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Welcome, friends!

You are probably reading this book because networking is not your favorite thing. I get it. There are so many reasons to hate networking. 

If you dare to peek at the Table of Contents, you will see a laundry list of things we don’t like about networking, from icky feelings to not knowing what to say, from fear of social media to the horrors of being cornered by a bore.

If you hate networking, I want you to feel seen and validated. I am with you. Networking, as we have been taught to do it, can suck. 

And yet, I still want you to build a network. Why? 

Because I truly believe that a treasure trove of success and well-being becomes available to you by being in the community of others. That is all networking is. Connecting with other people you genuinely like and respect. 

What a relief!

I blame smarmy glad-handers for giving networking a bad reputation, but we can’t let those bozos keep us from having nice things. Just in my own life, my network has given me couches to sleep on and shoulders to cry on. Friends have helped me move, colleagues have opened professional doors, and people I barely know have given me quantities of good advice. There’s solid scientific evidence that strong social connections improve success, happiness, and even our lifespan. Making connections is in our DNA, and it is gold.

Here’s more good news: 

Almost everything you have been taught about networking is wrong. It doesn’t work and you don’t have to do it. 

What do you have to do to reap all these wonderful benefits?

You just have to hate networking a little bit less.

That’s it. Because if you hate networking less, you will do it a little more, and that’s all it takes to make a difference.

To hate networking less, you need practical tips, a few scripts to carry you over the awkward bits, and a handful of strategies to make it all a little easier and a lot more productive.

I’ve got you covered. 

Don’t feel obliged to read this book cover to cover; in fact, choosing your own adventure is encouraged. There is no one right way to use this book, just as there’s no one right way to network. There are only strategies to try. You get to discover what works for you and double-down on that. You also get to take stuff you hate off your to-do list forever. Let’s say you test out a couple of strategies and discover, yup, you still don’t like cocktail parties. Good to know! You never have to go to another one. You can create a vibrant network at home in your PJs if that’s your jam. 

Which leads me to...

TIP #1 – Don’t Give Up on All Networking Because You Hate Some Networking

I have the best news for you:

Networking works best when you are having fun. 

Which means that doing something big that you dislike will not be nearly as effective as doing something small that you enjoy. So don’t let anyone tell you that you have to go to parties/be on social media/join boards/smile more/whatever. And don’t take anything I say as marching orders! Well, except maybe this motto: “Make it Easy. Make it fun.”

Make it easy so you’ll do it. Make it fun so you’ll do it again.

TIP #2 – Simplify, Fun-ify

“Make it Easy, Make it Fun” works particularly well when you decide to go to something – a family wedding, a professional conference – that you are not looking forward to. While I’m all about saying No to things you dread, sometimes we don’t want to deal with the consequences of not going to an event. That’s okay! The trick is to find a way to make the event itself less awful. How? Add your flavor of joy to it.

You are already an expert at knowing what makes you happier. Lean into that! I give a lot of suggestions throughout the book; riff off of them as well as your own past success to add bespoke fun and ease to any situation. You have full permission to do whatever it takes so you don’t have to white-knuckle your way through Thanksgiving with your far-flung family. (Yes! All the links are hot. You can start wherever you like and choose your own adventure for the tricks and scripts that will be most useful to you.)

How This Book is Laid Out:

Bite-sized chapters are organized around broad categories like Common Challenges, Networking in Person, and Easy Mindset Shifts. Feel free to dip in and read whatever strikes your fancy – or strikes fear in your heart. Chapters are short, tips are abundant, and strategies are designed to be practical and easy to try. 

This is not a to-do list. You don’t have to do everything (or anything) outlined in this book. I invite you to give a few strategies a whirl and see what works for you. Most of the time, small efforts yield big results. Other times, you may want to do something big and bold to meet the kinds of people who will help you move forward in your life and career. We also tackle special case scenarios, such as when you are hunting for a job.

I included a collection of top tips to make all kinds of networking easier – a grab-bag of ways to not just hate networking less, but maybe even enjoy it more. And if you want practical advice on how to get started or what a networking plan of attack might look like, in the last chapters, I map out different game plans to build a network. This is not a magic formula! You don’t have to follow the recipe exactly. Just getting started is the secret sauce. Once you’re in motion, it becomes easier and (dare I suggest it?) even fun.

Your network is a web of mutually beneficial relationships. You invest in them, they invest in you, and together we all live happier, healthier, more fulfilling lives. And while this book may not make you love networking, remember you don’t have to love it in order to reap the benefits.

You just have to hate it less.
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Common Challenges
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​I Don’t Wanna Network!
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This chapter is going to make your life So. Much. Easier.

The problem: We think networking events are things like cocktail parties or three-day conferences, filled with meaningless conversations and pressure to be witty or clever. 

Ugh. 

The solution: We’re wrong. 

Yay! 

Networking is everything from quilting bees to role-playing campaigns, pizza nights to potlucks, virtual catch-ups to painting parties. It all counts. Networking is connecting, and the most effective connections happen when you’re having fun. 

TIP #1 – Take Things You Hate Off Your List

I don’t like cocktail parties. I’m sure they are the height of glamor for many people, but they leave me cold. Bars, also, are not my thing. The fact that I don’t drink probably has something to do with it, although I am grateful that bartenders no longer blink when I order a Shirley Temple. For the most part, however, I give events that are centered around alcohol a miss. 

And you know what? That makes my networking more effective, not less.

By knocking out things I don’t like to do, I have more energy to engage with the things I do enjoy, like meeting friends at an improv show or having people over for lunch on my patio. I have zero guilt turning down an invitation when I know I won’t be my best self at the event because there are plenty of other places where I can show up authentically. Maybe you don’t like events that include a lot of people. No problem! Focus your networking on small-group get-togethers. Or maybe you’re most comfortable in nature. Allow yourself to decline indoor gatherings and join, say, a birding group or a hiking club. (Having tagged along many times with my birding husband, I can tell you that bird watchers tend to be low-key friendly and happy to help newcomers.)

Bottom line: you don’t have to feel obliged to go to events you don’t enjoy. Embrace the freedom.

TIP #2 – Stop Calling it Networking

‘Networking’ has a lot of baggage. Sure, you could work through all of our societal stereotypes and change your mind about networking as a whole, but, gosh, that sounds like a lot of work... 

Maybe just stop calling it ‘networking.’

Start thinking of it as ‘connecting’ instead. Today, send an email to reconnect with an old friend. Make a work connection by showing the new guy how to use the photocopier. Bolster a loose connection at the gym by asking an acquaintance to spot you.

Tune into ways you are already connecting with the people around you. Forget ‘networking.’ Only connect.

TIP #3 – Have Different Buckets of Friends

Instead of thinking of your network as some vast, amorphous web, sort your relationships into different buckets of friends based on shared interests. You can have your book club friends, your writer friends, your fishing friends, your college friends, and your volunteer friends... None of them might be your ride or die friends, and that’s fine. In fact, it brings up an important point:

The English language does not have enough words for “people we know and like.” Sure, there are colleagues and peers, acquaintances and besties, but the biggest blanket is “friend.” That one word has to cover a lot of ground. 

Don’t worry about the label. Stop spending any mental energy on, “is this person a friend or a close acquaintance?” For the purposes of hating networking less, there’s great value in thinking of everyone as “someone who wishes you well.” Why? Because once you see people in that light, it becomes easier to connect with them. Keep the bar to entry low.

Loose ties are an important part of the ecosystem. Surprisingly, studies have shown that loose connections are more likely to provide you with info on job opportunities or introduce you to a potential life partner than your inner circle is, not because they care more, but because they care just enough – and there are so many of them! The sum of their own networks is vast, giving them as a group a lot more (and more diverse) resources than your inner circle will have access to. 

And while all of that is a good reason to have lots of different buckets of friends and acquaintances, that’s not even the best part of this approach. To me, every group of friends represents a different identity: I have Mommy friends, Writer friends, Gaming friends, Family friends, College friends... I get to be different versions of myself, all real, all genuine, with different people. 

Finally, having many different communities creates a wide and varied social base, which gives your life greater resilience when something goes wrong. You may be shocked – shocked! – to learn that relationships sometimes include drama. People are going to people. That’s not a reason not to network; in fact, it’s a great reason to network more. When one group of friends is going through a tricky phase, it’s reassuring to be able to hang out with a completely different group. This is yet another way in which a strong network can make your life better.

TIP #4 – Ditch the Crowds

For a lot of us, crowds are unnerving. They’re loud, they’re intimidating... They are also completely unnecessary when it comes to networking. You can connect with people one-on-one or in small groups, which I personally think is the Goldilocks zone.

To me, a gathering of four to seven people at a time is ideal: they bring enough energy that no one has to work too hard to keep the conversation lively, but you still have the chance to get to know each other as individuals. Look for opportunities for smaller, quieter gatherings: join local groups, which tend to be smaller than national organizations; choose cafés rather than bars for meetups; grab a friend or two and attend talent night at the local guitar store rather than going to a club. You and a friend can plan lunch together and each invite one or two others so that everyone has someone they know and someone new in the mix. A small group is not a heavy lift.

Sometimes you can’t control how many people will be at an event, but you can control how much you interact with the crowd. For instance, if you decide to go to something like a company party, ditch the idea of “working the room.” Instead, reach out to a couple of colleagues and agree to introduce each other to one other person at the event. Personal introductions are a great strategy for smoothing out the awkwardness of meeting someone new. You can also embrace being a wallflower: head for the quietest part of the room and hang out with the others who have done the same. A good opening line could be something like, “Wow, it’s nice to get away from the crowd for a moment. Mind if I join you?” You’re allowed to find a friend and talk to them. Networking doesn’t mean shaking hands with strangers and kissing babies; catching up with people you know and like counts. The bottom line is, if you decide to go to something big, you are allowed to do what it takes to carve a small slice of community from the big crowd. 

BITE-SIZED STRATEGY 

Think of something you enjoy: baking, jogging, scrapbooking. What would it take to do that with other people? Text a few friends and suggest a bowling night. Enroll in a craft class at a community college. Join a local choir. Organize your stamp collection while chatting with a similarly-occupied friend on speakerphone. Every year, a couple of days before Thanksgiving, a few of my oldest friends join me on Zoom; we all chat while baking pies in our own kitchens, scattered across the country. It can be as low-key as you like.

Take one action to do one thing you enjoy in the company of other people. It’s all networking, it all counts, so you might as well have fun.  
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​I Need a Better Reason
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I don’t know about you, but one thing that keeps me from networking is a comfy couch. And jammies. And a whodunnit. Okay, that’s three things. And I’m just warming up.

Sometimes the hardest part about networking is getting out the door. 

Relax. This is not a ‘you’ problem.

It has been drummed into us that networking is the key to success... but do they define success? Nope. It’s this vague mist of promised rainbows and sunshine – or money/status/joy – that hangs around fogging up our glasses. Most people, when asked why they feel they have to go to a networking event or be on social media, have no good answer. Dead silence is a common response, followed closely by, “Because I should.” Hardly a rallying cry.

Seriously. It’s not you.

But – and this is the part that’s magic – when you have an actual, juicy reason to network, not only will it get you moving, but it will also spur others to help. People want to be part of something fun or important or interesting. All they need is that little bit of guidance, a tasty carrot to follow. 

The clearer you can be about why you’re networking, the easier it is to gather the troops and point them (and you) in the right direction. And the juicier it is, the more fun you will all have going after it.

Let’s make our lives easier by defining a clear, compelling reason to network.

TIP #1 – Let Yourself Be Excited

We want lots of things, but not everything we want excites us. I want clean teeth, but while I may search out plastic-free floss, I can’t honestly say I’m jazzed about it. 

Do yourself a favor and choose a reason to network that lights you up. Not only will you be more excited about networking if you can envision a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, but your sparkle will also make other people more excited to network with you. Enthusiasm is engaging; share it generously. 

You may have to be firm with yourself here. We default to picking goals we think we need, rather than ones we want. There is nothing energizing about a workman-like goal. I had a client who wanted a job – which is a great thing to want! But saying, “I’m looking for a job” did not light him up, and it was too vague to get other people engaged. Shifting the immediate project from the thing he needed – a job – to the thing he wanted, which was to help nonprofits maximize their impact, reminded him of his passion and set the tone for more meaningful conversations. Create positive energy around your goal.

TIP #2 – Go on a Quest

Choosing something concrete that you are looking for will always make networking easier. People love nothing better than to help you towards a clear finish line, and a small, concrete goal can be in service of your larger goal. For instance, if you’re looking to make new friends or find some clients, that is a great reason to network, but it’s uncomfortable to go around asking fellow parents at the PTA meeting to be your new bestie. (Obviously, you will not do this.) On the other hand, if you walk into a mixer looking for a Thai restaurant recommendation or suggestions on how your tech skills might be of use to a local community group, you will likely find five or six people who have useful information, suggestions, or advice – a pop of conversation. One or more of these people might be someone you look forward to seeing again. Your conversation becomes a steppingstone to developing a friendship or business relationship. 

In other words, the result of “making friends” or “finding clients” emerges from the quest of looking for something else. An engaging quest is one that lights you up and offers others a way to contribute to you. 

Example: You are new in town and would like to find new friends. You love to hike, so you would be particularly excited to find someone to hike with. When someone asks you what you’re up to, you can say something like: “I love to hike! Top of my list now that I’m unpacked is finding out where the best local hikes are.” 

That’s specific enough to nudge people into putting on the correct thinking cap, open enough that they can offer a variety of useful information, and small enough that a complete stranger might feel comfortable popping into the conversation with info on a local hiking group.

Your job is to listen with lively interest. That’s it. That’s the return on investment you provide when someone is generous enough to give you advice. Listening is a superpower.

The size of the thing you want has no relationship to how fun the quest can be. If you are on a quest to find the perfect, comfortable shoes for your job waiting tables, that can be as engaging as finding a location to shoot your first feature film. What matters is that you frame it as fun – as an adventure, not a slog.

TIP #3 – Wear One Hat

Let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, I was handed a business card by a gentleman who’d heard I needed a plumber. We chatted briefly, he seemed perfectly pleasant, and then I looked down at the card in my hand.

It wasn’t a card for a plumber. The information was for a tree-trimming business.

He saw I was confused, so he reached out and turned the card over. On the other side was the information about his plumbing business. One card, both companies.

My friends, I did not hire this man. He may have been the bee’s knees, but I was never going to hire a tree-trimmer to replace my pipes. By trying to be two things at once, he set up dueling – and confusing – identities. 

Your own business cards may not be evil twins, but you probably want to do many different things in this world. Which I love for you! Just not while you’re networking.

Pick one project or goal – I use the words interchangeably – that you are excited about and want to move forward. I recommend sticking with one, singular goal for a month, but if that feels too hard, start with one goal per networking event. Before you leave your house or fire up your computer, choose the one hat you’ll wear that day.

Launching your business. Figuring out your next career move. Fundraising for the local animal shelter. Planning a family reunion. Editing your documentary. 

People will figure out who you are by what you do. Stay on point. 

Bonus Tip: Have a Clear Finish Line

Wanting “more” of something – or “some” or “less” – is mushy. Mushy is not energizing. Drill down. Find a number. Clarity motivates.

You want six new clients. You want to get perspectives on your new industry from five people over the next three weeks. You want to double your network. You want to find the best croissant in Paris. (And when you do, clue me in!)

Give yourself a specific, measurable goal so that everyone can cheer when you cross the finish line.

BITE-SIZED STRATEGY

Don’t worry if you’ve picked the “right” reason to network. There is no single right reason, there are no magic words, no perfect way to present yourself, and no ideal hat to wear. 

This is great news! You can stop worrying about perfection and pick something, anything, that you genuinely want. 

Pick one project. For the rest of today, wear that hat exclusively. You might suddenly find yourself antsy, second-guessing and wanting to switch projects. Resist. This isn’t a forever decision; you’re allowed to pick a different project tomorrow or next week. See what happens when you line everything up behind one identity. 
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​I Don’t Know What To Say
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“So, what do you do?”

Are there five more maddening words in the English language?

First of all, we do everything. Our lives are filled with a variety of duties, accomplishments, and to-do lists. As Calvin said to his tiger Hobbes, the days are just packed.

Second, talking about our work doesn’t come naturally. We’ve never been taught how, so we tend to fumble and stumble. We may throw out a job title as a lifeline, but that often backfires:

“So, what do you do?”

“I’m a writer.”

“Oh. Have you written anything I’ve read?”

“Probably not.”

“Oh...”

I worked with someone who was a stand-up comedian. Their intro conversation was even more painful:

“So, what do you do?”

“I’m a stand-up comedian.”

“Oh. Say something funny!”

Hell. On. Earth.

The truth is, no matter what job you have, if you open with a job title, you will end up talking about the weather — and no one wants to talk about the weather. 

So why is a job title such a terrible shorthand? 

Because no one knows what it means. Even something like a teacher or a dentist, which you’d think we’d all grasp, we don’t understand beyond a surface level. We default instead to the most basic or stereotypical question, one that is generally no fun to answer, and we miss out on connecting over the deep heart of contribution we all make in the world.

Case in point: my dentist doesn’t “look at teeth all day.” His exceptional level of care alleviates pain, prevents chronic illnesses from developing, and can buy patients years of life by detecting mouth cancer at a very early stage. 

Can you imagine what wonderful conversations could be had with complete strangers if we weren’t sidetracked by job titles?

Happily, there is a solution. 

TIP #1 – Talk About a Project

Instead of relying on a job title, focus on a project. What’s something you’ve recently finished, are working on, or plan to tackle that shows you off in the way you want to be seen? For instance:


›  “I just finished creating an app to help new parents get more sleep.”

›  “I’m developing a coaching program to help corporations cut their turnover in half.”

›  “I’m part of a team launching a probe to find water on Mars.”



Pick a project that shows off a skill, arena, or persona you want to be known for.

I want you to really grasp this: you do not have to answer, “So, what have you been up to?” with an account of how you spent the last month redesigning the office filing system (unless you’d like to be seen for your mad organizational skills, in which case, go for it). You are not locked into answering that question with a recap of your day-to-day. You get to decide in advance how you want people to see you. 

What skills are you proud of? Pick a project that shows them off. 


›  “I just redesigned a website for a nonprofit spay and neuter organization.” 

›  “I just helped the CEO of a start-up write her TEDx talk.” 

›  “I’m in the middle of revamping the art curriculum at our elementary school.” 



Notice how talking about a project sets up a conversation that allows you to talk more deeply about a skill you rock? That’s a fun chat to have. Projects open the door to talk about more than one arena: website design, but also nonprofits; start-ups and keynotes; art and education. And the automatic persona you take on when you talk about a project is that you are someone who makes things happen. What could be more engaging than that?

Best of all, it’s true! We speak with a different authority when we speak the truth. Choosing a project that lights you up and shows off the skills you want seen not only sparks a fun conversation, it also helps you relax and enjoy yourself. 

TIP #2 – Make it News

Human beings love news! We are primed to pay attention to the new and exciting. Whatever you choose to say about yourself, preface it with a few words to give it immediacy. Here are some great openings:


›  “I just finished...”

›  “I just started...”

›  “I’m developing...”

›  “I’m just back from...”

›  “I’ve been asked to...”



The exact words don’t matter. Any phrase that works for you to signal ‘new’ also signals ‘exciting.’

Tip #3 – Put it Together: The Logline

I’ve tossed in a lot of sample scripts in this chapter and the next to answer the ‘what do you do?’ and ‘what have you been up to?’ questions. These one-sentence answers are often called a logline or an elevator pitch. Both are terms borrowed from the entertainment industry, where you have only a few sentences in which to pitch your film or TV project. It’s a useful framework because it forces you to be concise. Keeping it to one sentence means:

“Right now, I’m...” + Project + One Detail.

That’s it. 

This works because, bless our hearts, human beings have short attention spans. 

The more you talk, the less they hear. You may have to work to get it down to a sentence, but it’s worth the effort. We think we need to give lots of backstory to help people understand what we do, but the opposite is true. People become engaged when they are given a small amount of clear information and are allowed to draw conclusions themselves. Trust your audience to be smart enough to connect the dots. 

If you do give too much information, that can lead to brain overload; a dead giveaway is if their eyes glaze over. You’re not boring them! You simply gave them too many details to process. Giving too little information, on the other hand, is not that big of a deal. In fact, it allows them to ask a clarifying question, which keeps the conversation rolling. When in doubt, err on the side of brevity. 

BITE-SIZED STRATEGY

No matter what else gets talked about, there’s a 99% chance that someone will ask you the equivalent of, “So, what do you do?” Having a logline ready to go reduces anxiety. It’s one strategy I encourage everyone to lean into. 


›  “So, what do you do?”

“Right now, I’m having a wonderful time designing my sister’s wedding dress.”



›  “What have you been up to?”

“I just got my certification! I’m now a public notary.”



›  “How are you?”

“Great! I just released a new webinar on how to navigate Medicare. I’m excited to help people through the maze.”



You are not trying to sell anyone wedding dresses, notary services, or your webinar. You are simply offering people a cue that could lead to the type of conversation you want to have. 
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​I Hate Small Talk
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I’m going to push back on this. I don’t think you hate small talk as much as you hate being bored by small talk. There’s a difference.

We can talk eagerly about little things that interest us: hobbies, movies, travel. Technically, that’s small talk, a chat that is not about important issues or life choices or whatever Big Talk might be. The problem is that we don’t go into conversations prepared to offer up interesting topics of conversation, leaving us at the mercy of the most obvious, repetitive, and boring subjects. The weather. Traffic. Job titles. Ugh.  

This is a very simple fix. Walk into any event with at least three topics of conversation in your pocket, three things you would love to chat about. Remember, you don’t have to talk about yourself or pitch your services or do anything that feels smarmy for it to count as ‘networking.’ Your only goal is to make a pleasant connection. 

Sometimes, conversations lag. It’s no one’s fault; that is the nature of conversations (and something you can use to your advantage if you’re looking to move on). If you need to toss out a new topic of conversation, you don’t have to scramble for one if you pick in advance what you’d like to talk about. Not a laundry list! You only need three things:


›  One sentence on the project you’re currently working on. That’s your logline, and it’s always in your back pocket. I talk about loglines in the prior chapter and later in this one, so read on.



›  Something positive connected with the gathering, such as a panel you enjoyed, how much you’re looking forward to the wedding tomorrow, or how tasty the muffins are. This is a one-sentence conversational gambit; you throw it out and see if they bite.



›  A book or song or TV show that you love. “I’ve been enjoying reading (or watching or listening to) TITLE. Have you heard of it?” If they answer Yes, you get to have a lively chat about it; if they say No, you say one thing about it that you like: 

o  “The world-building is incredible.” 

o  “I was on the edge of my seat.” 

o  “I love how Brian Stokes Mitchell can take a song I’ve heard a hundred times and make it sound brand-new.” 
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