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Assess your 
network online

As you’re about to learn, a small and strategic network is crucial 
to your success.

Throughout the book I refer to resources, checklists and 
worksheets you can use to help you assess and reassess your 
network. These resources can be downloaded from my website: 
janinegarner.com.au/resources.

You can also review your network by applying the online 
diagnostic tool I have designed specifically for use alongside this 
book (visit janinegarner.com.au/nexus). By unravelling what 
kind of network you have now and who among the 12 key people 
are currently missing from your network, this diagnostic will help 
you build a network that works best for you. 

As you’ll soon see, reviewing your network is not a one-off activity. 
You need to reassess your network at key points in your life and 
career to respond to new goals and different aspirations you have.

So use these resources while you’re reading this book, then return to 
them again and again as your goals and aspirations change. This is 
the real secret to a successful, strategic network.

Build a network that works for you, share insights that matter to 
others. Connect. Collaborate. Succeed.
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introduction
Network – Connect – Collaborate – Succeed

How many times have you been told that ‘you really have to 
network’, that networking is ‘essential for your growth and 
personal success’?

Do you jump up and down with joy at this idea, eager to get out 
there and meet new people? Or do you cringe with horror, thinking 
you’d much rather be spending your time doing something you 
actually enjoy or something that seems more productive than 
notching up a couple more friends on your Facebook page?

The truth is, the adage ‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know’ 
has more weight now than ever.

Today ‘busy’ is a status update and everyone is your ‘friend’, so it’s 
harder to make connections that really count, beyond adding to 
the number of followers on your Twitter account.

Job vacancies are filled before they are advertised and previously 
unthought-of collaborations appear out of nowhere to create new 
and competitive markets and steal market share. Add to this the 
constant pressure of coming up with new ideas to help us remain 
relevant and influential in a saturated business landscape and 
it’s no wonder most of us hide behind our computers and feel 
paralysed with fear.

Sure, networking still matters, but your network 
matters more.

So who is in your network and how much input or influence do 
they have on what you’re doing or trying to achieve? How well do 
they really, truly know you? How much can they help you?
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There is no doubt that building a sales lead generation list is 
critical for the growth of many a business endeavour, and the 
explosion of social media has made finding particular networks 
easier, but has it made your network any better? 

There is much more to networking than collecting likes, friends, 
connections or old-school business cards. To really succeed, and 
break out beyond the online realm, you must become the master 
of your network both at work and in life generally. 

The right network is about having the right people and the right 
relationships in your professional and personal life.

Without any network at all, opportunities are missed, new 
possibilities aren’t spotted, your thinking stagnates, and the 
dreams and career aspirations you once had become unreachable. 
You change jobs, move location — and suddenly you have to start 
out all over again. You find it hard to push through tough times, 
to get that job or promotion, to sell that idea, to get noticed.

Over the past couple of decades I’ve worked in the corporate 
and entrepreneurial space with people across geographical 
regions, functions and industries, people with a wide variety 
of backgrounds and experience. I’ve had the opportunity to 
interview master networkers such as Emergent CEO Holly 
Ransom and seven-time world surf champion Layne Beachley. 
I’ve studied leaders and entrepreneurs such as Richard Branson, 
Oprah Winfrey and Michael Bloomberg to figure out how they 
achieve their goals and what makes them tick. Who are the 
people they surround themselves with and how much do these 
choices influence their success?

Every one of the people I have worked with, spoken to or studied 
attests to the fact that true success lies in surrounding yourself 
with a small yet strong, trusted and tight network — a network 
that works with you and for you.

I spent the first 10 years of my corporate career in the UK. After 
leaving the relative safety of my protected Yorkshire childhood 
and graduating from Aston University, Birmingham, I moved to 
London to take up my first job, my new life packed in a bag 
and only my university friends for support. I learned very early 
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on of the importance of a network both in life and at work.  
I experienced the impact of major company shake-ups, new 
CEOs forming new leadership teams that swiftly took over from 
former colleagues. Strategic direction, company values and day-
to-day culture changed at what seemed like a whim. Nothing and 
no-one felt safe.

At the age of 29 I moved to Australia, once more with dreams of 
a new life packed in a bag, forced to build up another network 
of trusted colleagues, clients and friends. As I moved up the 
corporate ranks, I witnessed first-hand how seniority attracts 
more influence and means greater impact, how an elevated job 
title and a bigger budget can magically open doors and make 
things happen. Yet as connected as I was from a business point 
of view, without a true, authentic network to turn to I felt 
increasingly isolated.

In 2011, I struck out on my own, launching the LBDGroup, a niche 
community of like-minded, results-oriented businesswomen, 
female corporate leaders and entrepreneurs who connect, 
contribute and collaborate to drive commercial success for each 
other. Over the years, this network has come to represent so 
much more than generating business leads for ourselves and 
one another. The cross-functional, cross-industry nature of this 
collective stretches people’s thinking, propels goals and plans, 
and creates more new opportunities at both a personal and 
professional level than would ever have been possible had we all 
gone it alone.

As the LBDGroup has grown in size, mini networks have evolved 
as individuals have created strategically appropriate networks 
for themselves within the broader network. I have built my own 
network of Promoters, Teachers, Pit Crew and Butt-kickers. They 
are the people who see more in me than I do myself, people who 
make me better, push me further and encourage me to do more. 
I have experienced the power of true connection, support and 
encouragement. Together we share learnings and insights, open 
doors for each other, push each other to go for it, to achieve 
more, because ‘I know you can’. My personal network is small, it’s 
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tight, it’s uber-connected and it’s absolutely the pit crew of smarts 
that helps me achieve my goals. 

This book is a culmination of all of my experience and insights. It 
challenges the status quo of what we’ve come to learn and believe 
about networking. You’ll read real interviews and case studies, 
and find examples of real people (with some names changed for 
privacy) who have struggled with networking but have learned to 
make a small, strategic network work for them. 

Here’s the bottom line: It’s about quality not quantity. We don’t 
need more contacts, we don’t need more ‘friends’ and we don’t 
necessarily need to spend more time connecting online. If this 
was all we needed, then every one of us would be enjoying 
unparalleled success through the sheer number of opportunities 
we have to connect. 

Leadership expert John C. Maxwell says, 

Those closest to you determine your level of success, so choosing 
the right companions as partners in pursuit of your vision is 
an important decision. My advice is to surround yourself with 
talented people who will challenge you, help you grow and 
inspire you to maximize your potential.

It’s time to create a new plan of action — one 
that puts you in control, identifies the right 
people for you and creates the right behaviours 
that will nurture your network for mutual 
success.

Everyone needs a network, whether you are a recent graduate 
hunting for your first job, a manager who has just scored a 
promotion, a parent planning on running your first marathon, 
a philanthropist, leader, consultant, entrepreneur, speaker, 
freelancer or writer — it doesn’t matter what you do, what level 
you operate on, what industry you are in and whether you work 
for an organisation or out on your own. 

So this book is for you. It will encourage you to throw out society’s 
expectations and what you feel you ‘should’ be doing, and instead 
start to think smart and strategically.
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You’ll review your network as it is now to determine:

 ■ what you are doing that is and isn’t working

 ■ who is in your network now and who should be

 ■ who is adding value and who is draining your energy 

 ■ how to leverage a key network — a Nexus — of only 12 key 
people and personalities.

You’ll find the tools and skills you need to:

 ■ take control of your network

 ■ master the art of real and influential networking in a noisy and 
disconnected online world

 ■ build a transformational network of 12 key people to fast-track 
your success

 ■ leverage and use your skills to your advantage

 ■ nurture and maintain these relationships on an ongoing basis.

As you read, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to workshop 
your own personal situation through checklists, worksheets and 
other resources available in this book and online at my website 
(janinegarner.com.au/resources). You can also review your 
network using my online diagnostic tool (at janinegarner.com 
.au/nexus).

I encourage you to use these resources at every opportunity to 
reassess your own network and create new success, not just now 
but into the future as your circumstances change. 

I wrote It’s Who You Know because I believe we all need to get back 
in control by building a ‘Network of Me’ where we are smack 
bang in the centre of critical connections with real influence and 
real impact, connections capable of transforming our thinking, 
challenging our behaviours and working collectively to build our 
positioning, elevate our profile and push us to achieve more.

Once you have read this book you will face a choice. Either take 
control of the people you surround yourself with and own your 
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future, or stay out of control and allow your network to morph 
and shift depending on what is going on around you.

Former US president Franklin Delano Roosevelt once said, ‘I’m 
not the smartest fellow in the world, but I can sure pick smart 
colleagues.’

Get in control of your network and you will change your game, 
make the impossible possible and achieve your goals. You will 
find it easier to connect to people with ideas and dreams and to 
convert those ideas and dreams into action.

So what do you say? Are you ready to build your own small, 
smart, supercharged network?
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Why
Networking is all about connecting, yet the way we’re going 
about it now is all wrong! Most of our connections are superficial 
and transactional, and this will get us nowhere in our personal or 
professional life.

Many of us hate networking but recognise it as an essential skill 
if we want to get anywhere in life. You would not have picked up 
this book in the first place if you thought otherwise! No matter 
what you do, where you work or what industry you’re in, your 
network is a crucial tool for professional and personal growth. 

So what is the right way to network? More importantly, what is 
the wrong way to network, and how do you avoid that?
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What matters most is to invest the time, energy and commitment 
into strategically building a small but smart network for you. 
Connecting with a group of people who work with you, alongside 
you, ahead of you and behind you will help ensure you have the 
right information and make the right decisions at the right time. 
Without doubt, this will fast-track your future. I’m so confident 
about this that I hereby invite you to contact me and call me out 
if it does not!

Part I introduces some of the essentials of networking.

There are three key stages to understanding networking and 
reassessing how you think and approach your network:

1. SHIFT. What’s the deal with networking now? Why are we so 
over it? Chapter 1 will explore why it’s so important to shift 
our thinking on networking.

2. RETHINK. What’s the right way to network? What’s the wrong 
way? We’ll look at the differences in chapter 2.

3. TRANSFORM. How do we build a network that works? Why 
is the power in the people? Chapter 3 answers this question.

Now let’s get started.
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Shift your 
mindset

The 2012 movie Disconnect features three different groups of 
characters, their search for connection and their dependence on 
technology. A young married couple who recently lost a baby 
have their identities stolen and exposed online. Two teenagers 
use Facebook to cyber-bully a lonely and unpopular classmate 
whose hardworking lawyer father is so hardwired to his phone 
that he can’t find the time to communicate with his family. An 
ambitious TV reporter uncovers a story about an 18-year-old 
webcam porn performer that could make her career — then she 
falls in love with him.

These disparate stories become increasingly entangled and 
connected as the film progresses. By the end (spoiler alert!), they 
all come to realise that what is most important in life is the love 
they share with those closest to them, from whom they have 
become estranged and disconnected.

Connecting. Networking. Sounds simple, maybe too simple. These 
are not new concepts. Rather, connecting and networking have 
been the cornerstones of good business since business began.

As explored in the movie Disconnect, the internet has opened 
up a whole new world of content, connections and networking 
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possibilities. The explosion of digital and social media has 
fundamentally changed the way we function, communicate and 
do business both online and offline.

Yet the technology that was supposed to connect us and bring 
us closer together actually seems to be having the reverse effect. 

Something about how we are networking right 
now just isn’t working.

When I first started networking back in the eighties, 22 years old 
and fresh out of university, the hardest part was knowing where 
to go for help and support. In those early days of my career, 
networking was mostly about hanging out with your crew from 
work at a nearby bar. If you were lucky enough to be invited to a 
company or industry function, you’d pull on your power suit of 
confidence and off you’d go armed with a wallet full of business 
cards and a 30-second elevator pitch. 

The goal was to swap cards and chat with as many people as 
possible. This was relatively easy, albeit a little nerve-racking, 
though the cheap wine helped. The follow-up involved a phone 
call, or maybe a handwritten ‘nice to meet you’ note sent by snail 
mail, with the business card you’d just collected filed in your 
plump Rolodex or a plastic sleeve in a Filofax. 

These days we are bombarded by multiple networking groups, 
industry-specific events and meet-ups through friends and 
colleagues or via LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter and assorted other 
channels. Then there’s speed networking (designed along the 
lines of speed dating), an event format in which you have a brief 
set time span to strike up a ‘connection’ before you have to move 
on to the next person. 

But are we really connecting here?

#Connecting or #disconnecting?
American psychiatrist Edward Hallowell writes,

Never in human history have our brains had to work with so 
much information as they do today … We have a generation of 
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people who are so busy processing the information received 
from all directions that they are losing the ability to think 
and feel.

The explosion of social media has turned the world of face-
to-face interactions upside down, opening up previously 
unimagined opportunities and ways of connecting with our 
friends, peers, existing and future clients, and complete strangers 
worldwide — all at the touch of a button. We are more connected 
than ever before through our smartphone, the internet, instant 
messaging and social media.

According to statsita.com, ‘The power of social networking is such 
that the  number of worldwide users  is expected to reach some 
2.95 billion by 2020, around a third of the Earth’s entire population.’ 
New social networking sites are popping up every minute. LinkedIn 
is growing at the rate of two new members per second.

With the increase in ‘connection’, however, has 
come a parallel increase in ‘disconnection’.

In her book Alone Together, social psychologist Sherry Turkle 
argues that our relentless connection to the digital world is actually 
driving isolation. On the whole, she says, we are now ‘more lonely 
and distant from one another … This is not only changing the way 
we interact online, it’s straining our personal relationships, as well.’

A 2013 study by Hanna Krasnova and a group of researchers 
from two German universities1 examined the impact of envy on 
Facebook. The study concluded that one in three people felt 
worse after visiting Facebook. ‘Lurkers’ who spent time looking 
at everyone else’s content, while not posting any of their own, felt 
especially dissatisfied. This behaviour led to feelings of loneliness, 
frustration and anger.

These feelings are encapsulated in the label FOMO, or Fear of 
Missing Out, which is defined in the Oxford Dictionary as ‘anxiety 
that an exciting or interesting event may currently be happening 
elsewhere, often aroused by posts seen on social media’.

Social media encourages one-way communication. Status 
updates and shout-outs, overloading and oversharing of personal 
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information and hashtags — #kidspam, #foodenvy, #bestdayever, 
#grateful, #inspired — make us look ‘good’ but feel ‘bad’, and add 
very little of actual value to our lives.

In reality, our actual conversations tend to be brief, fleeting and 
superficial. A quick scan of any café, restaurant, bus, train or 
footpath will suggest we’re more interested in what is happening 
on our screens than in the people next to us — even our children, 
who are now babysat with Peppa Pig on the iPad.

Sure, we’re connected, but increasingly to the digital world rather 
than to the real world and each other. Networking, on the other 
hand, relies on two-way communication: the mutual exchange of 
information and value.

So if we’re feeling stressed out with all this frivolous one-way 
online communication, how has this affected the way we view 
and do networking?

The ‘work’ in network
So many of us avoid networking because we see it as exactly 
that — hard work. We’ve put the work back into networking and 
made it all too difficult and exhausting. The problem is that often 
the events we choose to attend have little relevance or value for 
us. For most of us, when we do network, we network within the 
narrow orbit of our immediate circle, tapping into like-minded 
circles of sympathetic people. This is fine as far as it goes, but it 
has limitations over time. By minimising difference of opinion and 
experience, it breeds laziness, stifles growth and limits potential.

Having spoken and worked with many people over the years I 
have studied the subject, I have found there are four key pain 
points we report feeling when it comes to networking. These are:

1. overwhelmed

2. overcomplicated

3. overstretched

4. over it!

Let’s look at each of these in more detail.
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1. Overwhelmed
Where do we begin? With all the online and offline options 
available to us, many of us feel overwhelmed by choice, with no 
idea where to start when it comes to building a network. Face-to-
face engagement puts pressure on us to be constantly interesting 
and engaging; computers remove much of that pressure, so it’s no 
wonder people opt to hide behind their smartphones and their 
like buttons. But how do we talk about ourselves or ask for help? 
And why would anyone care?

2. Overcomplicated
Which tools and applications should I use? Which social media 
networks should I be on — and should I join all, one or just some of 
them? How do I manage them? Given time constraints, how do I keep 
in touch with an ever-growing network? Which face-to-face events 
should I attend? How often do I need to ‘network’?

These are just some of the many questions you face when it comes 
to the Rubik’s cube of networking sites, events and groups.

Add to this the pressures of multitasking, having to think on 
your feet, constantly switching focus, jumping from one group 
of people to the next while trying to remember what actions you 
should take … Are you confused yet?

3. Overstretched
We struggle with prioritising the tasks on our to-do list, let alone 
deciding on who to call or get a cuppa with, or which networking 
event to attend. The follow-up conversations are often rushed and 
superficial, falling back on small talk and an obsessive fixation 
on the weather (or that could be the English in me). Words and 
messages are communicated through acronyms — LOL, FYI and 
OMG and the like, with more arcane expressions such as IRL, 
TBH and DFTBA (don’t forget to be awesome) on the rise.

Every day we are pulled and stretched in hundreds of directions, 
challenged to be truly ‘present’ while maximising productivity 
despite the growing demands on our time and energy. Most of us 
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report feeling drained, exhausted and overstretched much of the 
time. Throw networking into the mix, and many of us will say, ‘I 
know I should, but I’ll do it another day.’

4. Over it!
When it comes to networking, we are quite simply over it. We 
know we should network because everyone around us is telling 
us so, but where is the real evidence of the return? Why should I 
network? Is it really necessary? Most of us these days would rather 
be doing something else.

Why bother?
If we’re feeling overwhelmed, confused, overstretched and over 
it, why on earth would we still bother networking? 

It’s simple really. 

You can’t get anywhere in life on your own.

Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook, names Larry Summers, from 
the US Treasury Department and the World Bank, as her first and 
most important mentor. Fashion designer Yves St Laurent declares 
that Christian Dior ‘taught me the basis of my art … I never forgot 
the years I spent at his side’. Facebook gladiator Mark Zuckerberg 
learned about business and management practices from regular 
meetings with Apple founder Steve Jobs. Philanthropist and 
businessman Michael Bloomberg learned teamwork and ethics 
from William R. Saloman, managing partner of an investment 
bank where Bloomberg first worked.

A strong, connected and mutually beneficial network provides 
you with a series of stepping stones to success. The intentional 
support of another, with whom you collaborate and share what 
you know and who you know, pushes you forward in life.

The active and mutual support of others helps to:

 ■ boost confidence

 ■ achieve clear goals
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 ■ open doors to opportunity

 ■ create business leads

 ■ support decision making

 ■ pave the path to success.

Countless articles and books have been written about the 
importance of networking. In his book Highly Effective Networking, 
Orville Pearson writes, ‘When the economy is good networking 
is important. In tough times or tough job markets, networking is 
essential.’

It is imperative today to join forces with others, utilise your 
collective skills and experience, add new connections and 
insights, and communicate the support you need to step into 
your future. The beauty, as Never Eat Alone author Keith Ferrazzi 
puts it, is that ‘by giving your time and expertise and sharing 
them freely, the pie gets bigger for everyone’.

One is a lonely number
It is widely assumed that entrepreneurs operate alone, overcoming 
all challenges and bringing their ideas to market out of sheer 
individual drive and personality. This could not be further from 
the truth! Entrepreneurs understand that it is essential to have a 
core network around them to maximise the chances of productive 
ideas coming to fruition.

Dame Anita Roddick, founder of cosmetics giant The Body 
Shop, once said: ‘We entrepreneurs are loners, vagabonds, 
troublemakers. Success is simply a matter of finding and 
surrounding ourselves with those open-minded and clever souls 
who can take our insanity and put it to good use.’

Even Steve Jobs, who was widely recognised as a loner, is said 
to have shared with his biographer Walter Isaacson, ‘Creativity 
comes from spontaneous meetings, from random discussions. 
You run into someone, you ask what they are doing, you say 
WOW and soon you’re cooking up all sorts of ideas.’
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A solid network of key players is like an invisible protective 
shield. It’s often not the smartest person in the room who achieves 
success in life, but the one with the right networks and contacts. 

Rita Pierson spent more than 40 years in and around the classroom. 
In her TED talk ‘Every Kid Needs a Champion’,  she describes 
teaching classes that were so academically deficient it would 
reduce her to tears. One year she lied and told her students, ‘You 
were chosen to be in my class because I am the best teacher and 
you are the best students, they put us together so we could show 
everybody else how to do it.’ In a class test of 20 questions, one 
child got 18 questions wrong, so she gave him a +2 and a smiley 
face. When he asked if he had failed Rita responded, ‘Yes … but 
you are on a roll, you got two right.’

This encouragement and support is exactly what gets you to 
where you want to go in life. And it simply cannot be done on 
your own.

Rework your network
Social media thought leader Mari Smith believes, ‘Strategic, 
professional networking is one of the most powerful methods of 
growing your business in today’s world.’

The key word here is strategic.

In ‘Managing Yourself, A Smarter Way to Network’ (Harvard 
Business Review, July 2011), Rob Cross and Robert J. Thomas 
found:

The executives who consistently rank in the top 20% of their 
companies in both performance and well-being have diverse but 
select networks … made up of high-quality relationships with 
people who come from several different spheres and from up 
and down the corporate hierarchy.

We must build strategic connections around us, assembling a 
select group of people who open us to quality thinking and new 
perspectives. 

Building a network that works is both an art and a science. It is 
an art in that it requires basic human skills in communication, 
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connection, authenticity, and the ability to be ‘in the present’ and 
engaged with people and conversation.  

It is a science in that building your network strategically requires 
an ongoing analysis and audit of your network, and a sustained 
curiosity around whether you’re leveraging your network in the 
best way you can. It’s about seeing the lines that connect people 
and ideas and create opportunity.

This means stripping away all the rubbish, reworking the way 
we network and connecting to others on a personal level with 
authenticity, meaning and value. It’s time to start connecting with 
the right people in the right way, to learn how to build quality 
relationships. 

You need to move from how many people you 
know to who are the right people to know.

Surround yourself with the right people, people who will guide 
and mentor you and cheer you on, people who will help shape 
the person you eventually become. It’s up to you to choose your 
network wisely.

Take back control
Building a more valuable network means taking back ownership 
and control of your network and approaching your actions and 
connections with strategic deliberation. 

When you align yourself with thinkers and doers who may 
have achieved what you dream of achieving or who simply ride 
shotgun alongside you, you’ll be pushed to take the right actions 
and be inspired to move in the right direction towards your goals. 
This group of super-powers will build your success, boost your 
positive mojo and keep you in a place of constant growth.

Spend time with ‘cup half empty’ thinkers and you’ll feel low 
and de-energised. Spend time with individuals who dream big 
and see the cup not just as half full but as overflowing, and you’ll 
believe anything is possible.

You have to take ownership of your own network and to assess it 
continuously so it continues to evolve. 
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It’s not about being in touch with as many people as possible; it’s 
about finding the right people and the right relationships, as we’ll 
explore in the next chapter. 

If you want to fast-track your success, you need to take 
responsibility for your life, own the choices you make and spend 
time with those with a similarly positive attitude. Then you’ll 
become a more proactive, positive individual with the ability to 
shape your own future.

Networking still a number one skill

Having a network has helped tremendously in shaping my 
career in multiple ways.

First, every career opportunity I have been given has come 
through my network. Second, my core network provides access 
to people with significant experience and influence, individuals 
who have been there and done that, and who are willing to 
share their ideas and thinking with me, allowing me to draw 
from their experience and insights.

In the early days, I didn’t get it right. Looking back, there was a 
point when I realised that my network consisted only of people 
I worked with — it was very one-dimensional. 

Now I am one of the most recognised finance professionals in 
Sydney finance circles, I have been asked to speak at numerous 
events and the connections have absolutely expanded my thinking 
and enabled me to perform even better in my current role.

I now have access to a broad and diverse range of individuals 
doing different things within the finance spectrum. It puts 
me in a unique position to understand what’s going on in the 
industry at a broader level and also allows me to tap into the 
experience, expertise and insights of all these individuals. 

Building a network that worked for me was critical — in fact, I 
think it has been a game changer.

Chax Poduri, senior finance executive, Hewlett Packard Enterprise
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Sort through your 
current network

As discussed in part I, you probably already have some sort of 
network, whether it’s working effectively for you or not. But 
even if you hate the idea of networking and find yourself on the 
bottom rungs of the networking ladder introduced in chapter 2, 
you will have some contacts, friends and acquaintances, or will at 
least have connected with them on social media. 

Your powerful web of resources, connections and opportunities 
begins right here, in and around your own backyard. The 
people you see every day at work or on the weekend, or meet 
from time to time at functions, not to mention your clients and 
suppliers — they are likely the starting point when it comes to 
identifying who is in your current network. 

You now understand that more opportunity is created when you 
are strategic about how you network and who you network with. 
This is what enables you to grow exponentially. It’s where you’ll 
leverage contributions and build inspired connections that matter.

You are going to need to step up and step out, to reach out and 
diversify your network to include those with skills, talent and 
qualities that feed your growth, to transform your current into 
your future, to connect with those who will fast-track your success. 



42

It’s Who You Know

Edmund Lee gets it right when he says, ‘Surround yourself with 
the dreamers and the doers, the believers and thinkers, but most 
of all, surround yourself with those who see the greatness within 
you, even when you don’t see it yourself.’

These are the questions you’ll be asking yourself: 

 ■ Where do I start?

 ■ What types of people do I need in my network?  

 ■ How do I know if I already have these people in my network?  

 ■ And if I don’t, how do I find them?

So let’s start by addressing some of these questions.

Back to basics
To progress from a transactional network to a strategic and 
transformational one, you’ve got to first assess who is in your 
network right now. This requires some sorting.

The SORT process will help you:

 ■ identify who is in your network right now

 ■ assess the true diversity and integration of your network

 ■ highlight any gaps that may exist.

Think of this as a top-level triage health check. You’re going 
to zero in on what your network looks like right now and 
understand how it’s currently serving you, assessing how these 
people are helping or hindering you when it comes to your goals 
and aspirations. Only once you have processed your existing 
network in this way can you get serious about your next steps, 
which will culminate in your seeking out those people who are 
missing from your network.

There are two steps in the SORT phase:

1. identify

2. assess.

Let’s work through each step in detail together.
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Step 1: Identify
First up, who’s in your network?

You might be surprised at how hard this simple question can actually 
be to answer! This isn’t about doing a brain dump of everyone you 
know — or getting out your phone to check your contacts or your 
Facebook feed (as a lot of people in my workshops do). As you will 
soon see, there is a big difference between people you know and 
people who add value to your life and career and therefore have a 
right to belong in your current core network.

When assessing your network, think about the individuals you 
currently go to or rely on for support, information, advice, 
inspiration or simply as a sounding board for your thinking. This 
might include your partner, colleagues, friends, family members, 
or your existing or former boss. 

As you think about your network, consider how you interact and 
connect, and what exchange of information or support happens.  

You’ve got to understand your current network 
before you can change or improve it. So who is 
in your network right now?

WHO DO YOU KNOW?
 • List 10 to 15 people you consider to be crucial in your life 

and your network.

 • Fill out the SORT Worksheet in figure 4.1 (overleaf, or 
download or print it from janinegarner.com.au/resources if 
you prefer).

Struggling to come up with even 10? Then you’re on the right 
track! This process is not as easy as you might think. You’re 
starting to discover how many people you know, but how few 
add real value to your network.
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Figure 4.1: SORT Worksheet

What’s their 
name?

1

2

3
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What’s their 
gender?

M F

How do you 
know them?

Where do 
they live?

IDENTIFY 
YOUR NETWORK

ASSESS 
YOUR NETWORK
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Step 2: assess
Now we’re going to delve a bit deeper in order to assess how 
diverse your network really is. Consider the following three 
questions:

1. What is the gender make-up of your network?

2. What similarities are apparent among the individuals in your 
network?

3. Where is everyone located?

Let’s examine these questions in some detail.

1. What is the gender make-up of your network?
Is your list evenly balanced between males and females, or does it 
err heavily to one side of the gender equation? Are both genders 
even represented?

I find it amazing when facilitating this exercise how many times 
my clients have realised they have all men or all women in 
their network. I’ve lost track of the number of studies that link 
a gender-balanced workplace and leadership team to positive 
business performance and employee engagement. The same can 
be said for your network.

Lisa Torres, a sociology professor at George Washington 
University, and Matt L. Huffman, a sociology researcher at the 
University of California, Irvine, studied groups of men and 
women and tracked census data to identify patterns in the way 
the sexes network. In their 2002 study ‘Social Networks and 
Job Search Outcomes Among Male and Female Professional, 
Technical, and Managerial Workers’, they confirmed the truth of 
the saying ‘birds of a feather flock together’.

They found that both men and women have a tendency to gravitate 
to networks of their own gender. This sheds some light on why 
men continue to hold the majority of senior positions in most 
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organisations across the world. When it comes to job openings 
and career opportunities, we naturally share these first within 
our network, and in this case it’s in a network of mainly male 
colleagues. Women often won’t hear about these opportunities 
until after they’ve done the rounds in the all-male network.

William T. Bielby, a professor emeritus of sociology at the 
University of Illinois at Chicago, explains:

Women have tended to be better connected overall, but they 
and many of their female contacts tend to work in more 
female-dominated jobs. So their networks may be wider but 
not reach to as high a level as men’s, who tend to be better 
connected, particularly in getting professional news, to more 
high-status people. 

So being connected is not enough; you need to build a diverse 
network to create a ripple effect for change. A broad range of 
different thinking and ideas generates competitive advantage. It is 
from differences of opinion, ideas and thoughts that opportunities 
emerge.

WHO DO YOU KNOW?
 • Tick the gender of each person you’ve listed in the SORT 

worksheet.

 • How many women do you have in your immediate network? 
How many men?

 • Is there an obvious lack of balance and diversity?

2. What similarities exist in your network?
How many of the people in your list are attached to the same 
company, community, sporting club, co-working space, university, 
church, mothers’ group or other group? How many are your 
relatives or friends? How many do you work with, perhaps in 
the same department? How many are at the same seniority level?
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It’s common to find ourselves gravitating towards the people we 
see regularly, spend most time with or have most contact with, so 
it’s likely they will be the first ones to spring to mind at step 1 of 
the SORT process. We often find it easier to connect with people 
who have the same knowledge, background or work focus as us. 
We tend to be drawn to clusters of ‘sameness’, staying in our 
comfort zone. 

When we start working in a new job or role we mix mainly with 
co-workers in our department or those at a similar seniority level 
as us. As we stay longer in a company, opportunities arise to 
expand our network simply through promotion and tenure. We 
may be thrown into roles that force us to collaborate with other 
departments or companies. We may work with virtual teams 
including people based interstate and overseas.

How many people do you know outside your area of expertise? 
Do your connections actually suggest you are working in a silo?

WHO DO YOU KNOW?
 • How do you know the people on your list?

 • Use one word to sum up where you met or the relationship 
you have with each individual you identified in the previous 
step, and add that word to your SORT worksheet.

 • Do you notice any patterns of sameness or similarity? 

 • How many people on your list are from similar organisations 
or groups? 

3. Where is everyone located?
Knowing people in different areas of the same business as you or 
with differing levels of expertise increases the diversity of your 
network. Including among your contacts people from different 
geographical locations does the same. Think about where the 
people in your list are based. Are they in the same city, state or 
country? Do you have people in your network who live overseas? 
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While we may not always be geographically close, thanks to 
technology we have never been more closely connected or had 
more opportunities to communicate regardless of geography. 
We should therefore not discount individuals from our network 
based on their location, whether it be a different city or state, 
or even a different continent; in fact, we should embrace such 
opportunities.

Your organisation may have offices around the world. It’s likely 
you sometimes travel, either for work or on a holiday. These 
trips create valuable opportunities for meeting people and 
nurturing connections in different locations. How many times 
when travelling have you bumped into someone you’ve swapped 
business cards with at an airport or in a local café, for example? 

So does the reality of your network reflect the 
reality of the diverse world in which you live?

WHO DO YOU KNOW?
 • Note down on the SORT worksheet where each of your 

connections is located. 

 • What do you notice? 

 • Are they based in the same city, state or country?  

 • Does this accurately reflect all the different people you know 
in different parts of the world?  

What did you discover from the SORT process? For example, 
do you have mostly males in your network? Or females? Is your 
network made up mostly of your friends, family members or 
current colleagues? Are most individuals in your network co-
workers, clients or customers? Do they all live in the same city as 
you or are they spread out interstate?

Getting your network right is all about getting started. And that’s 
exactly what you’ve just done, so good on you! 
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As you’ve learned, a strong strategic network relies on one key 
principle — diversity. A diverse network spans gender, age, 
experience, culture, industries, organisations and geographical 
locations.

Imagine you’re having a party. If you invite all the people on 
your list, how many of them would already know each other, 
having met before, or have heard you talk about them? The more 
they know each other, the more closed and tight your network 
is. If hardly any of your connections know each other, then you 
probably have a pretty open and diverse network. 

are you open or closed?
Like most of the people who do this exercise for the first time, 
you’ve probably discovered you have a fairly closed network. 
This means you surround yourself with people who are similar to 
you. Most of them do the same sorts of things you do, think like 
you, value the same things; they may even do the same job or at 
least be at the same seniority level or life stage. 

An implicit level of trust and loyalty operates in this kind of 
tribe, and it naturally creates an environment of mutual value 
exchange. However, if you’re forever surrounded by people who 
say and think the same thing, then you begin to accept this as the 
norm and dismiss anything else as deviant. You don’t question 
where you are in life or how you’re going to get to the next level. 
You don’t push yourself; you just accept the status quo. You 
do the same things, go to the same restaurants, have the same 
conversations and stay in the same job. Put simply, you put your 
blindfold on.

In her book Wilful Blindness, Margaret Heffernan discusses 
how as human beings we naturally associate with like-minded 
people. Our challenge is that we are deeply influenced by the 
norms and standards of those around us, such that our brain 
edits out facts that aren’t in line with that world view. Heffernan 
explains, ‘When we are wilfully blind there is information we 
could know and should know but don’t because it makes us feel 
better not to.’ This is why a closed network of contacts can create 
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a blinkered approach to networking and limit opportunities, 
options and ideas.

At its extreme this attitude leads to groupthink, a term originally 
coined by social psychologist Irving Janis in 1972. Evidence of 
this tendency can be seen everywhere, from political parties and 
sporting teams to schoolyards and the media. 

Sticking with the same people, with the same in-group, is safe 
and boring. You might expect that a diverse group means you’ll 
always be wrestling with a lot of different, conflicting opinions, 
but the opposite tends to happen.

A more open and diverse network often means that individuals 
in your network often do not know one another and may have 
different values and beliefs. This greater diversity can have a 
profound, far-reaching impact.

An open network encourages diversity of 
opinion and insight, with access to other 
ways of doing things stretching out-of-the-box 
thinking.

If your network is too open, however, managing it can be 
exhausting. Keeping up with everyone, maintaining different 
conversations at different levels, is demanding. You’ll wear 
different hats with different people, and feel like a chameleon 
as you morph to fit in with whomever you are connecting with 
at that time. There is no continuity of discussion, and perhaps 
no shared insight or opinion. In the end, all you can do is flit 
from one conversation to another while never actually moving 
forward. Social media is the best example of an open network at 
the extreme, with millions of people maintaining irredeemably 
shallow connections online.

Balance is the answer
We also get the balance of our network wrong when we choose 
to keep work and home totally separate from one another, 
convinced that this is what work–life balance is all about. This 
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may have worked when we lived in the world of 9 to 5, when 
we switched off at the end of the day to head home and live our 
isolated family life, but things have changed dramatically since 
technology infiltrated our lives. 

We are now contactable 24/7, with every aspect of our lives on 
show (if we choose it) online. Where, how and when we work 
will continue to evolve. The boundary between work and home 
life is more and more fluid, and the effort to keep work and home 
totally separate is draining and futile. It’s time to stick with one 
hat. It’s time to integrate our network so it can become truly 
diverse.

The ideal scenario is a balanced and integrated network that 
bridges smaller diverse groups and is:

 ■ cross-hierarchical

 ■ cross-functional 

 ■ cross-organisational.

A balanced, interconnected network enables 
diversity of learning, reduces bias in decision 
making, and increases opportunity for personal 
growth and opportunity.

Businesswoman and accountant Melissa Browne exemplifies 
this perfectly. When I interviewed her about the diversity of her 
network she said:

When I first started my accounting firm I imitated other 
successful accounting firms. That’s how I presumed you ran 
a successful firm. What I quickly realised was how limiting 
that was to growth, cash flow and the opportunity to attract 
clients because I wasn’t offering anything different.

So I looked outside my world to what other interesting 
entrepreneurs were doing: fitness gurus, stylists, military 
coaches, fashion brands, franchises and more. 

I believe if you want to be a clone of someone else then 
look to your industry but if you want to innovate, you 
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need to look outside your own world. I join tribes and 
organisations where business owners aren’t the same as me. 
I make a point of being uncomfortable so I can continue to 
challenge any unconscious bias.

Inwards, outwards and upwards
Knowing what you want in terms of your goals and aspirations 
is one thing, but achieving them is something else again. The 
process you’ve just completed is the start of your journey to 
achieve greater success.

It’s only by looking inwards that we start to look outwards and 
then move upwards. Some people find this a confronting idea; for 
others, it blows their mind!

It’s important to remember that this is not a one-off, set-and-
forget process. Your life and career goals and the people around 
you change constantly based on where you are in life and at work. 
So your network must constantly evolve too.

That’s why you’ll find you will need to access this book’s website 
resources time and time again to work through this process and 
the ones in the following chapters. I recommend you keep coming 
back and assessing your network long after you’ve finished 
reading this book. 

Now you’ve completed the SORT process on your existing network, 
it’s time to shift focus to assess whether you are really connecting 
with the people that matter to achieving your goals — it’s time to 
build your network, your own Nexus of Core Four and ultimately 
the 12 key people who will fast-track your success. 

As you work through chapters 5 and 6, you’ll keep coming back 
to your network list as you ask yourself who you already have 
in your network and who is missing. But to do this properly, 
strategically, first you need to meet the Core Four individuals that 
form your Nexus, the essential heart of your network. That’s what 
we’ll look at in the following chapter.
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