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Introduction

When I recently left my job of many years standing, I moved from a world of the big, all embracing corporate organisation to one where I was independent, on my own.  It was akin to the worlds described by Charles Handy in his wonderful book ‘The Elephant and the Flea’ (1).  Being a flea carried with it a degree of personal responsibility which the elephant had always decided for me – for over thirty years.

In this new world of mine fleas need to build networks.  In large corporations networks are given to you and you are presumed to participate.  Companies spend considerable sums equipping employees with the means to network – both hardware and the skills of networking.  In the ‘real’ world networking is more a matter of chance with the naturally curious able to generate enough of these chances to connect and disconnect from networks until there is a shape and meaning to personal networks with which they are comfortable.  For most of us, though, it seems to be  such a game of chance that frequently we seem to forget the purpose of it all in the pursuit of some elusive ‘perfect’ network or, according to taste, we see ourselves travelling along an endless road called ‘learning’ and networks are but a step along that road.

I built my networks and I’m still building them today – flirting with some connections, discarding some by deliberate neglect, pursuing others zealously for the new insights to my world which they seem to bring.  Along the way – and it is only a short journey so far – I have begun to wonder what makes a ‘good’ network as opposed to a ‘bad’ one.  Of course, this is a judgement personal to you, a subjective thing, but what characteristics might make up a network and what should we look for in our endless search?

In this discussion paper I would like to draw out three themes in an attempt to answer this question.  In so doing, I’m not really concerned with the geometric structure of networks since it seems to me that this adds little value to the effectiveness of the network – other than perhaps in speed of response.

My three themes are:

· Just what is a network?  A definition.

· How might organisational excellence help us in defining a ‘good’ network?

· What can we learn about physical networks from the greatest virtual network of them all – the Internet?

Defining a network

For the purposes of this paper I am talking about physical networks made up of human beings, interacting physically and electronically.  We can think of the characteristics of such networks being defined by attributes such as:

· Formal – informal.  I might join a network that has rules governing interaction within it (formal) but I might also think of myself as networking without regard to specific rules but more for the learning and contacts I might or might not acquire (informal).  This latter category is akin to ‘browsing’ and I shall return to it later – for now, I am talking about attributes more akin to formal networks.

· Hierarchy.  Formal networks are typically flat structures but with a shallow hierarchy representing some form of network leadership, administration, etc.  If the network is to show purpose and progress then clearly it can’t rely on leaderless ‘accidental’ growth.

· Purpose and values.  I might expect to see formal networks clarifying their purpose and perhaps, the values they espouse.  Probably they would also have a programme of work towards some goal and therefore measures of progress towards that goal.

· Behaviours.  We might see certain human behaviours within a successful network which, collectively applied by all members, allow the growth of energy and enthusiasm within the network for the common purpose.  Examples would be open rather than closed behaviours, questioning and building behaviours.

· Communication.  Finally there would need to be some rules by which formal networks communicate effectively with each other – a common language, recognised libraries and locations of formalised knowledge within the network.  More sophisticated networks might define communication both syntactically and semantically (2).

Networks and Organisational Excellence (the EFQM Model)

I think it would be quite difficult to apply many of the sub criteria of the Model to an entity called a network with attributes described above.  If we acknowledge that a network will be minimalist in its leadership and its use of physical resources we might say that only certain criteria have meaning, most typically in enabler sub criteria such as Knowledge Management (4e) and processes (2d, 5a, 5b).  However, it would be interesting to use other areas of the EFQM Model to try to inform improvements to networks. This is  particularly so as, in the future, networking seems likely to assume greater significance in the way we all work and that, therefore, we need to investigate continuous improvement to networks much as we do with more conventional organisations.
However, we might expect the network to be consistent with the eight principles of excellence and consistent with RADAR.  All these things imply that the network is both formal and hierarchical in some way. For example, if the network learns from its activities by assessment and review, then who carries out these tasks on behalf of the network?  This leads me to suggest that networks need organisers, people who are entrusted with not only the organisation of the network and its well being, but also with how it learns and improves organisationally.  The rest of us can then concentrate on  bringing to, and taking from, the network knowledge.

Lessons from ‘the Web’

I find my thoughts are often driven from my use of the Internet, and, in particular, the most common way we all access it – through Internet Explorer (IE) and its derivatives.  This is not to say that IE is the best product on the market but more that familiarity with it is such that it is now almost a de facto standard, used by us all.  So, for example, we are all users of informal networks enabled by ‘browsers’, ‘search engines’, we all have ‘favourites’, we all ‘cut and paste’, move web pages to PC files, we have familiarity with passwords, content filters, spam and the like.  Do we see these devices in use in physical networks?  In my experience, the answer is probably only minimally – because the nature of such informal networks is meant to be chaotic and undisciplined.  But we might do well to adopt such devices in successful networks.  Do we get ‘spam’ in our formal networks?  And if we do, how do we prevent it?  Do we filter it/ Block it?  Do we have search engines to find our knowledge quickly?  Would we be better to replicate our physical network on the web so that we can use the tools of the web such as search engines?  Or does that cut across the whole point of the network?

Characteristics of a Good Network

I set out to offer some thoughts on this and through the three themes above,  I would list some characteristics that real do make a difference to the quality of a network.

· A good network is formalised and has a clear and published purpose and values, goals and measures of progress.

· A good network has some hierarchical structure with a leader and some functions such as knowledge management performed by nominated individuals with the consent of the network members.  Such functions also include organisational learning by the network through periodic assessment and review against the defined purpose.

· A good network has a high prevalence of supporting behaviours such as building and questioning, supporting and inventing.

· A good network has formalised methods of communication (both syntactically and semantically) which are explicit.

· A good network has membership which is not constrained by time – members come and go freely, some return after absences etc.

· Where networks interface with each other, a good network will have the attributes of the interface defined and matched in the terms explained above.

A final thought

In defining more clearly a ‘good’ network I remain troubled by a dilemma.  Perhaps it is also true that a free sprit and free learning through informal networks is what marks out great learners.  Somewhere there is a balance between the formal and the informal networks – but where should this be?

I would like to hear the views of others in this emerging debate about what makes a good network and how we might use the Model to build improving networks for the future.

John Swanwick
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Alternative ways of defining networks and their purpose; networks as alternatives to hierarchical organisations

Networks can be seen as structures  which encourage innovation and creativity by focussing on an organisational unit’s respective competencies.  Such networks emerge as loose coupled (‘a situation in which elements are responsive but retain separateness and identity’) with collaborative dependencies or ‘collaborative individualism’ ('self enforced co-operation among otherwise autonomous units').  Such networks also have a capacity for self renewal, and they allow a more holistic, dynamic and multi layered approach to innovation.

By contrast hierarchical structures are classically designed to handle routine tasks.  They were often set up because of the transaction costs of outsourcing etc which could be handled more cheaply be machine bureaucracies with all functions 'in house' (Coase 1937).  Modern cheap and ubiquitous technology (the ‘click here’ approach) almost negates transaction costs, hence the rise of the network.  So we move from hierarchical structures, first, to a middle step of a hierarchy with networks to engender creativity; each concentrates on their function and is controlled by a central cortex or brain (senior management) of the organisation.  Finally we move to an organisation where ‘no part knows the whole, the whole does not know all the parts and none has any need to.’ (the Internet – Hock 1995)

Management theory definitions – the concept of 'social capital'

There is 'a striking lack of precision in the use of the term network among management specialists’.  On one extreme we  have ‘formal organisation with no formal source of sovereign authority’ and we go through to ‘sets of informal relationships or alliances between organisations’ (each of which is hierarchical to some degree).  A better way to look at this is through the term ‘social capital’ so that ‘a network is a group of individual agents who share informal norms or values beyond those necessary for ordinary market transactions.’  This would mean that a network is not a market because the market has mostly formal norms and values whereas economic exchange in a network is based on informal norms and values.

As a cautionary note commentators point out that it's a bad idea to overlay hierarchy onto networks (as opposed to side by side).  This leads to patronage, old boys clubs etc based on hierarchies of social class, friendships etc.  Note also that the strength of norms that link the community in informal networks is often inversely proportional to the open-ness to concepts outside the network.

Networks and the future - where does the idea of social capital get us?

Hierarchy in manufacturing co-ordinates the flow of materials in production but the flow of information in organisations is different.  Essentially information - as a 'product' -  is difficult and expensive to produce but once in existence, further copies are free (ish) – especially in the modern digital age.  But information also rarely flows freely around an organisation because it is not generally in individuals’ interests for it to do so.  This creates restricted information, slow moving hierarchies, rules for handling information (Standard Operating Procedures etc) and the search for an alternative information conduit – the network.  With this goes a shift from high to low trust in manufacturing organisations – and elsewhere.

COPs are seen as communities that emerge sui generis, based on common education and employment backgrounds of their members but spanning individual organisations and professional specialisms.

But why don’t industries disperse more as networks take hold?  It seems that human interaction is needed rather than the impersonal sharing over electronic networks which is not, itself, enough to create mutual trust and respect and an established set of norms and values.  You really need face to face and reciprocal engagement that comes from social interaction.

Networks are a possible future state for organisations - leading to a possible 'society of networks'  cf VISA.

Summary definition

The common attributes of a network would therefore seem to be:

· Loose coupled

· Devoted to collective individualism

· An alternative to hierarchical structure for the pursuit of sharing information, and learning  principally for creativity and innovation purposes

· Devoid of hierarchy itself but able to live alongside it

· Shared informal norms and values reinforced by social interaction

· No formal source of authority

Where does this take us by reference to the EFQM Model and ECOP?

The easy part is ECOP in that it seems to conform to the definition of a network with its norms and values set driven by the EFQM Model.  The main attributes of the proposed definition could be useful to test the maturity of the network and similar networks.  They could also be useful to map network interfaces - for example, how do the norms and value sets of two networks map against each other and is the 'fit' good enough to achieve the purpose of building 'social capital'?

The EFQM Model fits well with hierarchical structures and can be made to fit with networks.  However I feel the latter is a bit of a 'force fit' in that the connections in using the Model with networks are not explicit enough (as it is, for example, in the wording of the present sub-criteria).  Going back to the 8 principles which underpin the EFQM Model there is a good fit with some (e.g. learning) but others are less clear and more relevant to hierarchies (e.g. management by fact).  Therefore to make the Model work better in a networked world it may be appropriate to revisit the 8 principles and the (sub) criteria definitions to make explicit the references to non-hierarchical organisations - this may, in turn, create a sub-set of the Model (in detail if not in overall concept) applicable to networks.  A more drastic view would be that since only some of the 8 principles work with networks, and that the Model is mainly intended for hierarchical organisations, we need a new Model……

As a caveat, none of this dwells on the economic theory behind networks as market places - where the Model may come into its own again.  In this view, the application of the Model to networks as market places works but not with the social capital definition offered above.

See Francis Fukuyama   ‘The Great Disruption’ 1999 and thanks to OUBS Course B822 ('Creativity and Innovation')

John Swanwick
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Tips on Networking (Donna Fisher at www.donnafisher.com )
Networking is choosing interdependence over isolation and realizing the power of cooperation over competition-- it links people and information to one another for the mutual benefit of everyone involved. One of the reasons networking has gotten a bad reputation is because many people are selling in the name of networking, but those who are truly masterful at networking do so in a very quiet, yet powerful manner. These people know the power of grace and respect. They've developed their personal power and know how to connect with people to share their power. You have that personal power within you, and your network is unlimited! The following 12 People Power principles show you how to be a source of power for yourself and others. 

1- The Power of Giving

	Action Questions
· In what ways could I be more giving and supportive?

· In which personal relationships could I be more giving?

· In which professional relationships could I be more giving?

· Who will I call and ask, "What do you need?" and "How can I help?" 


The "boomerang effect" of giving is the guarantee of networking. A boomerang always comes back because that is the design of the instrument. In the same way, what you give always comes back in some form because that is the design of the law of giving. However, the only way the boomerang can return is if someone first takes action and throws the boomerang. Giving is a powerful way to activate your network, because human nature inherently provides the desire to respond in kind. Get your "giving power" into action. Pass along support and information to others. Then all you have to do is watch for that boomerang and catch it on its return. 

2- The Power of Interdependence

Make a powerful and mature shift from the mental state of "I can do this on my own" to "I honor the power and results that are accomplished from working effectively with others." Expand your thinking beyond yourself-- the "I can do it on my own" mentality limits your outreach and effectiveness as a networker. Many of us need to retrain ourselves to think positively about interdependence. Think of yourself as a multi-dimensional entity of resources and contacts. Who you are consists of all of your life experiences and the people who influence who you are as a person. You are larger than what you see in your mirror. You are a culmination of connections that provide an unlimited source of knowledge and opportunities.

	Make the Shift from... 

Independent
to
  Interdependent
"They probably don't have time. . . ."

 

"I call on people in a way that respects their time."

"I can do this myself. . . ."

 

"I work efficiently and effectively with others."

"I know what needs to be done here. . . ."

 

"I run my ideas by others to check my thinking."

"I don't want to bother people. . . ."

 

"I acknowledge others by asking and including them."

"I don't know them well enough to call. . . ."

 

"I will expand my network by calling on people."

"They probably don't know anyone. . . ."

 

"I'll never know if I don't ask!" 




3- The Power of Praise
	Send Notes Frequently That Say... 

· Thanks for your support. 

· Thanks for your friendship.

· Thanks for the referral.

· Thanks for the ideas you shared with me.

· Thanks for the words of encouragement.

· Thanks for the opportunity to learn more about your business.

· Thanks for the opportunity to do business with you.

· Thanks for taking the time to. . . . 


Praise calls attention to the good, the helpful, and the positive. By praising yourself and others you bring people to a higher level of energy and awareness. Humans thrive on positive reinforcement. There are two ways to regularly acknowledge people in your network: speaking in person or over the phone, and sending notes. Make sure you are giving and receiving positive feedback in your life on a daily basis. Sprinkle the word "thanks" throughout your day. Tell people specifically how they influence your life in a positive way. Handwritten notes convey the personal touch we often yearn for in our society-- you'll brighten someone's day and maintain your own attitude of gratitude. My favorite story about sending notes is from someone who attended a musical performance and sent the performer a one-word note: "Stunning!" That person's experience and appreciation was so eloquently and beautifully conveyed with that one word! 

	Who Are the Five Most Well-Connected People You Know? 

By consciously building relationships with people who know people, you are multiplying your reach. List five people you know who are well connected and identify what you will do to strengthen your relationship with each of them. Ask...

· How can I be a valuable resource for this person? 

· How can this person be a valuable resource for me? 

· What will I do to strengthen this relationship? 


4- The Power of Quality Connections

Everyone has a vast and powerful network. However, for some people the connections have become weak and rusty from neglect. Clean up those communication connections so that you can network with all the people in your life in an easy, natural and consistent manner. Networking is as simple as friendship and as complex as match making. It is about people being there for one another. People are much more likely to be "people loyal" than they are to be brand loyal, and your network will naturally grow and blossom as you strengthen and nurture your relationships. Never underestimate the power of your contacts! 

5- The Power of Staying in Touch

Staying in touch with people what keeps your relationships close and connected. All of us at times get busy and even though we think of giving someone a call, oftentimes we don't follow through on the thought. Make a point to call people to stay in touch and reconnect. Focus on calling at least one person a week to wish them well or see how they're doing. Call someone you have not talked with in a long time and let them know you are thinking of them. Networking simply happens through conversation, yet someone has to be willing to reach out and initiate the conversation. 

	Seven Types of Calls to Cultivate Your Network 

The "Reconnection" Call: A call to someone you haven't talked to in a while for the purpose of reestablishing the relationship and getting an update on what the person is doing. You can acknowledge that it's been a long time, express your interest in catching up, and even if it feels awkward at first, most relationships can pick up again fairly quickly.

The "Follow-Through" Call: A call to follow up on a project or idea; might involve giving or asking for information, scheduling an appointment or staying in touch about an opportunity.

The "New Contact or Referral" Call: A call to someone you've just met or been referred to by someone you know, for the purpose of getting to know each other and seeing if and how you can provide mutual support. Remind people how you met, or tell them who referred you.

The "Thinking of You" Call: A call that has no particular agenda other than saying hello and keeping communication lines open. Does not involve a sales pitch.

The "Asking for Support" Call: A call made to request information, ideas, contacts or support of some kind. Be clear about what you want and how you think this person can be of help.

The "How Can I Help?" Call: A call to offer support or make yourself available as a resource. When you hear about a project or challenge that someone is facing, call.

The "Developing Friendship" Call: Sometimes you meet someone and recognize an easy, natural rapport that leaves you wanting to get together again. This call is focused on creating an opportunity for a personal or professional friendship to develop. 


6- The Power of Knowing You

	Ways I Can Be of Value to Others
· Introduce people to other people I know 

· Recommend products and services that have benefited me 

· Share information that I have learned through my success and failures 

· Provide feedback regarding ideas 

· Provide encouragement 

· Share my expertise 

· Brainstorm and contribute ideas 

· Learn about other people's businesses so that I can promote and refer business to them 

· Provide a new insight or idea 

· Send other information I come across that could be of interest or value to them 


You are a wealth of information, ideas, and contacts. You must believe that this is true and train yourself to think and respond as someone who has value to offer. A positive sense of self, an awareness of the value you can be to others, and a positive attitude, all contribute to your success in networking. Identify your goals in all areas of your life and utilize your resources to assist you in accomplishing those goals with more ease, fun, and efficiency. 

7- The Power of Small Talk

Small talk is a style of conversation that allows people to get to know one another in a non-threatening manner. Small talk is not insignificant chit-chat. 

	Expand Your Comfort Zone 

Are you at ease making conversation with someone you don't know, or do you avoid making eye contact? Ask yourself the following questions:

· What steps am I willing to take to expand my comfort zone? 

· In what settings am I willing to take the initiative to approach new people? 

· Who do I know who is good at generating conversations with new people? 

· What do I notice about this person that can be helpful? 


It is the exploratory stage in conversation that leads to discovering commonalties and opportunities-- and conversation is where networking happens. Learning to approach people with confidence is a professional skill. It is not about making people talk or cornering people on elevators, but about your ability to open the door to conversation with the people right around you. When you focus on putting people at ease and show an interest in learning more about others, small talk leads to connection, trust and rapport. Have you ever noticed yourself in a conversation that seems to be going nowhere? Then all of a sudden you find that you have something in common with the other person and the conversation takes off. Be interested in and curious about people. Most people are waiting on someone else to make the conversation interesting. Remember you are part of the conversation, and you have the power to direct the conversation to a topic that is of interest and value. Opportunities exist all around you-- wherever people are, networking is possible. 

8- The Power of Listening

	Key Phrases to Listen For
· "I want . . ." 

· "I need . . ." 

· "I'm looking for . . ." 

· "I'm involved in a project that . . ." 

· "My goal is to . . ." 

· "I'm having a problem with . . ." 


Listening is the heart of communication, but most people listen as if listening is simply a matter of not talking. Listening is about being mentally engaged in what the other person is saying. Masterful listening means giving your full attention to someone else to create a connection that goes beyond the words that are being said. It is through listening that people connect and develop trust and rapport. It is about more than just hearing the words. Listening and responding to your clients or prospects when there is nothing in it for you will help you to strengthen your relationships with them and reap rewards in the future. Also, listen for what non-business needs you can fill. There are many opportunities to do this: recommending an auto mechanic, a florist, a dentist, a travel agent. The sale is just the beginning in building a client relationship that will lead to a lifetime of repeat business and referrals. 

9- The Power of Speaking Up

	Start Your Introduction With . . . 
· "I love helping people . . ." 

· "I make sure my clients . . ." 

· "I enjoy . . ." 

· "I am committed to working with people to . . ." 

· "I am dedicated to . . ." 

· "I love working with . . . to . . ." 

· "My focus is to . . ." 


Are you one of those people you grew up hearing the phrase, "Don't toot your own horn!" and responded by going to the other extreme? If so, it's time you learned to speak up! You don't have to brag or be aggressive, however, you must learn to speak with pride and confidence about who you are and what you have to offer. Always speak to the value and benefit of what you provide people. Most people introduce themselves by merely giving their name, title and the name of their company. To connect with people you must include in your introduction a phrase or tag line that helps people relate to what you can do for them. 

10- The Power of Asking

	How to Be Effective with Your Requests 

· Be clear about what you want 

· Ask for what you want 

· Make your request as concise and specific as possible 

· Make your request with no demands and no strings attached 

· Ask in such a way that people feel acknowledged and included 

· Ask often 


People are often hesitant to ask for help or information for fear of rejection or concern about bothering people. In reality, most people feel flattered, acknowledged and glad to help, but you have to be the one to open the door and give them permission. The power of asking is that it builds relationships, and allows people to get involved in creating opportunities. Asking for help and information is a way of including people and actually acknowledging them for the contribution or knowledge they have to share. There are so many contacts available to you from the people who are all around you. 

11- The Power of Thinking Big

	Stretch Your Reach 

Who are some of the people you have never contacted because you thought they were out of your reach? List their names; then ask yourself the following questions about each one:

· Why do I want to contact this person? 

· What do I think this person can do for me? 

· What could I do for this person? 

· Which of the people I know could be the link or stepping-stone in contacting this person? 


When you notice yourself thinking, "I've called everyone I know," think again. Everyone has anywhere from 250 to 3,000 contacts. If you know 250 people and each of those people knows 250 people, then at the second level of your network are over 64,000 people! Every person you know could be a resource for an influential, life-changing contact with someone. Don't ever think that something is out of your reach. Don't ever think you've contacted everyone there is to contact. You have the choice and opportunity to have your network lead you to resources beyond your imagination. 

 

12- The Power of Commitment

The difference between a mediocre networker, who occasionally produces results and experiences sporadic satisfaction and gratification, and a master networker is the level of commitment they have. That comes from a deep awareness of the long-term value of networking. Is networking a good idea? Absolutely. It is the most cost-effective marketing tool for growing your business and reaching an endless stream of influential contacts. But there is also documentation that people who have a strong support system tend to live longer and recover more quickly from illness. With commitment, these principles become a natural part of who you are. Good ideas are not the basis for results you produce in your life-- your daily actions and habits are. Making a commitment to yourself, your relationships, and these principles is the most powerful step you can take toward a life of richness. 

Networking is like a treasure hunt. With a treasure hunt, you know there are jewels out there, you just don't know where, and the fun is in finding the jewels. With networking, there are jewels out there everywhere-- you just don't know where. So you meet this person, talk to this person, go to this meeting, call another person ... and sometimes nothing will happen until all of a sudden you'll find one of those jewels! And sometimes those jewels show up in the most unexpected places. Let your life be a treasure hunt! Let it be fun. Let it be an exploration, and I guarantee you'll have a life full of jewels! 

Every year thousands of events are held in cities all across the country, giving people the opportunity to network. By attending a conference or convention of your industry you place yourself in a fertile networking environment. That experience can be fun, productive, and valuable or it can be uncomfortable, unproductive, and time-consuming. It's all up to you -- how well you prepare for and conduct yourself at the event.

Preparation for a Networking Event

Learn everything you can about the event -- activities, attendees, schedule, etc. Then determine what will make you feel comfortable: Should you go with someone you know who's also attending? Is it appropriate to bring a friend, associate, or client? Would it be more profitable for you to be an attendee or an exhibitor?

Identify the People You Want to Visit

A convention is a great opportunity to strengthen existing relationships and expand your network. Think about who will likely be there and make a mental note of the new contacts and reconnections you want to make.

Participation at a Networking Event 

· Get Involved One way to put yourself at ease is to give yourself something to do. Volunteering not only gives you a job to do, but gets you involved and naturally connects you with other volunteers and participants. 

· Focus on Others Rather than worrying about what you're going to say, focus on what others are saying. When you have your attention on something or someone other than yourself, your self-consciousness will disappear and others will be more likely to remember and appreciate you. 

· Listen and Gather Information Good conversationalists know the importance of listening. It conveys a natural interest in others and enables you to be more aware of what to say and talk about in order to keep the conversation flowing. 

· Use People's Names Pay attention as people introduce themselves so that you can address them by name during the current conversation and increase chances of remembering their name at a later date. 

· Move on Graciously A networking event is a place to meet and mingle. Yet, people often feel uncomfortable ending a conversation so they can mingle and talk with others. Just be gracious, with a closing comment such as "Nice to meet you. Have a good afternoon." "Good luck with your new venture." 

· Exchange Business Cards Business cards are best exchanged when there's some stated reason to do so, such as "I'll call about scheduling a time to get together for lunch" or "Give me a card and I'll send that information to you tomorrow." 

· Relax, Have Fun and Enjoy Yourself People often get uptight about attending networking events because they feel they have to find a new prospect, make a sale, or accomplish some significant goal. Networking is meant to be fun. Relax. The more at ease you feel, the more likely it is you'll make some good solid contacts. The goal shouldn't be the quantity of interactions, but the quality. 

There are possibilities all around you -- people are just waiting for someone to break the ice. That someone could be you!

Originally published in DBA Magazine, May 1995. 

1. Clearly identify your passion, desire and arena in which you desire to make a difference. You may choose to volunteer in an area that best utilizes a skill/talent that you already developed or you may choose to do something that requires something new of you and gives you a certain amount of adventure, variety and/or balance in life. Ask yourself what you feel is totally unacceptable in the world. What touches your heart? What do you feel passionate about?

2. Search for sites and organizations that are aligned with the focus of your social action. Go to a search engine such as google.com and enter the keywords that represent the type of project/cause that you desire to support. Through the process of reviewing sites representing your chosen cause you will find information that can assist you in further defining how you want to get involved. Other sites available to assist you in your search for suitable organizations for your interest include 
Idealist.org and GuideStar.org.

3. Sign up for appropriate online communities, blogs and usergroups. Once you find groups of like-minded people on the internet you can begin to participate. As Scott Allen recommends take it slow and easy. Pick one or two groups to being with and begin by reviewing the information that people are displaying and the discussions that are in progress. Take time to see how people are responding, whether people are responding (are participants active), to find out if the discussions are in sync with topics and ideas that appeal to you. Once you have a clear sense of the alignment that you have with the people and focus of the site, then is a good time to “stick your toe in the water” by adding your comments and questions.

4. Research various projects that you might consider supporting. Read about the organizations you are interested in and also network with the people you know. Ask the people that you know and respect for their experiences and suggestions. Find out what types of causes, organizations and project people whom you know and respect are supporting. Ask them for their opinion about projects that you are considering.

5. Send emails requesting information regarding activities, events and projects. Ask for information. Gather information by requesting the information you need to make the best choices regarding your volunteer interests.

6. Send emails making requests for what you need to fulfill your projects. Utilize your own network of contacts to get others involved and get the help that you need to support your volunteer projects. Sometimes people are just waiting to be asked. Even people who would not typically volunteer their time or services may find themselves interested when someone else shows an interest in their participation.

7. Send emails offering your support and services. Let people know what you have to offer and how you want to contribute.

8. Send emails letting others know about opportunities that people can support. Pass along information to others in your network about events and opportunities. You never know when someone you know may be interested in getting involved in some social cause and you may be the stepping stone for them.

9. Create your own website promoting your cause and giving people a way to connect. The web is an easy platform for business, personal issues and social causes. If you have a personal website, be sure to include information about your involvement in social cause. Provide links to sites that give more information about the social cause that you support.

10. Create links on your website to other sites that further social action. On Donna’s business website, www.donnafisher.com, she has a Links page that includes business links, friend’s link and links of organizations that she believes in that are doing social good.

