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We've got a problem. But relax.
It can be solved—and we’'ll even have something to laugh about.
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INTRO

You are standing three feet from a table of miniature
pastries while pretending to make an important decision
about a croissant. You are not actually choosing breakfast.
You are using baked goods as protective equipment. Around
you, people wearing name badges are introducing
themselves, laughing at things that apparently happened in
procurement, and exchanging professional information with
the terrifying ease of people who seem to have been born
knowing how to say, “So what brings you here?” without
sounding like airport security. Somewhere behind you, a
conversation begins with the phrase “We should definitely
connect,” which is impressive because the two people
involved met approximately forty seconds ago. You know
why you came. You wanted to meet people, learn something
useful, maybe make a few professional connections. Yet
suddenly your most urgent strategic objective is determining
whether taking a second pastry would look deliberate or
emotionally compromised. This is networking as many
perfectly competent adults experience it: a situation in which
years of professional experience somehow fail to answer the
question, “What do | do with my hands while talking to
someone | don't know?"

The strange thing is that you may be excellent with
people once there is an actual reason to talk. Give you a
project, a problem, a client question, a deadline, or a mildly
alarming spreadsheet and you can communicate like a
functional adult. You ask sensible questions. You listen. You
explain things. You can probably sit through a difficult
meeting without hiding behind decorative plants. Remove
the shared task, however, and replace it with “go mingle,”
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and suddenly every social skill you possess appears to have
been transferred to another department without notice. This
is why networking often feels so artificial. The professional
world takes an ordinary human activity - getting to know
people - removes the natural context, adds name tags, and
announces that it is now strategically important. No
pressure. Please enjoy the cheese cubes. The result is that
people who are perfectly capable of building trust over
months of real work start believing they are somehow bad at
relationships because they do not enjoy approaching
strangers between breakout sessions.

A lot of the problem comes from the story we have been
sold about what networking is supposed to look like. We
imagine highly social people moving through a room like
elected officials, remembering twelve names, exchanging
contacts, telling concise but fascinating stories about
themselves, and somehow leaving with three introductions,
two opportunities, and dinner plans. If that is your mental
model, networking becomes a performance category in
which you are permanently under-rehearsed. You assume
you need charisma, confidence, a polished personal pitch,
and the ability to make someone care about your career
before they have finished chewing. Worse, you may believe
the whole thing is fundamentally transactional: meet useful
people, stay visible, ask for favors later. That version
deserves some of its bad reputation. Treating human beings
like collectible professional resources is unpleasant whether
you call it networking, strategic relationship building, or
“expanding your ecosystem” while nodding very seriously
over sparkling water.

The useful version is far less glamorous. It is knowing
people beyond the small group you happen to speak to



every day. It is having former colleagues who still remember
what you are good at, people in other functions who can
explain how their world works, and acquaintances who
might think of you when a relevant question, role, project, or
person appears. It is also being that person for someone
else. Most of this does not require a conference badge. It
happens after meetings, during projects, in short messages,
through introductions, over a twenty-minute conversation, or
because someone once helped you solve a problem and you
did not allow the relationship to vanish the moment the
spreadsheet stopped being urgent. The network already
exists in fragments around you. The challenge is not to
become a professional social butterfly. It is to notice those
fragments, strengthen the ones that matter, and stop
assuming that every relationship must either be close
friendship or complete strangerhood.

This matters because good work is not automatically
visible work, and useful people do not magically discover
one another at the exact moment they are needed. You can
be outstanding at what you do and still spend years inside a
professional bubble consisting mainly of your manager, your
team, three recurring meetings, and one person from
Finance who appears whenever something expensive has
happened. Then a change arrives. You want a new role. You
need perspective from another industry. A project requires
expertise you do not have. Someone asks whether you know
a person with a particular background, and you realise your
entire professional universe could fit around one meeting-
room table. None of this means you should maintain
friendships as emergency supplies. It means careers are
social systems as well as collections of skills. People
exchange information, context, trust, warnings, introductions
and opportunities. Refusing to participate does not make you
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more authentic. It mostly means you have chosen to solve
more problems alone.

The opposite mistake is equally exhausting: deciding that
now you must “work on your network” as if it were another
quarterly objective. This is how a reasonable idea becomes
a second unpaid job. You start wondering whether you
should post more, attend more events, schedule coffees,
reconnect with old colleagues, comment strategically,
optimise your profile, and perhaps develop a recurring
breakfast habit despite the fact that before 8 a.m. your
personality is legally still loading. Very quickly the cure
becomes worse than the problem. This book is not an
argument for maximum networking. It is an argument for
enough. Enough people outside your immediate circle that
your professional world does not collapse into one
organisational chart. Enough contact that you do not
remember everyone only when you need something. Enough
confidence to ask for an introduction without composing the
message like a hostage negotiation. Enough judgment to
know when a relationship is worth continuing and when a
pleasant conversation can simply remain a pleasant
conversation.

You will not need to become louder. You will need to
become clearer. Clearer about why you want to talk to
someone, what you are asking for, what you can reasonably
offer, and how much of another person’s time or reputation
your request actually uses. You will learn to recognise the
difference between a small question and a large favour,
between an introduction and a recommendation, between
keeping in touch and periodically poking someone because
a calendar reminder told you to. You will also get better at
the tiny transitions that cause disproportionate trouble:



starting the conversation, moving beyond surface-level chat,
ending without an awkward escape maneuver, following up
without sounding like automated sales software, and
contacting someone after a long silence without pretending
you suddenly woke up consumed by curiosity about their
weekend. None of these moves is complicated. They
become difficult mainly when you load them with the
expectation that one imperfect sentence might permanently
damage your professional standing.

There will also be people who do not reply, people who
decline, conversations that go nowhere, and events from
which you return having met exactly nobody useful. This is
not evidence that you have failed networking. It is evidence
that networking involves other humans, a notoriously
uncontrollable variable. You cannot make someone
interested, available, helpful, or eager to introduce you. You
can only make your side of the interaction reasonable. That
means asking without entitlement, helping without turning
yourself into a free service desk, noticing reciprocity without
keeping a ledger, and leaving people room to say no. It also
means designing your approach around your actual energy
and circumstances. If large events leave you exhausted,
smaller conversations count. If your schedule is brutal, one
deliberate contact is still a contact. If you are not naturally
outgoing, nothing in the rules says you must compensate by
becoming a temporary game-show host.

The goal, eventually, is for networking to stop feeling like
networking. You know people. They know you. Some
relationships are close, some occasional, some useful in
very specific ways, and some are simply pleasant
connections that may never produce anything measurable.
You ask when there is a reason to ask. You respond when



you can help. You remember people before an emergency
forces you to. And when someone says, “You should talk to
Sarah - she knows exactly how this works,"” or “I thought of
you when this role came up,” the moment does not feel like
a mysterious reward from the networking gods. It feels like
the ordinary result of having remained connected to the
professional world around you. That is all we are trying to
build here. No transformation into a person who loves
business breakfasts required. The croissant may remain
purely defensive.
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Chapter 1- Networking Is Not an
Audition for Most Impressive Person in
the Room

You walk into a professional event and immediately make
the mistake of assuming that everyone else knows what they
are doing. A woman near the entrance is laughing with three
strangers as if they recently survived a shipwreck together.
A man in a suit appears to know the organiser, the keynote
speaker, and possibly the person who designed the building.
Someone else is already exchanging contact details before
you have successfully attached your name badge without
placing it upside down. You conclude that these people are
networking and you are merely present in the same
postcode. This is the first illusion worth dismantling.
Networking is not a special social performance in which the
naturally charismatic compete for professional prizes while
everyone else guards the coat rack. It is simply the process
by which people become familiar enough with one another
to exchange information, trust, help, introductions,
perspective, or opportunities when there is a reason to do
so. Most of it is much less theatrical than the conference
lobby suggests.

The problem is that the visible version gets all the
attention. Nobody posts a triumphant photograph after
having one useful fifteen-minute conversation with a former
colleague about how a particular team actually operates.
They post the conference stage, the crowd, the lanyard, the
caption about “great connections,” and perhaps a
strategically positioned coffee cup. So we learn to associate
networking with rooms full of strangers, rapid introductions,
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