
Networking
effectively
By Joan C. Borgatti, MEd, RN

Sherry stands nervously in the door-
way, watching several dozen people
chat each other up. The sound of

her heartbeat threatens to drown out the
conversational din. For the people on the
other side of the door, this is a networking
event. But for Sherry, it seems like a swap
meet of business cards.

If Sherry sounds like you, know that
you’re not alone. For many people, net-
working means an awkward evening spent
cradling a wine glass in one hand, thrust-
ing a business card at someone with the
other hand, and exchanging small talk.

“Hello. My name is…”
Networking is one of the most overused,
misunderstood, and underestimated terms
in the business world (and yes, that in-
cludes health care). Actually, networking is
just a newish term for an activity that has
been around for millennia. Savvy people
have always seen the wisdom of seeking
out others who can help them get ahead.

Simply put, networking is an information
exchange, a forum for communicating your
needs or agenda and, in return, listening
and responding to others’ needs or agen-
das. Good networking requires emotional
reciprocity, which means caring about the
needs and agendas of the people you net-
work with. Caring about others’ needs is
what nurses do, so networking really
shouldn’t be that difficult for a nurse.

Think of networking as a great opportu-
nity to make yourself known, gather criti-
cal information, and meet people who can

help you now and in the future. Through
networking, you can make contacts that
further your agenda—whether it’s to find
a mentor, get information on a program
you’re interested in, change jobs, or ad-
vance from your current position.

Networking isn’t just who you know,
but who knows you. If you listen to other
networkers and give them the resources
they seek (as by introducing them to key
people or sharing valuable information),
they’ll become grateful—and indebted—
networking colleagues.

Set a networking goal
At a networking event, the idea isn’t to
meet the greatest number of people possi-
ble in one evening. It’s to meet the “right”
people—those who can help you realize
your goal.

When approaching a networking situa-
tion, ask yourself, “What do I want this
experience to lead to?” You’ll be much
more effective if you have a laser-focused
goal. The most successful networker isn’t
the one who walks away with the most
business cards. It’s the one who leaves
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with the contacts and information he or
she had been seeking.

A tale of two networkers
To demonstrate this point, let’s take the
case of two wound care specialists, Myrna
and Doris—colleagues who’ve carpooled
together to a meeting of their professional
organization.

Myrna arrives with an agenda and a
plan for the evening: She wants to develop
a wound care speakers bureau to boost
the community profile of staff at her facili-
ty. She seeks out several speakers, who
give her valuable tips on how to market
her expertise. She also shares her vision
of a speakers bureau with attendees from
other facilities—and is surprised by the
support and tips they offer. She leaves the
meeting with valuable information that can
further her vision. On the way home, she
jots down a reminder to send one of the
people she met an article he might find
helpful. She also makes notes about what
she learned tonight, so she can follow up
that week. Clearly, Myrna’s networking
has been effective.

Doris, on the other hand, goes to the
meeting unfocused. She meanders about
the room speaking with a lot of attendees,
and exchanges a few business cards. But

the “Where-do-you-work?” conversations
that ensue provide little insight. Although
she enjoys the meeting somewhat, she has
accomplished little. That’s understandable,
as she set out with no goals. She might
have been better off spending the night
watching television.

Networking etiquette
To succeed at networking, learn network-
ing etiquette. Rule #1: Turn off your cell
phone—or at least put the ringer on vi-
brate. If you absolutely must take a phone
call, discreetly leave the room.

More etiquette advice:
• Wear your name tag on your left lapel

so you don’t block your name when
shaking hands. If you fill out the name
tag yourself, print clearly so your name
and title are visible from about 5 feet
away. That way, others won’t need to
squint at your chest to read your name.

• Keep your handshake firm and friendly.
Don’t hang on, and don’t pump! Re-
member to make eye contact, and smile.

• Keep breath mints handy. Networking
usually takes place around drinks and
food, and the first thing that greets a
new contact shouldn’t be the garlic and
onion dip.

• Keep your business cards handy (a busi-
ness card holder is best), but don’t
throw them at everyone you meet.
Hand your business card to a contact so
it’s right side up and facing that person.
When someone hands you a business
card, take a moment to look at it; then
say thank you and carefully put it away.
It’s disrespectful to deface a business
card, so don’t write on the back of it.

What happens next?
Okay—you’ve set an agenda, attended the
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Keep your
handshake firm
and friendly.

Don’t hang on, and
don’t pump!
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networking event without violating eti-
quette, and made some good contacts.
Now what? This is where many people
drop the ball. They fail to follow through
on the contacts they make and the infor-
mation they gain. They simply shove the
contacts’ business cards into a Rolodex,
where they will sit forgotten.

Instead of letting business cards collect
dust, develop a system that helps you fol-
low through with your contacts—whether
it’s an electronic tool, a simple calendar
notation, or a color-coded filing system.
Jot down contact information on each
person you met, along with a summary
of your conversations, when you need to

follow up, and so forth. Make the system
work for you.

Next, follow through with appropriate
communication. Send handwritten thank-
you notes to the contacts who gave you
valuable information or resources—for in-
stance, those who introduced you to a key
player or offered to make a phone call on
your behalf. If possible, your note should
mention how that information worked out
for you. (See Seven steps to effective net-
working.)

In the coming weeks, months, or years,
keep these relationships alive and thriving
by sending tips or information to each con-
tact. If you see a newspaper article or Inter-
net story about a topic a particular contact
was interested in, send it to him or her. This
shows you’re thinking about that person,
and conveys your generosity and willing-
ness to continue a reciprocal relationship.

Make it happen
Networking opportunities can happen any-
where. Don’t wait for them—create them.
Pinpoint your goal, identify the key people
who can help make it happen—and then
network! It’s as simple as picking up the
phone, sending an e-mail, or meeting over
lunch. With a little effort, networking can be
an enjoyable and valuable career resource. �
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Here’s some advice to help you get the most out of net-
working.

1Develop an “elevator” speech.When introducing
yourself, have a few sentences ready that explain
who you are and what your interests are. “Hello. I’m
Jane Doe. I’m a med/surg nurse at General Hospital,
and I’m hoping today’s meeting will help me learn
more about transitioning to a wound care specialty.”

2 Stand out. Show others what sets you apart from
the rest of the pack. This is especially important
when planning a job change.

3 Cut your losses. If someone doesn’t seem interested
in you or your agenda, move on.

4 Act confident. If you seem confident, the world will
beat a door down to help you.

5 Follow through promptly. If someone gives you the
name of a contact person or lead, send that person
a thank-you note describing how that information
helped you. Otherwise, you’ll burn that bridge for-
ever.

6 Be generous. Keep your eye out for information that
can help someone else—then share it with that per-
son. It’s the right thing to do and will create a small
army of indebted networkers who will return the
favor some day.

7 Ask for what you need. If someone asks how she
can help you make a desired transition, be specific.
For instance, “It would be wonderful if you could
speak to Edward Executive on my behalf.”

Seven steps to effective networking




