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Networking for the Bottom Line

by Alex Bennet

In today’s world the term networking is used in a variety of ways. It can mean connecting hardware (computer, audio, or video), utilizing software for exchange, or it can be used to describe the weaving together of people. The last concept is decidedly the most difficult, and holds the greatest rewards when accomplished. In the ICAS, everyone, leaders and knowledge workers, has the responsibility of connecting to others, whether through teams, communities, or one-to-one relationships. This is the networking, together with the relationships it is built upon, that directly impacts the bottom line of the organization. 

Although successful businesses have always recognized the importance of relationships, it was through the total quality leadership focus on teams and the knowledge management focus on communities that the value of social capital has finally been tied to the organizational bottom line: sustainable competitive advantage (for industry) and sustainable high performance (for non-profits and government). The social capital of an organization is the total value of all personal relationships within the organization plus the value of the relationships between the organization and its environment. Cohen and Prusak (2001) define social capital as “the stock of active connections among people: the trust, mutual understanding, and shared values and behaviors that bind the members of human networks and communities and make cooperative action possible” 

Relationship network management focuses on fully using and increasing the social capital of an organization. The relationship network is a matrix of people that consists of the sum of a knowledge worker’s relationships, those individuals with whom the knowledge worker interacts, or has interacted with in the past, and has a connection or significant association. The relationship network is both horizontal, in terms of colleagues and peers, and vertical, in terms of bosses and mentors and employees and pupils. Relationship network management occurs when we recognize the potential of these relationships and use them to share and learn, creating and sustaining a conscious give and take movement, or flow, across the network.       

Organizational structures (as depicted on organizational charts), teams, and communities are units for managing relationships. Teams and communities are a central and fundamental element of organizational design. They have the ability to integrate and enhance cross-functional knowledge and cross-organizational perspectives to provide faster and more effective decision-making, problem-solving, and implementation. The use of teams and communities in organizations can be likened to the industrial revolution, when the assembly line replaced the craft shops where craftsmen individually made the whole product. The assembly line sped up production by moving the products around and having different elements of the products added by different individuals in order to achieve the whole. These individuals, then, became highly efficient in a small part of the process. On the negative side, this process reduced the amount of learning each individual needed, limiting their view and ability, and removing ownership of the whole product.

Today, where we have achieved a high degree of specialization in our career fields, teams and communities move information around much like the assembly line, with individuals adding their experience and perspective. The difference is that teams and communities provide a way to integrate individual pockets of knowledge. As information flows among members of a team or community, the individual has not lost it. Rather, an individual’s knowledge is increased as each member contributes to, and gains from, the flow of thought, spreading ownership among all members of the team and/or community. 

As we become a global world and the amount of available information increases, decisions are becoming increasingly more complex while simultaneously they must be made faster to ensure sustainable competitive advantage. It is impossible for a single individual to know everything needed to make the most challenging decisions. While our knowledge systems provide better information in terms of quality and currency, it is difficult to capture the context of this information without interjecting the human factor. In short, information (and information technology) is necessary but not sufficient to create knowledge.

How are most good decisions really made? The decision-maker pulls together all the information readily available on the subject, considers (either consciously or unconsciously) their own personal experience, and then, if their own experience is insufficient in the area of the decision, consults a trusted source. This consulting of a trusted source of information is the process of verication, where a decision is grounded by the explicit knowledge of another. An active relationship network provides a source for getting one or more opinions in a trusted environment, whether it is achieved through consulting a boss or employee, a mentor or pupil, or a knowledgeable member of a team or community. 

Active relationship networks criss-crossing the organization increase organizational awareness, provide redundancies, and, in turn, affect organizational responsiveness in terms of agility and flexibility. An organization can react faster when information around key areas of concern is flowing freely. For example, the concept of the “mesh” (described in Chapter 7) has emerged in response to the events of September 11, 2001. 

An active relationship network also provides a monitoring and scanning system for problems and opportunities. If a line of thinking gets off track, it is easy to expose the problem and correct the course through an open dialogue, where individuals share their thoughts and stories in a comfortable and trusted environment. Simultaneously, an increase in the exchange of ideas resulting from relationship network management also increases the number of new ideas. Creativity is an attribute that resides in all individuals. The more an individual learns and understands, the more opportunity to build on that learning and understanding. The concept of “learning” includes the attribute of openness. Unfortunately, creativity can be limited by rigidity or the belief that there is only one answer to every question.    

Another benefit is that of ownership. When a group of individuals contribute to a decision there is broader ownership of that decision, providing a number of people who are already committed to it. This commitment is particularly significant when decisions require broad support in order to be successfully implemented.

On the individual side, the networks we belong to help define who we are, contributing to our self-confidence, purpose, and identity. Affiliation with a team or community that is actively contributing to the organization, and is recognized for its contributions, can produce a high degree of collegial synergy and self-satisfaction.   

Relationships are ultimately about people and the way they interact with each other over long periods of time. Ironically, the fundamental principle of success in relationships parallels Sun Tzu’s fundamental principle of success in warfare, i.e., know thyself, know thy enemy (the other), and know the situation. Principles of relationship network management start with the individual (know thyself): what the individual brings to a relationship in terms of values, ability to communicate, expertise and experience, and willingness to share and learn. Second, the culture of an organization and the environment in terms of place and time (the situation) significantly impact relationship building and sustaining. For example, are people promoted for their personal knowledge, or for their ability to share and problem solve in a team environment, creating systems solutions instead of individual solutions. Third, what do others (partners and competitors) bring to the relationship in terms of values, ability to communicate, expertise and experience, and willingness to share and learn. For a relationship to last, both parties must gain and give.

Basic Concepts


Taking the above into account, there are several basic concepts that successful relationship network management is built upon. These will be discussed in terms of interdependency, trust, common framework, openness, flow, and equitability. Collectively, these key success factors support the team’s, community’s, or organization’s ability to successfully take collaborative, cohesive action.

Interdependency is a state of mutual reliance, confidence, and trust. It connotes a two-way relationship with both parties taking responsibility for nurturing and sustaining the relationship. Each party depends on the other for their own success. 

Trust is based on integrity and consistency over time, saying what you mean, and following through on what you say. Trust is directly tied to individual and organizational value sets and is measured only by proven behavior. As the old adage says, “To be trusted one must be trustworthy.” Respect and reputation also contribute to the perception of trust across teams, communities, and organizations. Trust always takes time to build, yet can be lost in a second.

In this context, there must be a common framework upon which the exchange of information can lead to the creation of knowledge. This framework could include: a common language (cultural, functional, organizational); common stories; shared values (the ground truth); shared moral standards; or a shared vision and mission. This is not to say that all of these need to be in place. Diversity of ideas and thinking styles can add value in a trusting environment where differences are clearly and openly handled. 

Openness is directly related to trust and a willingness to share. Without initial trust, it is difficult to have openness; yet openness contributes to the spread of trust and cooperation. When the organization rewards knowledge sharing it is easier to be open with our thoughts and ideas. Nonetheless, recognition that (1) in today’s environment it is important to stay at the front of ideas, not to hold on to the old ones, and (2) value is in how these ideas are used, has moved knowledge professionals from the concept of “knowledge is power” to “knowledge shared is power squared.” 

A relationship cannot exist without interactions, without the flow of information and knowledge. The flow of data, information, and knowledge moves around in the networks of systems and people, is shared through team interaction, communities, and events, and is facilitated through knowledge repositories and portals. This free flow is mutually dependent on both the individual and the organization. It is each individual's responsibility to assure that they have what they need when they need it to make the best decisions (in alignment with the strategy and vision of the organization). This flow is both horizontal and vertical, and includes the continuous, rapid two-way communication between key components of the organization and top-level decision-makers that is essential to mission success, all part of an individual’s relationship network. 

Equitability in a relationship is characterized by fairness and reasonableness. When used in law, the concept includes the application of the dictates of conscience or the principles of natural justice. The intent of an equitable relationship is that both sides get something out of the relationship. In reality, both sides often gain more than either contributes, since relationships often produce synergy and ideas shared beget new ideas.

None of these six concepts can be created by directing or controlling. They all arise from the sequence of interactions among the individuals involved and depend upon each person’s perception and feelings about the others. Effective relationships evolve over time and are created by interacting, testing, questioning, and carefully building an image of and belief about the other person. Good relationships emerge from a history of interactions, and as such must be nurtured and protected to be sustained.

Managing your Relationship Network

How do you manage relationships? The individual’s ability to manage their relationship network is based on (1) recognizing the value of relationship networks; (2) identifying their personal network of relationships; (3) consciously choosing to develop, expand, and actively sustain these relationships through continuing interactions; and (4) staying open to sharing and learning through this relationship network. 

Recognizing the Value of Relationship Networks


In the beginning of this chapter we talked about the value of using relationship networks, of knowing our own value and limitations, and of valuing the expertise and “know how” of others. In the day-to-day world, as we interact face-to-face and virtually with others, as we move in and out of meetings and teleconferences, it is easy to take those interactions for granted. Yet these interactions are the foundation of doing business. The nature of these interactions determines the type and value of the relationships that exist. Generally, how we value an interaction is directly proportional to our short-term decision-making process driven by need, situation, and time. However, every interaction embeds information and understanding in our subconscious, information that can emerge as it is needed, often without reference to where it was obtained. 

As organizations move into and function in a more complex environment, management concepts that developed with the bureaucratic model---so successful in the past---lose their effectiveness. Over the long term, knowledge cannot be controlled and people cannot be controlled. As information moves in, around, and out of organizations, and as people move in, around, and out of organizations, it is difficult to identify the origin or a new idea. Indeed, ideas are the product of multiple processing in terms of people and over time. Ideas beget ideas, and grow and mature through interactions with others and time. This is the power that permeable and porous boundaries bring to the organization.

The bottom line is that our interactions with others affect the way we think, feel, and make decisions, over both the short and the long term. When we recognize that how we interact is more important than how often we interact, we begin to realize the importance of building relationship networks and choosing our interactions carefully.  

Identifying Our Personal Network of Relationships


The first step in managing your relationship network is awareness of who is (or should be) in your network. This will take time to build, since our networks encompass past and present relationships, are not instantly available in our conscious mind, and are subject to continuous change. Developing a simple relationship network chart is a good start. The chart begins with an individual’s name and organizational affiliation, followed by the length of relationship (how long you have interacted with this individual). The information entered in the next six columns is based on your experience with this individual and personal judgment. These columns are: (the individual’s) expertise and knowledge; accessibility; willingness to share; tendency to follow through on commitments; your feeling about this relationship; and your contribution to this relationship. This last column is critical because it is important to recognize that we do not necessarily enter into relationships strictly because of what we get out of them. Humans are social animals; interactions are an integral part of our life activity and growth. For those who love people, connection can be its own reward (Cohen and Prusak, 2001). Add a final column entitled “frequency of exchange” to your relationship network chart, leaving space below to record dates of future interactions and one-liners about the content of that interaction. 

Recalling that successful relationship network management requires two-way responsibility, fill out a chart on yourself from the perspective of individuals in your network. Periodically repeating this process can serve as a check for your contributions to others in your relationship network.  

Actively Developing and Sustaining Relationships


Understanding the make-up and nature of our relationship network provides the opportunity to assess its strengths and weaknesses. Consider these questions:

· Do you have active exchanges with individuals who are knowledgeable in your area of work?

· Do you belong to a team or community that is accessible and available when you have a problem to solve?

· Do you share your ideas, learning, and successes with other members of your organization?

It is imperative in this age of increasing information and complexity that every knowledge worker has access to a trusted network of thought leaders in their area of concern. If your personal relationship network is not robust enough to serve your knowledge and decision-making needs, it is your responsibility to develop a relationship network that is. With the ever-increasing number of communities emerging across organizations and around the world, there is ample opportunity to develop collegial exchanges with knowledgeable coworkers and experts in government and industry alike. Conferences, seminars, the Internet, and professional associations are all likely sources for new network members.

Somewhat more difficult is sustaining the relationship network. It is easy to dialogue on an issue when we are on the hook to make the best possible decision. It is more difficult to take the time to respond to others who are working toward making their best possible decisions. It is far more difficult to take the time to dialogue when there is no immediate decision to be made. However, this is often when the greatest headway can be made, i.e., when the innovative idea emerges, because we are not focused on one issue, on one decision, but open to exploring. 

Relationships of any nature need to be nurtured. What exactly that entails is relationship dependent. For example, a problem-solving team that convenes once a month will expect participation at least once a month. An active community may encourage weekly interactions. A dialogue on a critical issue that is time sensitive may require three or four exchanges in a single day, with a follow-up in a week or so, then fall off to “keeping in touch” every month or six weeks until another critical issue arises. The nature of nurturing is to support, to care for, and to provide sustenance. 

The quality of both intellectual and emotional exchange is of primary consideration. When connecting virtually, there is an entirely new set of communication rules. The ability to communicate virtually is an essential integrative competency, and supports all other integrative competencies. 

The very characteristics of relationship networks that make them cohesive, effective partners for decision-makers can become a problem if they become closed, dominated, controlled, or corrupt. Take for example the emotion and temper that may emerge during a football game when two colleagues are rooting for different teams. A mutual love of football can bring people together, while passion and loyalty to different teams may pull them apart. In organizational terms, in a relationship network it is critical to have different thinking, which promotes creativity, yet essential to have agreement on the mission of the team or organization, and always respect for the other person. 

Staying Open to Sharing and Learning


Receptivity to new ideas is affected by a combination of internal and external information and current beliefs, all of which are subject to continuous examination and update, i.e., all incoming information is colored by an individual’s current beliefs and feelings. This means that all incoming information, whether originating from the external environment or the unconscious mind of the individual, is under continuous examination and, as a result, the individual’s beliefs themselves are also subject to continuous reexamination. This powerful process goes on at various levels within all learning individuals.

A first step to receptivity is gaining attention. As the environment bombards the senses, attention itself rapidly becomes a scarce resource. Since the perceived trustworthiness of information is highly dependent on the sender, information from a network built on strong, trusting relationships has high value, and is more apt to gain attention. A second step to receptivity is listening. “Listening” is far more than an aural sense; it is the mental act of engaging and reflecting on incoming information and is highly dependent on the perceived value of that information. The subtext of incoming information is in the form of questions being answered by the subconscious:

· Is the sender trustworthy?

· Is the information I am receiving worth my time to think about? 

When the answers to these questions are positive, a transformation occurs as we move from listening to thinking and understanding, considering the information, its context (our context) and its meaning, driving the question: What does this information mean to me? Our understanding relates to what we already know. We build relationships with not only people, but with things and situations, and these relationships are largely based on the past, what we have learned and what we have experienced. There is no separate entity called “understanding.” Understanding is a state of the mind related to some situation, problem, or set of concepts. Our understanding---filtered through our own consciousness in light of what we know and believe---is ever changing and unique to each interaction. In dynamic relationship networks, where a dialogue pursues, different forms and perspectives of the information emerge that facilitate a shared understanding and new, innovative ideas. 

A study of Bell Laboratory’s most successful scientists found that they spent more time developing personal and professional relationships with other researchers than the other laboratory scientists. A spin-off gain from communities of practice and interest is the private relationship network that can develop. Task forces and integrated product teams often give birth to spin-off relationship networks because during the formal work sessions the members have met and learned to respect the value of other opinions and backgrounds.

Social Network Analysis


Social network analysis (SNA) is a process for mapping the relationships among people, teams, or across organizations. SNA is particularly effective in assessing the flow of information through communication and collaboration. It also identifies people who are central (overly central?) and peripheral (underutilized?) to an organization. The extent to which a group is connected, or the extent to which it is split into subgroups, can be an indicator of a problem, difficulty, or strengths in moving information from one area of the network to another.

The process of SNA begins by collecting data through interviews or surveys. Examples of questions asked would be:

1. From whom do you seek work-related information?

2. To whom do you give work-related information?

3. When you need information or advice, is this person accessible to you?

4. When you need information or advice, does this person respond within a sufficient amount of time to help you solve your problem?

5. How frequently have you received work-related information from this person in the past month?

From the answers to these or similar questions a map is created that connects people who receive information with people who have provided that information. Arrowheads indicate the direction of that relationship. For example, in Figure 21-1 we see the analysis of question 1 above. It appears that Rob is central to the group, indicating that he might be either a critical knowledge resource or a bottleneck to communications. The questions then become: Has the group become too reliant on this individual? What would happen if this individual left? Or, is this information hoarding information and bottlenecking knowledge sharing and creation? Or, should this individual be rewarded for the important role they are playing in supporting the group? (Cross et al., 2002a.) It also appears that Basil, Jose, and Henry might be underutilized resources. When responses to the other questions are combined with this response, other scenarios may arise. The bottom line is that the process of SNA allows organizations to assess their ability to create and share knowledge, and once their current state is recognized, it becomes an enabler for improving these abilities (Cross an Prusack, 2002, Cross et al., 2002b).


There are several software products available to do SNA mapping. These programs use simple screen-oriented interfaces, allowing the user to drag nodes with the mouse and click to add new modes. Each node is assigned a number of attributes, which are highlighted using color and shape. There are also several tools for automatic layout of the network. Once the mapping is complete, analysis of this structure of connections can provide information on relationships that facilitate or impede work, offering intervention opportunities.

Value Added


In summary, discussions above indicate that good individual relationship network management contributes the following value to an individual and organization:

· Provides a vehicle for sharing knowledge and taking actions.

· Enhances the transfer of tacit knowledge.

· Facilitates knowledge flow throughout the organization.

· Increases the number of new ideas available.

· Provides a source for decision-makers to get a second opinion in a trusted environment.

· Improves organizational responsiveness in terms of agility and flexibility.

· Provides a monitoring and scanning system.

· Contributes broader ownership of decisions and decision implementation.

· Produces collegial synergy and self-satisfaction.
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