Networking- Why it Matters for Lawyers and How to do it Effectively

By Emily Blinzig

When I was in law school, we had a speaker come and talk to us about the importance of networking. As an introvert, the idea of networking was completely terrifying. I told myself that surely, networking wasn’t as important as the speaker was making it seem. Surely, a good academic record would speak for itself. After all, a JD is all you need to practice law, so you will automatically have all the qualifications you need as soon as you graduate, right? I was sorely mistaken.
Over the years, I have become a full convert to the importance of networking, and I believe that networking benefits your professional life and personal life, in both the short term and the long term. Networking is something you should begin now, while you are looking for the first job, but it is also something you should never stop doing throughout your career.
Why Networking Matters for Lawyers

 To boil it down to its most basic essence, networking matters to lawyers because:
1. Humans are social animals, and relationships are everything in life.

2. Reputation is everything in the practice of law, and networking helps you to create (and maintain) the reputation that will serve you for your entire career.

3. It will help you get a job.
4. It will help you do your job better once you land your job, because you will have a network of people to ask for practice advice.
5. It will help you get out of a bad-fit job and into a better-fit, because you will know many people in all different areas of law, they will already have a good opinion of you if you need them to be a reference for you, and they may even end up working in a position of influence at the firm you decide you want to work at.

This sounds all great and wonderful in theory, but how, exactly, do you network effectively?

Where to Network

First, we’ll start with where to network.
· Join as many local and specialty bar associations that are relevant to you, even if they seem only remotely relevant. For example, here in Springfield, Missouri, the Southern Missouri Women Lawyers Association welcomes everyone, not just women! 

· Join other organizations that interest you, outside of the legal profession. This has two benefits. First, you get to know people in your community, and this helps to build your reputation in the community. You can add value to their organization by employing the skills you developed through the years of pursuing your JD. Second, many of those people may become a referral source for you.
· Join a committee, even if you aren’t an expert in whatever task the group is setting out to accomplish. Committees are always looking for helping hands. 
· Volunteer as a part of a group, or volunteer at a legal clinic

Basically, show your face in the legal community at every opportunity! 
Now that you know where to network, you may be wondering: what are networking “skills,” exactly, and what are some practical ways to develop them? 

How to Network Effectively

Networking is an art, and in order to benefit from it, you have to develop a certain skill set. Networking is more than just meeting people and talking to them. Whether you are an extrovert of an introvert, you have to approach networking with intentionality. At the same time, your intention should not be to meet people for the purpose of “getting something” from them or achieving some particular result.
You Intention: Value the Relationship Over “Results”

The biggest mistake most people make when networking is that they see it as a means to a very specific end, such as “I need to talk to these people because I want to get a job at that firm within the next couple of months.”  With this mindset, you will select certain people you feel are the most important, the most influential, and when you talk to them, you will end up launching into a sales pitch of yourself. If you end up not getting the job, you completely put that person out of your mind, and turn your efforts to new people to subject to your sales pitch, never actually creating a relationship with anyone. 

Having a results-oriented mentality will lead you down a path of trying to manipulate others to serve your purposes, and this is counterproductive for two reasons. First, the truth is that eventually, people will realize you are using them, and how do you think that will help build a good reputation for yourself in the legal community? Secondly, even if the person you connect with cannot initially help you towards your immediate goals, if you establish a good relationship with them, they may be able to help you in some other way in the future.  

With all of this being said, you should most certainly be strategic in your networking, because we all have a limited amount of time to devote to building new relationships. Cast a wide net at first, but be genuine with each person you connect with. If they cannot help you reach your immediate goals, you can decide not to pursue the relationship further, but be careful not to forget you ever met them. Make an effort to reach out to them every once in a while, to show that you appreciate the time they spent talking with you in the first place.

Be Open and Genuine

The first and most important skill to develop for networking is to always be open and genuine. People will either see right through a false front, or if they cannot, they will have a feeling that something doesn’t match up, and you will come across as someone they cannot trust. All your attempts at networking after that point will be counterproductive. 
The idea of being open and genuine seems straightforward enough, but in reality, it is very hard for most people to do. We all have our insecurities and character flaws, so we want to present an ideal version of ourselves, based on what we think our audience wants to see. There is certainly nothing wrong with wanting to present a good image of yourself, but the problem comes in when you reach too far outside of yourself and project an image of who you think you should be, rather than highlighting the best parts of who you actually are. 
Once you start talking with someone, and you are presenting your true and best self, try to be relaxed enough to take a true interest in that person- their area of practice, their career journey, their interests, their hobbies, the organizations they are a part of, etc. Try to remember as much detail about that person as possible. It will help you come up with things to talk to them about in the future. 
Exchange Contact Info

It may go without saying, but be sure to ask them for their business card, and offer them yours. Nothing is worse than having a great conversation with someone at the beginning of the event, then meeting 10 other people, and then forgetting that first person’s name or what firm they work at by the end of the event.
Follow Up with an Email and Ask for a Meeting

It may seem awkward or aggressive, but if you feel like the person you met during networking is someone you want to build a relationship with, it is a good idea to send a follow up email the next day. In general, it is good to also ask to meet up again, in a one-on-one setting. You will have to take this next part on a case by case basis, but I suggest that you also propose some dates, times and locations for the follow up meeting, because it makes it easy for the other person to just say yes or no to something, rather than get bogged down in multiple back and forth emails trying to decide on these things.

Your email should look something like this: “Dear Jane, It was a pleasure meeting you yesterday at the ___ event. I enjoyed our conversation about ___. I would love to learn more about [your practice, a piece of advice they offered, etc]. Would you be available to meet for lunch or coffee this week or possibly next? I have Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday free this week, and even more availability next week. I know that __, __ and ___ are restaurants near your office, and if you have a preference for any of them, let me know, and I would be happy to meet you there.”
This may seem very forward, and indeed, in some cases, this approach may be too much for a very busy, and sought-after person, but I would hazard to say that this approach would be welcomed by the vast majority of attorneys. It shows that you take initiative, you are truly interested in getting to know that person better, and that you want to make it easy for them to get to know you.
Be Mindful of your New Contact’s Time

When you do go to your first meeting, be mindful of that person’s time. Be on time, and try to keep lunch or coffee to an hour, unless the other person tells you that they have a longer time set aside to spend with you. 

Find Ways to Keep in Contact 

If your meeting goes well, don’t lose the momentum you’ve gained up to this point! The best way to keep momentum is to set up another follow up meeting, in, say a month or two, but attorney schedules are so hectic that it may be difficult to plan that far out. At the very least, find ways to keep in contact with that person. I have found that one good way to do that is to periodically send an email touching on something you talked about in your meetings with them. For example, you could send an email that said “Dear Jane, I saw this article about ___ in the Missouri Bar Journal, and [it reminded me of our conversation/ I thought you would find the information helpful regarding the issue we were talking about, etc].”
Show Support to your New Contact
Another way to keep in contact with someone, or to develop a stronger relationship with someone who is difficult to stay in contact with because they are very busy and sought-after, is to show support in their projects or interests. If you find out that person is giving a talk somewhere, try to attend their event and go up to them afterwards and tell them that you enjoyed their presentation. If they are heading up a pro bono project, sign up to be a volunteer and ask them if there is anything they need additional help with regarding the event, besides just showing up. If they are heading up a committee and looking for members, ask if you can join their committee. 
A Final Word of Advice: You’re Not Shy

It doesn’t matter if you’re an introvert and not naturally talkative to strangers. If you want to be a lawyer, even a transactional one, you have to completely throw away the idea of shyness being a part of your identity. 
When you think about it, the definition of “shy” includes all sorts of negative characteristics, like unconfident, nervous, timid, fearful, insecure, self-conscious, and untrusting of others. If you make it all the way through undergrad, law school, then passed the bar exam, you need to have a healthy respect for yourself! If you can make it through all of those challenges, learned all sorts of complex concepts, learned how to sit for hours writing analyses of obscure and arcane legal theories, for hours-long exams, you have grit! You have strength of character that sets you apart from the average person. 
So even if you are quiet and introverted, being “shy” is just not a part of your true character. If you want to meet the Judge, the firm Partner, the CEO, the President, the business owner, you name it, march right up and introduce yourself, and let your true, Genuine Self shine through. Embrace your strengths and have confidence that you are the kind of person that people- even important people- actually WANT to get to know. 
To summarize, here are my Top 5 Networking Do’s and Don’ts 
Networking Do’s

1. Show your face at every possible moment

2. Be genuinely friendly and open

3. Value the relationship over “results”

4. Initiate a follow up meeting

5. Show support to the people you meet

Networking Don’ts

1. Don’t be fake

2. Don’t be shy

3. Don’t be manipulative and see people as tools to get what you want

4. Don’t talk about yourself too much

5. Don’t fail to follow up
