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Maximizing Your Networking Efforts

Making Sure No Contact is Ever Wasted

I'm sure you've had this (or something like it) happen to you. You're invited to a dinner party and
you really connect with the couple sitting next to you. It doesn't take you long to find out that Joe is
the technical engineer for a large corporation in your town. He tells you that their entire company is
upgrading their computer system and that they are going to be in the market for a large computer
buy in the near future. Since you own a computer shop, you immediately see dollar signs and
pepper him with questions. At the end of dinner, you mention to him that you would love to get
together with him next week to discuss whether you could meet the needs of his company, and he
agrees. Since it is a social gathering, neither of you has business cards, so you scribble his name and
phone number on your napkin and tuck it into your back pocket. You get on with your week and on
Tuesday, you remember about your conversation with Joe. Except you're wearing different pants
than the ones you wore that night at the dinner. You phone your spouse and ask them if they can
pull out the number for you, only they tell you that your pants were just dropped off at the dry
cleaners yesterday. In a panic, you call the dry cleaner, but they say your pants have already been
processed. No number. No last name. Your prospect is all but out the window. You immediately
phone your dinner host and ask them for Joe's number, but they tell you they don't really know Joe
all that well - he was a guest of the woman they invited. They have a home phone number for him
but don't know the name of his business. Now you are faced with the choice of calling Joe at home
and appearing unprofessional, or losing what could be the biggest sale of your year.

As a business owner, you are networking all the time. Every time you go to the bank, take a cab,
meet someone for lunch, volunteer with a non-profit, or go to a dinner party, you are meeting
potential customers. While most business owners are fairly good at prospecting and keeping good
records of contacts in that department, many are not nearly as good at recognizing how important it
is to do the same as you network your way through your day. Imagine every person you meet is a



potential customer. Your hairdresser, your kids' soccer coach, the butcher who sells you steaks at
the meat market, your spouse's best friend . . . you get the point. Recognizing that your customer
base is much larger than you think, and treating your daily contacts as efficiently as you do your
prospects, may help you to increase the number of connections that go into your sales hopper each
month. Here's how.

1. Always (and I mean always!) carry your business card. You never
know when you're going to meet someone who could be the biggest account you'll ever have -
chatting with someone at the grocery store, pumping gas at the gas station, going to a parent-teacher
meeting - even family gatherings.
It's almost inevitable that people
eventually ask you what you do,
and when you tell them, you
never know who they know that's
looking for exactly that product or
service. Having your business
card readily available to give to
Aunt Sue when she tells you
someone in her building is
looking for a brand new computer
ensures you won't lose out on a
potential customer because either
she, or you, forgets to follow up.
One tip is to put a pile of business
cards in your car's glove
compartment, so that if you find
that you don't have any on you, you can nip out to the car and get some.

2. Carry a notebook. When you do make a connection that you feel is a strong prospect,
make sure you ask them questions that will help you to get to know and remember them. Then,
when it's appropriate, transfer the information to a small notebook tucked in your jacket or purse.
Jot down the person's name and contact info (or ask them for a business card) and where you met
them. Write down what you think the potential is for your business, and anything you need to
follow up on. "Met Joe Smith at Bryan's dinner party. Works for ABC Corp. Upgrading their
computer systems. Joe loves to play golf at XY Country Club and drinks red wine. Potential bid for
upgrade work. Call Joe Monday afternoon to set up appointment."

3. Log the information in your prospect database. When you get to work,
transfer all the notes from your notebook into your database, and transfer your to-do's into your
calendar. You will be amazed at how large your prospect list will grow if you practice this
regularly. Organizing your daily networking contacts as if they were prospects, will automatically
give you a new perspective on them as potential clients. Even if the contact doesn't require
immediate action, having them in your database makes you ready the moment they do. Aunt Sue
says she'll talk to Mr. Lawford next time she sees him. It takes her two months to get back to you
letting you know he is interested in talking with you, but when she does, you already have Mr.
Lawford's information in your system and you can immediately move into prospect mode with him.



4. Follow up faithfully, no matter how peripheral the contact may
seem. It's easy to prejudge people and their readiness to buy, but that decision can often cost you
customers. So you talk to Mr. Lawford and he seems really unsure about what he wants. In fact, you
feel like he doesn't have a clue what he needs and really isn't all that ready to buy. He asks you to
call him back in a week, and you say you will, but it's so low on your radar that you forget. A week
later, he walks into your competitor's store and buys a computer system from them.

5. Look at the world as your potential customer. The most successful
business owners I know look at every person they meet as a potential customer. Or if not them,
someone they know. Go through your days with that kind of perspective and you are sure to build
that prospect database. The more prospects you have, the more sales you make, the bigger your
customer base gets. It's simple math. It's networking, and it works.

6. Be genuinely interested in people. If you look at this concept as simply another
"how to", you may miss the boat. Although the previous five strategies are an important part of
changing the way you do business, you also have to be genuinely interested in people in order to be
successful with them. If they feel like you care about nothing more than getting their "details" for
your database, they won't want to do business with you. Remember Joe from the dinner party? You
noticed that he liked red wine and wrote it in your notes. After a successful lunch talking about the
potential of working together, you send a bottle of his favorite red wine to his office with a note,
thanking him for taking the time to meet with you. You know what his favorite wine is because you
took an interest in him during lunch - took the time to get to know him a little bit above and beyond
just business. Do you think Joe will remember you? If it's at all possible, don't you think he'll do
business with you? All the tricks of the trade are great, but if you don't care about people first,
they'll never become your customers.

Remember these six strategies as you go through your day, and see whether you can double your
prospect list in the next six months. You may not immediately double your sales, but you'll make a
lot of friends along the way, and in the end, if you do it right, those friends will become customers,
and send even more customers to you.
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Creating a Positive Idea Culture in Your
Business

So much has been said in recent years about "thinking outside the box", it's become cliché.
Although most businesses would like to think that they do this regularly, you'd be surprised at
how many workplace cultures do not truly encourage creative thoughts and ideas. It's
insidious, and negativity can slip into your office like a fog. Before you know it, you're hearing
tongue in cheek remarks like, "Good luck with that!" when someone suggests a new project. Or
"Great idea, but we don't have time or personnel to implement anything like that." And what
about the ever ready, "We tried that once. It didn't work." If you truly want your business to be



a place where innovation thrives, you have to be proactive about creating a culture that not
only pays lip service to great ideas, but also works hard to encourage, affirm, and implement
them. Here are some ideas!

Engage in Regular Brainstorming
If brainstorming with your team isn't a regular part of your business strategy, you're missing out on
a lot of great ideas. You should be doing this at least once a month. It could be done over a pot-luck
staff lunch, or a monthly pizza night after work. Be creative, and treat your staff to something in
exchange for their time. Talk about all the different aspects of your business - there are so many -
marketing, customer service, production, administration, leadership, and teamwork, just to mention
a few. You could do a round-robin blitz where you go around the table and ask each staff member if
they have any ideas to improve each of these areas. Or, you could pick one and use it as your focus
for each brainstorming session. The point is to encourage ideas. This is not the time to strategize or
determine whether the ideas are good or bad, or realistic or not; the crazier the ideas, the better. No
"yeah, buts'" are allowed. No ideas can be considered too crazy or "out there". All ideas should be
recorded so nothing gets lost. Set up an atmosphere that's fun and that inspires motivation. Play a
fun game together first, listen to upbeat music, have food, and stay focused. If you're facing a

particular challenge in your business, bring it to
the table for brainstorming as well.

Have an Ideas Box
Regular brainstorming is fantastic, but you don't
want all those ideas that come along as a result of
day-to-day work to get lost. Have an ideas box
where staff are encouraged to regularly contribute
their ideas on how to make your business more
efficient, more positive, more customer-oriented,
more profitable, etc. If you really want to motivate
people, have a monthly award for the best or most
creative idea. Then, put that person in charge of
bringing you an implementation plan. You may be
completely surprised at how many problems you

can solve just from having people contribute their ideas every day.

Allow Time for Digestion and Development
Paul Williams, freelance writer and business creativity consultant says, "90% of innovative ideas
aren't simply blurted out in their final form. They need development to reveal their full potential."
When you've brainstormed, or gathered ideas from the Idea Box, take a good look at which ones
have really great potential for your business. Then gather a group of people who are interested in
fleshing them out. They can meet at their convenience and should be given the task of developing
the ideas into workable plans. It's often a good strategy to sit out of this part of the process as your
presence may hinder the free flow of ideas. Once the group comes back to you with a plan, you can
become an active participant. Work together with them, providing feedback on their discussions,



adding information they may be missing to come up with the final implementation plan. Your staff
will be thrilled to see their creative work being put into action, and you'll begin developing a high
work satisfaction ratio for them. They'll be so invested in your business they'll do anything to help
you make it successful.

Realize that New Ideas will be met with Resistance
When you do come up with a plan to implement a new idea, be prepared for some resistance. Not
everyone deals well with change, and many people are afraid of trying new things. Present your
plan as positively as possible and let people know what all the potential ramifications of the new
idea or project are. The more information they have, the more likely they will be to come on board.
Be careful not to minimize their fear, but rather, acknowledge it and do what you can to provide
assurances that deal with their fears. The more your business embraces an "Ideas Culture", the more
accustomed your staff will be to new ideas and changes being implemented, and the less resistance
you will find.

You can't lose by creating a positive culture for ideas in your business. It takes the pressure off of
you to have to come up with all the ideas yourself, and it provides an opportunity for your staff to
become more invested in your business. It's a win/win situation that will inspire loyal employees,
and an opportunity for you to grow your business in a way you couldn't possibly achieve on your
own.
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The Power of Words

Words that Sabotage Your Selling Efforts

Words are powerful - so powerful in fact that they have been known to take people to great
heights of accomplishment, as well as tearing people down with defeating discouragement.
Anyone who has ever been stung by a harsh word, or been inspired by encouraging words, will
understand the impact our words have on others. In the business of sales, words are especially
powerful because they carry with them associations that may be specific to each individual. In
addition, the words we use, in and of themselves, do not always carry the message we want to
convey. How you use words and how well you understand the subtle and often unintended
messages they carry, may significantly impact your sales efforts. Here are some words that have
been proven to inhibit sales and some alternatives you might want to consider. You may never
have thought of these as negative words, but research shows that they have the potential to turn off
your customers. How many of these should you drop from your sales vocabulary?



Help - help is a word that implies weakness on the part of the person being helped. If you are
suggesting that you can "help" your customer in any way, they are hearing that you think you are
superior to them in some way, or that they have a deficiency. Helping is for doctors and nurses and
counselors and social workers. Most customers don't think they need help, and your implying that
they do only makes them suspicious and angry. Instead, of saying "I'd like to help you grow your
business", use a phrase like "I'd really love to see your business grow and would be thrilled to be a
part of that growth."

To tell you the truth . . . many people use this phrase to try to take people into their
confidence, implying that they have something very important to share and that the listener is
important enough to be told "the truth". The broader implication, especially in a sales scenario, is
that everything you said previous to that statement, isn't the truth. This may be a completely
subconscious leap, but it is there nevertheless. Instead of saying, "OK, I'm going to be honest with
you here . . ." use a phrase like, "I really value honesty in a business relationship, and I hope you'll
be honest with me about your thoughts, as I will be with you about mine."

Just - This little word has a huge impact. Whatever you place it in front of, minimizes is value.
"I'd just like a minute of your time." implies that the customer's time isn't that important. "It's just a
small increase from last year" gives the customer the impression that you don't understand the
importance of their limited cash flow. You may have never considered how this little word can
send a big message. If you're using it a lot, you may want to remove it from your vocabulary.
Instead of saying "I'd just like a minute of your time", use a phrase like "I really value your time; my
presentation will take ten minutes - do you have some time in your day for me to come and talk
with you about my idea?"

Cheap - although you may be trying to convince your customer that you are giving them the
deal of the century, do not do so by telling them they're getting what you're selling for cheap. Cheap
implies poor quality. When you want to shop for cheap stuff, you might go to a thrift store. When
you are looking for a quality product or service, you don't want it to be cheap; cost-effective

perhaps, but not cheap.
Instead of saying "This
package I've put together for
you is really cheap." use a
phrase like ,"I think you'll
agree that the package I've
put together for you will fit
your budget nicely."

Leading edge,
industry-leader,
state of the art, etc.
- while it may very well be
true that the product you are
offering is all of those things,

it sounds to the customer like a self-serving salesperson trying to impress them with stuff that's not
really important to them. Even if you have that status at this moment, it's likely someone else in a
few months will overtake you. Your customer wants to know what it means to them, and is not
interested in hearing you brag about your achievements. Instead, use a phrase like "We've been in
this business for a long time and we know what is important to our customers; it's our goal to offer
you the best quality/service possible."

NO - While this may be painfully obvious, you'd be surprised how many sales people still don't
understand what a huge barrier this word creates in the sales process. You may also be surprised




