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INTRODUCTION


Everyone intuitively understands that success requires the ability to effectively build relationships—to network. Gerald Ferris, a professor at Florida State University, has written numerous articles and a book on political skill.1 Ferris consistently finds that a) political skill is an important factor affecting individual career success and job performance, net of factors such as education and experience; and b) that networking ability is one of four measurable and consistently critical political skills. But networking ability is not just important for career success—it is also crucial for getting things accomplished and making change inside organizations in both the public and the private sector. As Rudy Crew, currently the chief education officer for the state of Oregon and the former Chancellor of the New York City school system, noted in talking about organizational change, "The unit of change in schools, the unit of change in any organization, is a personal relationship."


In spite of the fact that people understand that networking is important, few spend enough time on this activity or do it with sufficient skill—this in spite of the fact there are numerous books and cases on the topic. There are surely many reasons for people not doing something they know they should, but one important cause of the problem is that people often look at networking as something that "is not them" or that they could not see themselves doing. They are daunted by the task and believe it requires inauthentic, uncomfortable behavior and is an activity that is inconsistent with focusing on job performance. Also, some people have the notion that they can just know or hire people with the desired network if necessary. However, why not be self-sufficient and work on this skill? Do it yourself—it can be fun and productive. And as research by University of Chicago professor Ronald Burt has demonstrated, being even one step removed from the person with the network almost completely reduces the relationship benefits to you—simply put, networking is not something that can, or should, be outsourced.2


Ross Walker's story illustrates all of these points. Walker, who came from a modest background in a San Francisco suburb, graduated from Stanford's Graduate School of Business in 2005. After several student groups in Professor Jeffrey Pfeffer's Paths to Power class wrote their group projects on Walker, Pfeffer wrote a case that described Walker's path to power following business school—a path importantly shaped by Walker's ability to build relationships and an efficient and effective social network. After presenting a modified version of the case that updates Walker's career below, Walker and Pfeffer answer the most commonly asked questions from people who seek to emulate his success. We will be updating the questions and answers as we receive and reply to more inquiries.


But first a comment about Ross Walker. When Pfeffer wrote the case on Walker, the very creation of the case surprised many of his classmates. Why Walker? Others from his class were seemingly much more impressive, stood out more, appeared to be more powerful. Ross Walker is easy to underestimate. In fact, being underestimated and under the radar is undoubtedly one factor that has helped his career success. In financial parlance, it is easier to exceed expectations if those expectations are not completely over the top or in your face. And not appearing to be a competitive or aggressive threat to others provokes fewer countermoves and defensive reactions.


But make no mistake—Ross Walker is very competitive and well-connected, and he is building an extremely successful career in the real estate and hospitality industry. He was one of the youngest individuals to ever serve on Stanford University's Board of Trustees. He has a small ownership interest in the Oakland Athletics Major League baseball team. And most recently, Walker launched his own real estate investment fund based on a unique business model and market niche. Several firms and individuals, including some of the wealthiest and highest profile executives in Silicon Valley and Los Angeles, invested in the fund and really in him. This is evidence of Walker's reputation and network, as raising investment funds in today's financial environment, especially for new fund managers, is increasingly difficult. Walker has intentionally kept this initial fund relatively small so he can better manage and focus on building a track record and trust with his investors, before moving on to raising larger funds in the future. And this strategy illustrates a second important principle for success uncovered by studying the career of Walker (being underestimated constituting the first principle): do not overpromise and underdeliver, but instead, maintain credibility by doing the follow-up work to always meet your commitments. The action of "moving things from A to B" or following through as promised builds a surprisingly rare reputation that can be leveraged in a number of ways as it builds the confidence of others.


All of this is essential for Walker's success. So here's Ross Walker's story—his path to power.





1 Gerald R. Ferris, Sherry L. Davidson, and Pamela L. Perrewe, Political Skill at Work: Impact on Work Effectiveness, Mountain View, CA: Davies-Black Publishing, 2005.


2 Ronald S. Burt, "Secondhand Brokerage: Evidence on the Importance of Local Structure for Managers, Bankers, and Analysts," Academy of Management Journal, 50 (2007), 119-148.




ROSS WALKER'S PATH TO POWER


Ross's number one character trait would be that he's great at connecting people together. It's hard to go anywhere without finding someone who knows Ross. It's almost like he's a walking Facebook.


— Keith Wolff, President, Wolff Urban Development


Any master connector will eventually hit a point where they will have to make a very tough but very important decision: how to balance network growth versus generating utility from the network. Step 1 is building the social network. Step 2 is getting something out of it for you or for others. Most people are good at one or the other or sometimes neither. It is the extremely rare person that has properly solved the network growth to network value extraction ratio. But those few that have rise to the top very fast—and stay there.


— Xavier Kochhar, Managing Partner, MediaLink


Ross Walker, a 2005 graduate from Stanford's Graduate School of Business (GSB), had come a long way. A child of modest upbringing in Marin County just north of San Francisco, Walker had earned both undergraduate and MBA degrees from Stanford. Just as he was graduating from business school, he had been chosen to serve a five-year term as the youngest alumni representative on the Stanford University Board of Trustees, an elite group of high-powered, wealthy, influential individuals much older than himself. He already had a great job at Wolff Urban Development in the industries he loved, hospitality and real estate, held equity positions in nightclubs in Hollywood and San Francisco, and even had a small stake in the Oakland Athletics Major League Baseball team. Most importantly, Walker was well-known and well-liked by a very large number of people, with an extensive network that went far beyond hospitality and real estate and a great reputation among administrators at Stanford and with his GSB classmates. He and Keith Ferrazzi,3 the marketing and networking guru, had been discussing how and if to monetize the value of their respective social networks. It had been a very successful and productive six and one-half years since graduation.


But like all successful people, Ross Walker faced a potential challenge, nicely captured by the title of one of executive coach Marshall Goldsmith's books, What Got You Here Won't Get You There.4 As Walker's career unfolded, he would inevitably face more intense competition as he moved on to even bigger platforms and more responsibility. Walker had been able to build numerous relationships by the qualities that had thus far served him so well—incredible generosity with his time and advice, modesty, hard work, self-awareness, all without being flashy which led, on occasion, to being underestimated by others, including rivals. Some observers wondered if those qualities would continue to serve him just as well in the future as they had in the past. In particular, Walker seemed to be less self-promoting and less overtly competitive, and as a consequence, sometimes did not come across quite as forcefully as other networkers and players in real estate and hospitality.


Ross Walker seemed to both embody and deviate from some of the established principles for acquiring power. Clearly he had been enormously successful. The question was, how far would he go, what choices would he make, and how would his career unfold? And Walker faced a second challenge. He was constantly asked to connect with or mentor others and provide career advice in numerous forums. This was a huge time commitment and likely to become unsustainable with his increasing professional responsibilities, yet it had been a key factor in building his reputation and personal brand. He wondered to what extent others could actually learn and adopt some of the things he had done, and how to best educate them to employ the strategies that had made him so successful.
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