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Networking Ability Forecasts Future Career Success

"Networking is a constant process of giving and receiving--of asking for 
and offering help. By putting people in contact with one another, by 
giving your time and expertise and sharing them freely, the pie gets 
bigger for everyone." - Keith Ferrazzi, author of Never Eat Alone

Every now and then, despite all that has been written about 
networking on Next Wave and in the lay press, some brave soul will 
actually admit that he doesn't quite understand what networking is, 
exactly. And that's okay, because it isn't taught in grad school. In fact, 
it doesn't show up on the radar screen of most professors.

That always baffled me until I realized that many faculty believe that 
networking is, at best, just another job-seeking tool, something that the 

graduate career center--if there is one--should teach. But before you relegate networking to the dust bin 
of job skills that get used five or six times in a lifetime, read my definition: Networking is the process of 
establishing links between people with the intent to promote communication for mutual benefit.

Would you say that establishing links with others would work best if done only on an 
every-now-and-again basis? Or does it make more sense to foster and nurture these connections so 
that, in time, they become stronger and even more useful?

Networking Is a Learnable Skill Like Any Other

Behavioral psychologists say that there are three phases to learning a new skill. The first phase is being 
inept: You are very aware of your incompetence. In the second phase you may have mastered the skill, 
but you remain conscious of every minute aspect of the process. You watch your performance closely, 
never allowing your conscious mind to stray from your newly acquired technique. In the third and final 
stage, which takes a long time to achieve, you master the skill to such a degree that you take it on 
completely unconsciously, allowing your thoughts to move on to more pressing matters even as you put 
your new skill into effective practice.

It is this third phase that Keith Ferrazi, successful businessman and author, believes we need to reach 
to truly appreciate the power of networking. His new book, Never Eat Alone (Currency-Doubleday, 
2005), takes networking from a job-seeking tool to a philosophy. Along the way the reader gains a much 
better understanding of why those who are in the top 1% of their fields--whether science or 
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finance--consider networking crucial to their success.

What Phase Have You Reached in Learning to Network?

Think about what it was like when you were 16 or 17 years old, and you were learning to drive your 
parents' car. When you first got in that driver's seat, your mother or father beside you, you were almost 
paralyzed by a feeling of total incompetence. Put yourself in that picture and remember how you felt 
when you got behind the wheel, entering phase one of the learning process.

Many scientists experience this feeling again when they are told by their career advisors that they must 
"get out there and network" to secure a job. Some struggle with it; they make a few contacts with friends, 
socialize at conferences, but end up relying mostly on other skills that they are more comfortable with. 
They'll sit quietly applying online to companies instead of facing up to the discomfort of learning a critical 
new technique. In short, they never make it past that first phase.

Others move beyond the fear to develop their job-search network, but remain uncomfortable while they 
are out there making contacts. They are so uncomfortable that they stop networking once they land their 
jobs. While they may have made it to the second phase, they never go any further. They put away their 
networking skills until they need them again for their next job search.

Finally, there are those who push past the initial discomfort and recognize that the process of networking 
goes on forever, in many aspects of professional life, and not only at job-search time. Networking at 
scientific conferences--something they do unconsciously--leads to new opportunities for collaboration, 
invitations to lecture, unsought job offers, and other good things.

At this stage they realize that the benefits of networking are not only professional; they value their 
contacts, many of whom have turned into lifelong friends and acquaintances. For people who make it to 
phase three, networking is as essential as any other communication skill, and it is unconsciously 
integrated into their daily routine. Just like driving a car, you reach a point where you don't even think 
about it any longer.

Where Does a Network Begin?

Because, oftentimes, the immediate and perhaps only goal is to find a job, inexperienced networkers 
often view contacts inside companies as valuable. In actuality, job leads can come from just about any 
direction, many of them surprising.

Never Eat Alone reminded me how large our initial networks--the ones most of us start out with before 
we consciously start to network--really are. I used to talk about this in my networking seminars, and it 
was refreshing to hear Mr. Ferrazzi describe it: friends, relatives, friends of relatives, relatives of friends, 
your spouse's or significant other's relatives and acquaintances, current and former colleagues, 
members of professional and social organizations, past and present neighbors, people you went to 
school with, church members, former teachers and employers, people you socialize with, and people 
who provide a service or sell you products. It's a long list, from people in your neighborhood, to the 
salespeople who sell you reagents, to people from far away that you may only have met on the Internet.

Still, many scientists exhaust these contacts in the first few weeks and then wonder where to go next. At 
this point a sudden shift takes place. No longer are you contacting friends or people with whom you have 
a mutual acquaintance. You've entered what I call the "cold call zone."

Gems From An Expert: Networking Tips from Never Eat Alone

Never keep score. If your interactions are ruled by generosity, your rewards will follow.
Your relationships with others are your finest, most credible expression of who you are and what 
you have to offer.
Give your time and expertise freely. It is like Miracle-Gro® for networks.
The best time to build a network is before you need it.
Do your homework. Never pick up the phone or plan an introduction before knowing as much as 
possible about your contact.
There's no need to ponder who picks up the lunch check. Generosity is the key to success.
With networking, it's better to give before you receive.
Don't come to the party empty-handed. You're only as good as what you give away.
Social scientists are proving that people who are more connected with other people live longer and 
are healthier.

Succeeding in the Cold Call Zone

In one of her novels, author Marilyn French wrote the perfect description of what it is like to enter the 



Industrial Careers, Job Search, Networking http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_development/previous_issue...

3 of 3 4/24/2008 2:14 PM

E-Mail This Article Print This Article Share This

cold call zone:

I discovered you never know yourself until you're tested, and that you don't even know you're being 
tested until afterwards, and that in fact there isn't anyone giving the test except yourself.

The cold call zone is indeed a test, weeding out those who don't have the stamina to make introductions 
to strangers and say good things about themselves. It's all a bit easier when the cold calls you make are 
to what I call "Peer + 2" contacts. (See Networking Scenarios, Part One and Networking Scenarios, Part 
Two).

This term--"Peer+2"--should remind you that often the best cold calls are to people who are just a couple 
of years past you in experience. They'll be receptive to talking about how they made the transition to 
their job, and there will be some empathy for your situation since they were in your shoes not that long 
ago. Another strong plus for Peer + 2 contacts is that they are considerably easier to reach than the 
Director of Research.

On the other hand, you should never hesitate to contact the top people in your field. While you may not 
have more than a few moments with a well-published investigator, you never know when a hiring 
manager or recruiter will call that person seeking to fill a job. Dr. Arnold Demain, a distinguished 
professor for 32 years at MIT, would always take calls from recruiters and share with them the CVs of 
people who called to introduce themselves. Many other top people do the same.

Does Networking Have to Change Your Life?

Networking is much more than a job-seeking routine; it's a life-long career enhancement tool. But it does 
not have to become a life philosophy, something that you live for, as Keith Ferrazzi described in his 
book. Personally, I am a quiet person, still inclined to hang around the edges of cocktail gatherings after 
all these years of networking. At this point of my life, I'm not likely to become a radically outgoing 
extrovert. But that's okay; that's not what it takes to be an excellent professional networker. Even if you 
never escape phase 2, you can still use networking to your advantage.

But even if you view networking as a means to an end--a job, professional advancement--instead of as 
an end in itself, it's important to at least appear to be sincerely interested in the people you interact with. 
The single most important lesson that I've learned, often repeated in Never Eat Alone, is not to sound 
greedy. The best networkers don't ask "Are there any openings?" within the first few minutes of the call, 
and they don't drop you flat if you don't have anything to offer them immediately. Every contact you 
make is more than just a potential job interview; it's a seed to a future relationship.

As Keith Ferrazzi says, "Great networkers have the implicit understanding that investing time and energy 
in building personal relationships with the right people will pay dividends. In fact, the top people all 
understand this dynamic. . . . They themselves used the power of their network of contacts and friends 
to arrive at their present station."
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