
STRUCTURE magazine June 201786

business issuesBusiness Practices
Techniques to Successfully Navigate Networking
By Jennifer Anderson

For some people, networking can feel 
awkward, seemingly self-serving, 
discouraging, and embarrassing. 
Many people consider the term 

“networking” a dirty word and don’t like 
the uncomfortable feelings that come from 
attending a networking event. Uncomfortable 
or not, if you are not networking it is going 
to be much harder to grow and develop as 
a professional. Networking has the power 
to help you in very significant ways in your 
professional and personal life.
Here are four techniques to help you navi-

gate the world of networking more effectively:

1)  Know the difference between 
types of networking. 

Networking is not limited to attending 
a luncheon to hear a guest speaker share 
thoughts about an engineering-related 
topic. Networking can look like many dif-
ferent things, such as volunteering for a cause 
that you’re interested in, participating in an 
industry conference, taking additional college 
courses and getting to know your classmates 
through group projects, joining a running 
club, etc. Networking should never just be 
limited to a bunch of people in a room trying 
to get other people’s business cards!
It can be valuable to attend luncheons and 

learn from other professionals, but take some 
time to evaluate how you want to make a dif-
ference in the world. For example, the author 
has a colleague who is interested in STEM 
initiatives (Science Technology Engineering 
Math) to help adolescents learn about differ-
ent ways they can engage with the world of 
science. She believes it is important to help 
children and teens learn about how science 
and math help better our world. As those 
children come to realize the importance of 
STEM, their eyes are open to more possibili-
ties and they find themselves more interested 
in math and science courses. The ripple effect 
is quite substantial in their education and 
career. Along the way, the author’s colleague 
has met numerous individuals that have 
helped her stay connected in her field.
As you find groups of people that are inter-

ested in similar hobbies, community causes, 
professional development, and so on, you will 
come to meet some interesting, passionate, 

and thoughtful people. That is when network-
ing becomes fun and worthwhile!

2) Make time for networking. 

This might seem like a very basic technique, 
but if it is so easy to do, why is it that people 
do not make time for networking? Typically, 
people say that they are “too busy” with work 
to network. Later, when they are ready to make 
a job change, or ready to hire a new person for 
the firm, they find themselves with weak con-
nections to people in their network.
It is imperative to invest in people within your 

professional circles so that you have time to get 
to know them, help them get to know you, 
and build trust and respect. In the future, you 
will be able to comfortably contact them when 
you’re looking to make a job change or add to 
your team. If you find yourself feeling awkward 
at networking events, it’s likely you are not par-
ticipating in something that is interesting and 
thought provoking for you.
Action item: Look at your calendar and mark 

out two lunch periods in the next month to 
meet up with people from your network. These 
networking lunches may well be some of the best 
“work time” you will spend each month because 
you are likely to connect on a deeper level, gain 
valuable professional and technical insights, and 
also make an impact in someone’s life.

3) Follow-up on social media. 
After meeting new people, follow-up and 

connect through social media. LinkedIn is a 
good place for connecting with other profes-
sionals. LinkedIn is where most people think 
to connect professionally.
However, just because you are connected 

on LinkedIn or any social media platform, 
does not mean you are instantly best friends. 
You will still need to nurture and cultivate 
relationships. Look for ways to stay in touch. 
Find articles to share that you think will be 
interesting to specific people, then copy the 
URL and share it in a message. Periodically 
check-in with your connections. Even a quick 
“hello” message goes a long way.
One major benefit of being active on social 

media is that you will be exposed to other 
people who are likely outside your immediate  
circles. Join groups on LinkedIn to interact 

with other interesting people who live and 
work in different marketplaces. Gaining a 
different perspective is a great way to grow 
and develop – and you may be an interest-
ing voice to someone else on the other side 
of the country.

4) “So, what do you do?” 
Be ready to answer that all-too-common 

question. In answering, you have a chance 
to differentiate yourself from other people.
Stop and think about it. That question can 

be a conversation killer. After you answer the 
question, you typically ask them back, “And 
what do you do?” Then where do you go with 
the conversation? It’s a dead-end question. 
The best advice – do not ask the dreaded “So, 
what do you do?” Instead, ask other thought-
ful questions that will help you to engage in 
better conversations. Some thought provoking 
questions might include:
“What brings you to this conference?”
“What have you learned at this trade show 

that is the most intriguing to you so far?”
“What does your firm specialize in?”
Conversations get much more interesting 

and far less awkward when you are discussing 
meaningful information beyond telling each 
other your job titles.

In the end, networking can lead to great con-
versations and professional opportunities. Do 
not hold yourself back. Plan to attend. Go. Bring 
your business cards. Have a goal of meeting 2 
to 3 people at the event. Then, wash, rinse, and 
repeat. You will find, over time, that networking 
is truly a wonderful way to meet and keep in 
touch with other interesting and thought-pro-
voking professionals. This will, in turn, provide 
you the opportunity to build your professional 
network, enhance the probability 
for future opportunities in your 
career, and add interesting people 
to your firm.▪

Born into a family of engineers but focusing 
on the people side of engineering, Jennifer 
Anderson (www.CareerCoachJen.com) 
has nearly 20 years helping companies hire 
and retain the right talent. She may be 
reached at jen@careercoachjen.com.
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