantage)


	Provide another Connector with an interesting network contact (network advantage)


	Send a relevant Task to the Giver (network advantage)





Networking also offers advantages for the Giver, who can:




	Help the Seeker and find satisfaction in this (personal advantage)


	Gain access to a potentially relevant Task (personal advantage)


	Get a new opportunity to earn money (personal advantage)


	Strengthen their own reputation as a networker (personal advantage)


	Pass on their own knowledge (altruistic advantage)










Structured Networking Unleashes the Power of Networking


I would like to emphasize once again that I only connect people with each other if I am asked to do so, if the requested networking is logical from my own point of view, and/or if it has the potential of being beneficial for at least one of the people involved. I do not network people primarily to gain an advantage for myself.


However, my experience shows that actively and regularly connecting other people often leads to me being connected by other people myself (often without asking). These are often people who have received help from others in the network and who understand the real value in connecting and being connected. These people, who were perhaps previously only active as Seekers, now become Connectors or Givers. Over the years, this has enabled me to develop a broad, exciting and multifaceted network that includes people I would otherwise never have come into contact with.


I have never expected anything in return for my networking activities. But the amazing thing is that at some point, something does come in return—often from a completely different corner than you would have expected. This is the Power of Networking.







Structured Networking Is the Critical Boost for Technological Connection


Technological connection, for example through social media, offers a wide range of opportunities for establishing contacts and communicating. However, these technical tools alone do not automatically make networking successful. Mere virtual networking creates connections, but not real relationships. Successful networking requires far more than just collecting contacts: As described above, it is about building authentic, trusting relationships based on shared interests, values and goals. In other words, we need to transform purely virtual, technology-based connections into Structured Networking. Technical platforms are tools that may facilitate the first step of establishing contact and help us to manage our network, but they are no substitute for the human interaction and personal skills needed to maintain and deepen these connections. After all, what good is it being technologically connected with everyone if I don’t know how to approach an individual person who might be able to help me?


The technical platform provides the infrastructure, but it is personal skills such as communication, empathy and strategic thinking that create the real added value of networking.


Networking therefore requires more than just clicking the “Connect” button. It requires commitment, time and the ability to transform a digital connection into a genuine, value-adding relationship. Without these skills, technological connections remain an untapped potential. It is only through the art of networking that this potential can be fully realized.







Conclusion


When based on a desire to connect and help people, networking transforms from a mere strategy for personal gain to a powerful force for good. By approaching networking with intentionality, empathy and a commitment to reciprocity, you can build meaningful relationships that benefit not only yourself, but your entire community. Networking goes beyond simply expanding your contact list: it’s about creating a network of support, collaboration and shared success that has the potential to drive positive change on a larger scale. In this light, networking becomes not just a means to an end, but a meaningful journey of connecting and contributing.







Reflection and Impulse Questions on Chapter Two


The following questions are an invitation to reflect on your experiences with networking and become aware of your own behavior when networking.


Describe your experience and attitude toward networking to a good friend.




	How easy or difficult do you find it to build and maintain networking relationships? Why? How has this developed for you over time? What factors have influenced this development?


	Do you find it easy or difficult to approach strangers? Why? Are there situations in which this is easier or harder for you?


	How intentional and structured is your current networking, in both your professional and private life?





Then ask your friend to summarize in one sentence how they would describe your networking behavior.


In this book, we distinguish between three networking roles, Seeker, Connector and Giver. Think of situations in which you have taken on each role: Seeker—because you asked for help, Connector—because you connected other people, Giver—because you provided help.




	How many situations do you spontaneously remember for each role? Make a note of the ratio.


	Put yourself back into these situations and roles. How did they feel? Write down the dominant feelings connected to each role.


	Imagine yourself in the situations again, but this time in the role(s) of the other person(s). How do you think they felt? Write down the dominant feelings for each role.


	
Compare your feelings—or the feelings of the other people—for each of the roles. What do you notice?





Look at your current networking opportunities and make notes on them.




	In which structures, clubs or organizations do you currently have the opportunity to network?


	Which platforms, tools or technologies do you use for networking?


	What other networking opportunities are you aware of that you do not currently have access to or actively use?





Based on your answers to the questions above, consider the following:




	On a scale of 0 to 100, where 0 represents a complete lack of networking skills and 100 describes a networking professional, where would you place yourself?


	Where would you like to develop to on this scale?





Formulate a concrete goal for how, with the help of this book, you want to shape your networking behavior in the future—your vision for your development as a networker.
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