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Praise for Your Invisible Network



“This is a book that will share immediate practical steps for achieving your career potential. That alone makes it worth the price of purchase. But it’s also a fascinating, engaging, entertaining read. Michael Melcher doesn’t just know his stuff. He can really write.”


—George Stephanopoulos, ABC News, Host of Good Morning America and This Week with George Stephanopoulos


“We all recognize the value of a network—but how exactly do we build our network? In this invaluable resource, Michael Melcher clarifies the process by providing clear strategies, real-life examples and models, and manageable steps. He answers common but thorny questions, such as ‘How do I maintain my network as it grows over time?,’ ‘How do I recognize the signs that someone is willing to help—and how do I handle it if someone ignores me?,’ and ‘How exactly do I write that email?’ Your Invisible Network is an instant classic to add to the ‘Careers’ shelf.”


—Gretchen Rubin, Author of The Happiness Project, Better Than Before, and The Four Tendencies, and host of the podcast Happier with Gretchen Rubin


“In tech, so many folks are killing it on the hard skills, but cringe and hide under the proverbial desk if you bring up networking. I know—I just hated the idea of having to build a network yet learned the hard way how important it could be. Michael Melcher has written a clear manual with elegant proofs and a sense of humor. Your Invisible Network takes the mystery and, most importantly, the stress out of building a personal network in a way that, to quote Michael, ‘fits into your life as it is right now.’”


—Daniel Sturman, CTO, Roblox


“Reading Your Invisible Network is like getting advice from an expert who also happens to be a close friend. Michael Melcher’s relationship-building knowledge is deeply nuanced and global in scale. His words and experience are relevant for professionals in China and India as well as those in the United States.”


—Carmen Chang, General Partner and Head of Asia, NEA


“The first thing I noticed about Your Invisible Network is that the stories and examples aren’t about people described as ‘Rob, a regional sales manager.’ The book reads like a novel. The stories come alive off the page, perhaps because they are real humans in all their diversity and humanity. And there are plenty of fascinating vignettes about the author himself at different ages, as he learned from trial and error the brilliantly nuanced practices he lays down.”


—María Alvarez, Social Impact Leader / Common Sense Latino Founder at Common Sense Media


“The adaptive leaders the world desperately needs in the coming years must have skill and confidence in building and maintaining relationships. Yet this remains an obstacle for many. Your Invisible Network demystifies how to take intentional action to expand and improve your relationships. It will be equally relevant to experienced CEOs and to recent grads entering the workforce.”


—Pam McLean, PhD, Cofounder & Chief Knowledge Officer, Hudson Institute of Coaching


“Reading this book is like having one of the world’s most insightful coaches whispering in your ear. It should be required reading for every soon-to-be graduate and for anyone navigating the inevitable twists and turns of a long and satisfying working life.”


—Marci Alboher, VP CoGenerate (formerly Encore.org) and Author of The Encore Career Handbook and One Person/Multiple Careers


“For both entrepreneurs and investors, relationship building is crucial, yet few have a grasp of how to manage this process. Your Invisible Network is the guide we have been waiting for. In clear, compact language, Michael Melcher lays out how to build authentic, reciprocal relationships while you’re busy doing everything else, and how to leverage them in ways that are productive and human.”


—Soraya Darabi, Cofounder and Managing Partner, TMV


“We all know we need to ‘network’—but this is the rare book that gives us very practical and pragmatic advice on how to do that with purpose, and with results that will help in business and in life. We know Michael Melcher’s confident yet humble voice from his engagements with PSI, and one of his gifts is to let us learn from his own mistakes and limitations. Your Invisible Network reads very differently from most American business books: practical, honest, accessible, and yes, funny.”


—Karl Hofmann, President/CEO, Population Service International (PSI)


“It’s been a long time since Michael Melcher was my business school study partner, but I can assure you that his voice is exactly the same: intelligent, warm, funny, and very provocative. What’s changed is that he now has several decades of experience seeing exactly what works in building a high-impact career, and in this book he shares it all with you.”


—David Sze, Managing Partner, Greylock Partners


“Michael Melcher’s genius is his ability to get right to the heart of complicated career issues and provide practical steps to make significant change. He does that in this book. When Michael was my coach during a critical time in my career, I learned that to accomplish something great, competence alone isn’t enough. Powerful, reciprocal relationships are crucial. When you finish Your Invisible Network, you’ll have a plan for reaching your potential—and a dose of Michael’s wit along the way.”


—Minh-Thu Pham, Cofounder, New American Voices and Lecturer, Princeton University


“For years, Michael Melcher has been a go-to resource for Stanford alumni. One of his skills is breaking down complex, subtle topics into specific, actionable steps. Your Invisible Network is a cogent guide to building and managing professional relationships—and also goes a long way to demonstrating how to be a caring, capable human in an imperfect world.”


—Carly Janson, Director, Alumni & MSx Career Services, Stanford Business School


“If you are like me, picking up another book on networking is the last thing you want to do. But I loved Michael’s book—and you will too—because it’s really all about relationships: how to build, nurture, and leverage them so you lead a richer life, and get more of what you seek, professionally and personally. His book is also immensely practical, full of real examples, scripts, and exercises, which reflect what people (and their coaches) truly want and need on this topic. You’ll want his book as a handy guide by your side.”


—Michael Chang Wenderoth, Executive Coach, Author, Get Promoted
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INTRODUCTION



Your Missing Ingredient


Is your career going well? I’m guessing it could go better.


As an executive coach, I’ve learned what makes people successful—or not. For the past twenty years, I’ve worked with leaders at the world’s top brands, including technology giants, start-ups, law firms, financial institutions, management consulting firms, video game companies, foundations, and nonprofits of all sizes. I’ve had intimate conversations with stressed-out environmental advocates, plucky company founders, and overworked Wall Street bankers. I’ve coached people trying to break into particular roles, and coached people who are already in those jobs and trying to do better. I’ve worked across the United States and in a dozen foreign countries. I’ve worked with people at all stages of their careers and in every emotional state.


I’m a practitioner, not a theorist. Clients pay me because getting the right results is incredibly important. They don’t engage me as a lark. They have big ambitions but limited time and need to know what they can do to improve things. And my clients want more than professional success—they also want a meaningful life with balance and depth.


One of the reasons my profession exists is that there isn’t a lot of great advice out there. People invest a lot to prepare for careers. But once their careers are underway, it’s less clear what they should do to manage and shape things. You can study engineering at MIT, but there is no MIT for understanding how to build out your network. You could earn a master’s degree in foreign relations, but you’re not going to find a good master’s program in finding mentors and sponsors. If you search online for lessons about professional development, most of the advice you’ll find will be strictly bargain bin—a combination of smug platitudes (“It’s not what you know, it’s who you know”), wishful thinking (“Leap, and the net will appear”), and fear-based recommendations (“Never look for a job without having a job”). There are valuable lessons out there—they are just not widely known. There are energizing ideas, research-based truths, and effective practices for how careers work. Furthermore, there are practical actions you can take, right now, to step things up. The most important of these lessons is the power of relationships.


Relationships are the single most important factor in your career success and professional growth. They are not a nice-to-have; they are the ultimate must-have. If you have solid, expansive, extensive relationships, you can achieve your aims; and if you don’t, your career will be hobbled.


By relationships, I don’t mean lists of contacts on a social media platform. I mean connections that are real, meaningful, vital, and diverse. Not every relationship needs to be close, and not every relationship will easy, but each needs to be an actual connection between human beings with elements of reciprocity, curiosity, and authenticity.


Your commitment to creating, maintaining, and leveraging relationships will determine a variety of outcomes:


•Whether you make full use of your talents and hard work


•Whether you get better jobs and make successful career changes


•Whether you keep growing or hit a ceiling


•Whether you become a leader or person of influence


•Whether you end up successful and fulfilled in your career


Lastly, relationships are a form of wealth that is under your control. You can create this wealth even if you start with nothing. And once you create it, no one can take it away.
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What are you not seeing right now? Who is just beyond your sight line? What is waiting to be discovered?


Everyone has an invisible network: a large collection of people available for your success that you can only partially see at any given moment. Your ability to tap into this invisible network is as important as any other expertise you develop.


Your network has two dimensions of invisibility. The first is horizontal: you don’t yet know many of the people in this network because they are beyond your immediate vision. The second dimension is vertical: many of these relationships are underdeveloped—without additional effort you can’t access or even perceive the full potential of different people.


Relationship building isn’t most people’s full-time job. Most people are busy doing the other core parts of their jobs. If you’re a software engineer, you code. If you’re an equity research analyst, you research equities. If you’re a teacher, you teach. But if you focus only on the core deliverables, eventually a gap will appear between who you are and who you could be.


Most people allow this gap to emerge without realizing it. They don’t contemplate who might contribute to their growth; they don’t do the work to build relationships; and they don’t learn how to ask for what they want. They are lonelier than they need to be, and they get stuck unnecessarily. It’s not that they aren’t trying to be successful. They just don’t understand the specific ways that relationships are so important.


•Relationships provide you with critical knowledge. They let you know about opportunities. They warn you about risks. They inform you about tradeoffs.


•Relationships stimulate your creativity and hone your critical faculties. They show you how to bring out your best. They push you to master challenges.


•Relationships validate who you are, keep you strong, and boost your happiness.


•Relationships help you navigate workplace politics.


•Relationships allow you to help others and contribute to the greater good.


•Relationships support your ability to be a leader.


•Relationships generate other relationships.


This book is your guide to creating, maintaining, and leveraging the relationships that will transform your career.


Building Relationships Is How You Overcome Obstacles


Many of my clients started out as outsiders. I was one, too. But starting as an outsider doesn’t mean you can’t figure out a way in.


Consider Juan José García. The son of undocumented immigrants, Juan grew up in the Oak Cliff neighborhood in Dallas, a working-class neighborhood largely ignored by the city after it was the site of John F. Kennedy’s assassination. In eighth grade, Juan was awarded a full scholarship to St. Mark’s School of Texas, a tony prep school on the other side of town. The new school was tough—it was far more competitive, and he dropped from the top of his class to the bottom third—but it also gave Juan dramatically different perspectives on what was possible in his life. He played football and discovered things in common with the wealthier kids on the team, even though most of them spent weekends at country clubs and he spent weekends mowing lawns with his father to make ends meet at home.


By college and grad school, he had developed an interest in politics and realized the more relationships he had, the better off he would be. He also discovered he liked meeting people and learned a lot from others and their stories. Working in D.C. after grad school, he got to know ambitious political animals of all backgrounds. These folks took networking to a whole different level. He learned that you could have a mutually beneficial relationship with someone without having a lot in common. Coincidentally, he started running into other first-generation strivers whose experiences mirrored his own.


I met him at a professional event in D.C. I was giving career workshops for political appointees who were about to go into the job market. He told me about ultimately running for political office in Texas, and I could tell he had a something. I gave him my card, and we connected on social media.


A couple of years later, I was in Austin for work. I was meeting another coach, Shannon, and her husband, and I invited Juan to join us. He drove three hours to meet us. We discovered that residing in the same apartment building as Shannon and her husband was a big political fundraiser they could introduce him to.


Later, going to law school at night while working full time, Juan took part in a formal leadership program aimed at first-generation professionals. When they got to the part about networking and relationships, some of the other students balked. Networking seemed so awkward and fake. How would you ever find the time? Wasn’t it enough they were going to be skilled lawyers? In contrast he thought, What’s the big deal? Those activities had already become part of his DNA.


Juan García is still young, and his story is just getting started. But it’s an instructive one for anyone. Building professional relationships is normal. It takes initiative and intention, but it easily can become part of your normal life.
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During my education and early career, I was interested in macro issues—basically, what we should do as a society. I naturally thought in terms of political, social, and economic systems. I wanted to change the world through grand gestures.


But the work I have done most successfully, and where I have had the greatest fulfillment, has been on the micro level: working with individuals and teams, helping them to figure out how to achieve what they want and be who they want to be. Clients work with me because they want to make their lives better now.


Many people assume that mastering professional relationships is a “corporate” thing, an upper-class thing, or a “White” thing. That is incorrect thinking. Living in Manhattan, I am surrounded by people who went to selective schools, work for high-brand companies, and make a lot of money. But many of my clients grew up working-class or lower-middle class, are people of color, immigrated to this country, were the first in their family to go to college, or were the first in their family to hit the big time. They started with little, but they’ve been successful in building relationship wealth. Their hunger is their fuel.


I know what it’s like to quietly hold onto the belief that you might really do something great but aren’t exactly sure how to get there. I’m familiar with the yearning to get it right and the fear that you might be missing out on something that could be a game changer. I know what it’s like to be ambitious but frustrated.


I am most interested in helping people who feel alone and are facing big career questions on their own. I’ve written this book so that you will be less alone. You can make it happen for yourself, and I’ll show you how.


Twenty Minutes a Day


Going into the professional world with a vague plan to meet people to advance your career is a bit like ambling through Home Depot with an empty cart and no list. Sure, you can pull random industrial cleaners and dimmer switches off the shelves, but what for?


You’ve probably had the experience of going to a networking event, getting your badge, and then freezing for a moment as you walk into the ballroom entrance wondering, Why, exactly, am I here? I’ve had this very experience, and I’m an extrovert who likes meeting new people. The freeze isn’t because I’m afraid. It’s because I haven’t quite figured out what I’m supposed to be doing.


The way you are going to accomplish your relationship-building goals is through the Twenty-Minutes-a-Day method. This means you will spend twenty minutes a day working “on” your career rather than “in” your career. You will spend this time on concrete actions that will help you create, maintain, and leverage your invisible network. The Twenty-Minutes-a-Day method lets you know where to start and what to do. It also lets you know when you can stop.


Twenty minutes might not seem like much, but it’s enough time to do something real. In five years, you’ll have taken one thousand separate actions. The consistency of doing a little bit each day makes the difference.


When you finish this book, you’ll have a transformed view of your career, be well into the process of building the assets you need, and have confidence that you are on the right track. Your invisible network will be much more visible. You’ll be ahead in the game. And once you get started, you’ll never go back.


A Word About Stories and Names


This book is based on my experience, observations, and learning from twenty years of coaching as well as my overall professional and life experience. I use a lot of stories and concrete examples to illustrate points. The stories are real. In some cases, I’ve used real names, with permission, and in other cases I’ve created pseudonyms and masked certain identifying details for privacy.


In the exercises and scripts that accompany the various chapters, I use specific names to make them more vivid, because these are intended to be communications that people would use in the real world. The situations are fictional, and other than my own name and those of a few public figures, the names are fictional as well.


Let’s get started.










PART 1



What Relationships Are and Aren’t










CHAPTER 1



How the World Really Works


Halley Li came to the U.S. as an adult. She was born and raised in China and in 2007 was admitted to a master’s program at Stanford. She enjoyed her studies in political science. She felt her own capacities for thinking expand, and she loved writing her thesis about Taiwanese politics—a topic that would have been hard to write about on the mainland (China officially regards Taiwan as a wayward province, not a legitimate actor to be studied for its unique evolution). Halley’s passions were politics, ideas, and scholarship. But as graduation approached, she started moving in another direction. Political science was fun to study but had limited prospects as a career. She wanted to be in the world, not a library, and she wanted to earn a good living.


Her ambition reflected her cultural inheritance. The China she grew up in was peaceful and stable, but it had not always been so. In Chinese, there is a word called “luàn” (乱). Luàn means chaos, and nothing is worse than chaos. Before 1976, China had gone through five hundred years of chaos. Halley had grown up in a period of calm and progress, but her extended family had long memories of how difficult life could be and how circumstances could abruptly change. And in her personal life, she had experienced luàn: her beloved father died when she was a teenager. Halley wanted options and independence. She decided to find a career in the financial sector.


Making a switch from political science to finance is hard in the best of times, and Halley was not looking in the best of times. Her job search coincided with a historic recession that in some ways resembled an economic collapse. She also needed an employer that would eventually sponsor her for a work visa.


Her assets couldn’t take her far on their own. While she was hard working, intelligent, and personable, so were many other people. She had a master’s degree from an elite institution, but it was in the wrong subject. Before that, she’d graduated from a stellar university in Shanghai, but no one in America had heard of it. All her connections were back in China, and they weren’t powerful to begin with. Her network in the U.S. was nascent: just the classmates, professors, and administrators she’d met at Stanford. And Halley wasn’t a social butterfly or super networker. Compared with other foreign grad students, most of whom studied STEM subjects, she believed she was more outgoing and curious. But when she compared herself to Americans, she felt she lacked confidence and easy camaraderie. Americans had a sense of easy optimism—things would work out!—that she envied.


Basically, Halley was starting from scratch.


One benefit she had was seeing hard truths clearly. Halley was under no illusions that her search would be easy. She knew she would be successful only through a person-by-person approach. This was one advantage of growing up in China: she’d learned not to assume that you could do everything by yourself, that you would just write an application or go to an interview, and be handed a great opportunity. There was always a relationship element. Hence while the idea of networking in the United States was intimidating, it was still familiar. She was ready to network, if not for joy, then certainly for survival.


She used her university contacts to get the names of other potential contacts. She landed an appointment with one of the MBA career advisors even though she didn’t attend business school. She worked the alumni network, homing in on people who worked and lived in New York. This is how I met her: a career advisor at the business school recommended she reach out.


She wrote a perfect email to me. By “perfect” I mean it was professional; straightforward; specific, yet open; not too long; and respectful, but not needy. We met. I was fascinated by how well she was doing things. She saw herself as someone making zero progress, and I saw someone who was competent, polite, professional, and relentless in doing the work around networking. I asked her how much she needed to earn to survive. “Around nine hundred dollars a month,” she answered. That’s nuts! I thought, but, yes, by living with several roommates in Queens, subsisting on instant noodles, and engaging in no activities other than networking, she kept her expenses low. (Halley later told me that the real number was a thousand, but she didn’t want to sound greedy.)


“Let’s plan our next appointment,” I said. I wanted to help her with her communications, both in networking and interviews. She tried to pay. “Don’t be ridiculous!” I answered. A mentorship opportunity showed up out of the blue—for me!—and I grabbed onto it.


Many years later, Halley appeared on my podcast. I had asked her to tally how many people she’d spoken with back then. Long story short, over a ten-year period, she’d had 435 networking meetings. They spanned her initial job search, to her next job search, to trying to get into business school, to making the most of business school, to her jobs afterwards, plus all the ongoing connections she was trying to build to make the most of her various positions.


Most of these conversations were not spectacular. She did not establish deep bonds with most of the people she spoke with. She still felt like a bit of stranger to many people she connected with. But over time, she made major progress. A small percentage of useful meetings adds up. She achieved her evolving goals. She launched a career in finance, moved into new jobs, navigated challenges, and found mentors and sponsors. She married and had children. She was able to create a life for herself—and I emphasize life rather than career.


Halley Li was successful because she somehow grasped many of the best practices and truths about relationships, and she pushed herself to keep learning more. She was willing to do the work. You can read Halley Li’s story as an interesting narrative about a particular person. But it also illustrates many of the truths that underlie effective relationship building: She built her network from nothing. She assumed that she could reach out to relative strangers. She built relationships that led to other relationships. She valued people as much for information and feedback as for leads. She met key “weak ties” that were transformative and more useful than people she knew well. She hoped for great connections but wasn’t unduly disappointed when things didn’t lead anywhere. She shifted her network from one domain to another. She invested a ton of time for a benefit that might not pay off for years. She practiced optimism, openness, and persistence. She viewed herself as the leader of her own life. She was dauntless. She created something that didn’t exist before.
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Relationships are crucial for you to reach your potential, but most people are failing at building the professional relationships they need. They are not cultivating their invisible networks as well as they could. They’re doing things wrong, or they’re not doing them at all. They may have a general idea of what to aim for, but don’t take the first step. Or they take the first few steps and then they sort of . . . let go.


In this chapter, I’m going to lay out all the different components of relationship building. Then in each subsequent chapter, we’ll dig deeper into how you can master all of them.



1. An Overall Strategy



You require a strategy that addresses three key aspects of professional relationships. These are:


•Creating relationships


•Maintaining relationships


•Leveraging relationships


Most people are better at one than the other two. Maybe you’re good at keeping in touch with existing friends, but it’s harder for you to make new connections. Or maybe you easily meet lots of people but you don’t keep up with them—out of sight, out of mind. Leveraging relationships means accessing and asking, and most people feel angst about asking for things. A minority are comfortable with the asking but don’t quite get the art of it. They’re too pushy or too imprecise.


For your strategy to work, it needs to fit into your life as it is right now. I’m not going to ask you to take on a new job or become a new person. The work we’re doing is intended to become part of how you normally operate. You’re more likely to change your life if you don’t have to change your whole life. Thinking about making big changes can be dramatically interesting but often just keeps you stuck.


2. An Understanding of How Relationships Work


You might spend a lot of time analyzing personal relationships—with a spouse or romantic partner, a family member, or a high-maintenance friend. It’s less likely you spend time analyzing what is going on in relationships with professional colleagues, clients, or distant acquaintances. Yet these relationships follow an underlying code as much as more intimate ones. Relationships are based on reciprocity, an exchange between two people, and that exchange is based on needs—your needs and the other person’s needs. Understanding the elements of relationships and being able to apply them to all your relationships, regardless of type, will help you create new relationships and deepen the ones you already have. It will also help you in trickier situations, such as dealing with bosses or more senior people, or in patching things up when a relationship has run into tension.


3. A Delineation of the Different Types of Relationships You Need


Once upon a time there was a thing called a Rolodex. It was a small metal office tool that had a cylindrical core, to which you could attach, in alphabetical order, any number of tabbed rectangular cards with the names of your contacts. You’d spin the Rolodex to find the person you needed. You could watch the Rolodex grow thicker and thicker over time as you became more experienced and more impressive. “She has a good Rolodex” was high praise for someone with a good network.


But building a useful network isn’t the same thing as having a good Rolodex, or a big one. Having lots of contacts doesn’t mean you win. What you want is to have good relationships with specific categories of people, and then make sure you maintain those relationships.


Some of these categories are visible to you—your friends and close colleagues, for instance. Others are less visible—your “weak ties,” potential mentors, or possible sponsors that you may not even know yet. Some are people you’d naturally connect with—friends or people from similar backgrounds. Others are people you wouldn’t naturally connect with or aren’t quite sure how to deal with. One of the themes of this book is that mastering your invisible network isn’t about making everyone your friend. You will make lots of good friends, but don’t limit yourself to that goal. Familiarity isn’t the same thing as usefulness.


In chapter four, I introduce the relationship portfolio. This is the overall collection of people you need to have relationships with, by specific category. I will also provide you with a handy tool—the Relationship Portfolio Bingo Card, a way to track which people you are going to connect with at any given time.


4. Practices for Reaching Out


To make the most of your invisible network, you will have to take the initiative. Instead of seeing what comes your way, you’re going to reach out. The trouble is, people won’t always respond, or respond quickly, or respond in the way you want. You need some practices for dealing with that.


One of the important truths you’ll take away from this book is the idea of “the strength of weak ties.” This is elaborated on in chapter three and basically means that people you don’t know well can have a big positive impact on your career. Part of the work is drawing these weak ties in. But because they are weak ties with whom you don’t have an ongoing exchange, you might feel uncomfortable. I will provide scripts for how to reach out and some advice for how to deal with the discomfort.


5. Knowing How to Bring Forth the Magical Part of Conversations


Most people don’t quite understand how networking conversations work. The greatest benefit from networking conversations is from the unexpected part—what I call “Minute 32”—the ideas and connections that come out after you’ve gone through your planned agenda. You therefore need some structure to get the conversation going. We will provide guidance for this in chapter seven.


However, you can’t predict ahead of time which conversations will be most useful. Some of them will be pretty good, some will seem like a waste of time, and some will be transformational. Therefore, you need to be able to enter conversations without certainty they will lead to particular outcomes.


6. A Set of Tools for Deepening Relationships


A connection is the beginning of a potential relationship, but it’s not a relationship in itself. Once you reach out and make a connection, you can do specific things to take things further:


•Following up. This can include exploring points of commonality, understanding the other person’s needs and communicating your own, and finding ways to make the relationship multidimensional—moving from professional to personal, or from virtual to in person.


•Introducing vulnerability. Being human isn’t just telling the world how great and on top of things you are. It also means sharing your uncertainties, unresolved questions, and fears. This in turn invites the other person to do the same. We will cover how to do this in professional relationships in chapter eight.


•Recognizing and exchanging “bids.” A bid is an invitation to take a relationship farther. Bids are often buried inside other questions, statements, and actions. Just as important as making bids is recognizing when others are making them and responding appropriately. We review this in chapter two.


•Dealing with relationship tensions. Tensions are normal and inevitable. Even though both sides are implicated in any tension, there are actions you can take to resolve them. We cover this in chapter two.


7. Persistence


Relationship building requires persistence. You’re not going to achieve your maximum if you require immediate gratification. You might achieve some quick wins, but the real benefits come from long-term attention. There are several reasons for this.


First, when you make efforts to intentionally build relationships, you are attempting to disrupt homeostasis—you want something different from what is happening on its own. But other people have their own schedules and priorities.


Second, certain types of relationship building only bear fruit after many years of effort. This often happens in business development or sales roles.


Third, some industries are just harder for building key relationships—not impossible, just harder. These are often industries that are perceived as glamorous, or that pay high salaries, or that are dealing with important public issues. There is a lot of competition, and the skills may be very specialized. Examples are journalism, publishing, television writing, venture capital, private equity, and foundations.


Fourth, relationships become more valuable over time. A colleague you barely know today might be a bridge to a great new job in ten years. People tend to become more successful over time—an aspiring television writer who today is a writers’ assistant in fifteen years may be a showrunner or producer. You can be a beneficiary of their success, provided you maintain the relationship.


You need a gut-level willingness to work hard and persevere. We will cover this in chapter twelve.


8. A Strategy for Managing a Growing Network


As you grow in work and life experience, you are likely to have more and more relationships. Your “weak tie network” in particular will get bigger and bigger. There is an inherent tradeoff here: the more people in your network, the less time you have to spend with any given person.


Hence, you need practices for managing this growing network so it doesn’t become like that out-of-control junk drawer in your kitchen that you fear and love to avoid. This requires you to have a mix of ways of keeping in touch, some of which do not take a lot of time.


You’ll benefit if you have a contact management system that works for your personality.


9. An Understanding of How to Engage with Mentors and Sponsors


Mentors and sponsors can have a big positive impact on your career. As we will discuss in chapter fourteen, these titles are not as distinctive as you might think: there is a continuum of how people help you (and how you can help people), and people may move along this continuum from stranger to networking contact to mentor to sponsor.


You need to know what you are looking for and also be able to recognize when someone is offering to step up into a new role. This is not always obvious.


10. Confidence in Dealing with Bosses and Hierarchy


A robust network includes people more senior to you. They are higher up in the hierarchy, however you define it: older, wiser, more experienced, higher in status, more powerful.


There is nothing unusual about this. It’s normal. (You are also more senior to people in your network.) You want a method of engaging with people across hierarchy. As we will discuss, this is more about respect than deference, and avoiding the temptation to “otherize” people above you in the hierarchy. They are people, too, with the same sorts of needs as anyone else.


We will cover this in chapter fifteen.


11. Knowing How to Ask


Leveraging relationships is a Goldilocks conundrum: you need to make asks in a way that is not too heavy, not too light, but just right.


To ask for things successfully, you need to know what you are asking for. People fail when they haven’t reflected on their own needs, which may change over time. If someone says, “How can I help you?” you should have an answer.


Knowing how to ask is complicated because what’s most useful and appropriate varies by the situation. When it comes to what you’re asking, there is a spectrum of general to specific; and when it comes to how you’re asking, there is spectrum of indirect to direct. Figuring out where to land in the spectrum is an art. But it’s one you can learn, and I’ll provide scripts that demonstrate how to do it.


12. Acting as a Benefactor


Making the most of your invisible network isn’t just about investing in “up”—people who can help you. It’s also about investing in “down”—people who you can help.


People think they need to attain a certain level of wealth, status, and experience to give back in substantial ways. That’s not true. You can give of yourself right now. Further, when you think of yourself as a benefactor—munificent, a philanthropist, a generous eminence—you change the whole energy equation of your career. The more you give, the easier it is to receive.


We’ll cover this in chapter sixteen.


13. Exercising Your Convening Power


Relationships don’t just exist one-on-one. They also exist in groups. A powerful method of leveraging your relationships is developing your own convening power. When you exercise your convening power, you are changing the game altogether. You are shifting from being the person in the relationship to the person who creates the space for multiple relationships to flourish. This takes intentionality and investment of energy over a period of time, but it’s very doable, and it benefits you as much as it benefits others. We will cover how to exercise your convening power in chapter thirteen.



14. Confidence and Tools for Setting Boundaries



You’re not the only person who will ask people for things. Other people will ask you for things, too. The more senior you get, the more you are going to receive requests from people you could help. This will be accentuated if you are the first in your community to make it somewhere. You will be seen as both powerful and familiar, and the combination means you will be the target of lots of asking.


The question is who you choose to help. Creating a general reciprocal flow between you and the world doesn’t mean that you comply with every request you get.


In chapter seventeen, I will introduce some frameworks that help you decide what you are going to do and for whom. This will help you set boundaries that are right for you.


Those are the core components. I’m going to explain these topics in depth in the subsequent chapters and show you how to achieve mastery, step by step. But because the purpose of providing all these ideas and practices is to benefit you and your career, let’s start with a check-in on where you are in your career and relationship development.


Exercise 1: Career and Relationship Audit


Let’s start by getting a quick, clear sense of how your career and relationships are going.


1.What are your current career and personal goals?


2.What’s going well in your career?


3.What’s going less well?


4.How do you hold yourself back?


5.How do others hold you back?


6.Where do you see yourself in one year? In five years? In ten years?


7.What is a positive change you would like to see in yourself?



Exercise 2: Relationship Role Models



Think of someone who is good at building relationships—someone you admire. This might be someone you know or someone out in the world.


1.Who is this person?


2.Why do you admire them?


3.What do they do that makes them effective at building relationships?


4.What’s an attribute of this person that you share?


5.What’s an attribute that seems more distant for you, but that you would like to develop?


TWENTY-MINUTES-A-DAY EXERCISES


•Exercise 1: Review the list of fourteen activities in this chapter’s list of components of relationship building. Identify three that you want to focus on. Write these on a Post-it, and put that note in a place where you’ll see it regularly, as a visual cue.


•Exercise 2: Review the fourteen components of relationship building again; for each of these, jot down the name of someone who seems particularly skilled in that area.


•Exercise 3: Pick one of the people you’ve listed. Send them an email and say, “I’d like to catch up. Can I get some time on your calendar?” Plan to ask how they approach the skill or area of understanding identified in your list.










CHAPTER 2



The Relationship Code


One of the most important relationships in my life has been with Caitlin, the woman who agreed to be our surrogate and carried my twins. Caitlin has no biological connection to my children—an egg donor and I formed an embryo, and this was placed in Caitlin’s uterus—but she has immeasurable, unequalled importance in our lives.


Surrogacy is a legally and emotionally complex process, and expensive as all get out. There are no guarantees of any kind. But the kind of people who do surrogacy—mainly gay men and heterosexual couples who face fertility issues or complications in giving birth—have long since figured out that no one guarantees you the ability to be a parent.


Matching with your surrogate is a huge step forward in the process. It can take a long time, but in our case it was easy. Caitlin was the first potential surrogate I met, and I was the first intended parent she met.
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