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INTRODUCTION
Throughout my career I have been a member of many professional and social networks. In
my experience some networks were clearly more successful than others in terms of attracting
and retaining membership, recommendation rates and overall membership satisfaction.
Having established a few networks of my own too, I have observed that all successful social
and professional networks have three things in common:
1. Excellent management;
2. Active members; and
3. Good marketing.
In my view successful networks are the result of a careful planning and nurturing process
which in reality is not too dissimilar to setting up a new business. As is the case with a new
business, it is important to think through the purpose of the network, the business model, the
financial aspects, the competitive landscape, who is the target audience and how to bring and
keep the audience together. I.e. it requires a strategy and a business plan to develop a
network that has meaning and impact.
In the following sections I would like to share with you some of my experiences in setting up
and operating a social and/or professional network.

WHY PEOPLE JOIN NETWORKS?
Connecting with others who have similar objectives, interests or experiences is a basic
human need. To satisfy this need people join networks looking for like-minded individuals.
Successful networks provide a rich and dynamic environment in which people can share, may
get inspired or inspire others and in which people can enrich their personal experience with
the experience of others to the benefit of all.

FIGURE 1: INTERNAL DRIVERS FOR NETWORK MEMBERS

Figure 1 shows the culmination of research on social networks by Shama Hyder Kabani, “The
Zen Of Social Media Marketing” (2010). According to Kabani there are three main reasons for
people to join these network, i.e. Identity, Connections and Community. Kabani bases her
arguments on a study of social networks, where people’s activities seem to be driven mainly
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by the wish to be accepted and to fit in, both online and in real life. While the study is limited
to social networks, in my view the reasons Kabani states for people joining networks hold in
general for all types of networks.
The mixture of the three elements Identity, Connections and Community is what defines the
purpose of the network. Thus, figuring out what is this mixture is the most important step in
the whole process of establishing a network. Get this wrong and your network is doomed.
However, getting it right will significantly increase the chances of your network succeeding,
but it is still no guarantee for success. Success chances improve if you diligently work your
way through the steps described in the next sections.

SEVEN-STEP START-UP PROCESS
There are a few basic steps to follow when starting a new network. Before spending time and
money on web presence, venue selection, catering, invitations, business cards etc. it is
important to define the “product” and to establish what it will require in terms of energy,
financial means and support from third parties.

FIGURE 2:SEVEN STEPS TO A SUCCESSFUL NETWORK

Figure 2 shows at a high level start-up process diagram I use for a network. The seven steps
of this process are essential preparation work before launching a new network. Clearly many
aspects of starting a new network are similar to starting a new business. In both cases market
research on the competition, product specification and impact, branding, legal structure,
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stakeholders (e.g. customers, suppliers and investors), financial model and growth strategy
are essential.

MARKET RESEARCH & COMPETITION
Before starting a new network it is a good idea to analyse what is out there already. The
market research should focus on four areas, i.e. other active networks vying for members, the
membership structure and financial model of those networks and what they offer (Table 1).

TABLE 1: QUESTIONS FPR A NETWORK DUE DILIGENCE STUDY

The information gathered on other networks and their members will help to determine where
is the opportunity is for your new network, what the differentiating factors are and how to
attract the desired audience. Knowing about members in other networks will also help to
assess what people expect from a network, what they like and what are the does and don’ts
with respect to networking in a specific location or environment
It is important to find out what potential members are prepared to pay for membership in a
network. In particular a new network will present financial outlays which cannot be offset
against sponsorship immediately. Thus, there is a balance to be struck between what
members are potentially prepared to pay and the outlay for especially the launch event.
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Analysis of the market place is a good way to understand what members are potentially
willing to pay.
Last, but not least, it is important to know what other networks do, what activities they offer,
how often they meet, where and how they host events and which other benefits or
interactions with members and for members are available.

DEFINING A STRUCTURE
Before joining a network potential members will want to know what is on offer. They will look
at how the network is organised, who is in the leadership team, and weigh the possible costs
(time and/or money) versus the personal benefit. In business terminology they will value the
product.
In case of a network specifying the value of the product is not easy as the product is rather
intangible. It can probably be best described as a mix of:


Information, knowledge & entertainment



Connections & contacts



Reputation & exposure



Belonging & support

Depending on how the network is organised the manner in which it relates, connects and
communicates with members will vary. As illustrated in the example below, a local/regional
network will have a different way of relating to its members than a virtual network:

Setting up a network requires thinking through various elements such as the purpose, the
governance model, the management team and financial strategy. These elements will form
the structure of the new network.

PURPOSE
Being clear about what the purpose of a network is and what it intends to achieve is important
to clarify early on. Being able to communicate this purpose clearly is important in order to
attract the right members and gain the necessary support from relevant stakeholders. Table 2
provides a list of guiding questions with respect to the ‘Why? And ‘Who?” of the new network.
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When defining the purpose it is crucial to look at the network from several perspectives, i.e.
the member perspective - why would people want to join and the society perspective – what
will be the impact of this network on other stakeholders?

TABLE 2: ‘WHY & WHO’ - GUIDING QUESTIONS TOWARDS A STRCUTURE

GOVERNANCE
Governance refers to the legal and financial structure and requirements of a network. A
network can be registered as a not-for-profit organisation, an NGO (non-governmental
organisation), a business entity or a private operation. In each case legal aspects need to be
considered, as they have an impact on membership, finances, data privacy, and audit
requirements. Depending on the type of network and the location local authorities may have
regulation in place which prescribes a particular governance model.
For example, an officially registered society or not-for-profit organisation will need to follow
the rules and guidelines set out by the respective local governing body. An official registration
is required and the development of a charter or Memorandum of Association (MoA),
transparent and open elections and annual general meetings. The charter or MoA will specify
the purpose, the membership structure, how and when the members of the management
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team are elected, aspects of the financial framework and what shall happen in case of
dissolution.
Setting-up and managing a network as a business or as part of a business requires the
respective company to take the full legal responsibility. For example, any disputes would fall
under the company’s license and the companies indemnity insurance. The company may
require auditable financials and other paperwork.
Setting up an entirely private network is an option and might be tempting. But one should be
clear about the risks such as the inability to get personal indemnity insurance in case of legal
proceedings by for instance disgruntled individual members or sponsors.

MANAGEMENT
Whether a network is run by one person only, by an elected board with a hierarchical
structure, or by committee with all members being equal, the chosen management model
determines many of the internal decision-making processes.
A range of tasks awaits the leader or the leadership team of a network:


Setting the strategic agenda, defining the topics and developing the annual program



Organising events and meetings



Developing relationships with speakers and sponsors



Building relationships with other stakeholders



Attracting new members



Managing the website and other means of communications



Managing the financial aspects

In case of a single leader the day-to-day running of a network can quickly grow into a full time
job. Management by committee certainly has its challenges and success depends much on
the team’s chemistry and the structure of the organisation. But a good team will work closely
together and distribute the tasks amongst each other, as well as asking willing and capable
members to get involved. Full and public recognition for those who have contributed to and
are actively involved in the running of the network’s activities is important and will be
appreciated by those who have worked hard to make the network a success.

FINANCE
Managing a network is associated with some costs, such as hosting a web presence for
marketing and information sharing, as well as the time and material cost of developing
relationships and inspecting and selecting venues. Hence, and unless you self-finance your
network, there is a requirement to raise funds to pay for any outlay leading up to the first
event. I can see only two ways to raise these initial funds. The first way is to find a sponsor,
who will cover all cost of the first event other than the cost of your time maybe. The other way,
which is really only appropriate if you are setting up a for-profit organisation, is to find a
partner who is willing to invest in the network against a certain amount of equity. The later
requires the usual such as creating a business plan including detailed product definitions, a
multi-year strategy, revenue forecasts and possible exit strategies for you as well as the
investor.
Beyond the first event there are several possibilities to finance your network. A membership
fee, however modest, is a great way to recover some of the costs and at the same time create
commitment. This may be augmented by funding by sponsors (advertising and product
7 of 16
© 2024Sight INC.| www.2024sight.com | office@2024sight.com

placement), fundraising drives, donations and voluntary contributions. The optimal mix
depends on the legal form of the network, the purpose of the network as well as on the target
audience. In order to determine the level of finance needed the list shown in table 3 presents
some reoccurring cost factors.
When money changes hands it creates an accountability. A network’s finances need to be
auditable and members have the right to know how their money is spent. Any not-for-profit
organisation will have to file auditable annual accounts with the local governing body.
Obviously, a for-profit company is subject to the normal accounting rules and regulations. At
times members may also require a proper invoice and receipt for their own administration
which creates a certain administrative load on behalf of the network organiser.
Please note that in case of high-profile business events a speakers fee and possible travelling
costs may arise in addition to the above mentioned reoccurring items.

TABLE 3: WHICH EXPENSES TO EXPECT?

STAKEHOLDERS
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There are several stakeholder groups in and around a network which may have different and
sometimes even conflicting expectations. Figure 3 is an example for a business association
indicating the different interests, needs and expectations.
Careful stakeholder management is an essential part of success. In the example Members
and Patrons are ‘direct’ stakeholders together with Industry Representatives and the Event
Location. They have a direct influence on the success or failure of the network. One should
think of them as sponsoring the network with their reputation and time, hence they only want
to be associated with a successful network.
Having a senior and well-respected member of society as a patron can help position and
advance a network. A patron is not a member of the network, but instead is someone
interested in the network’s success. He or she will represent the network, develop its
reputation and help gaining access to sponsorships, donations and interesting speakers. He
or she may also act as a mentor and sounding board for the leadership team.

FIGURE 3: STAKEHOLDER DART BOARD
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Depending on the legal form, it may also be necessary to create a board overseeing the
activities of the network. This is a very common requirement for any networks which are
charities or which are directly or indirectly sponsored by a government. Board members are
not necessarily network members and should therefore be viewed as a separate group of
stakeholders.

BRANDING
A network’s name, logo, language, content, web-design and style of events define its brand. A
brand is the personality of the network and defines how it relates to members, guests and
stakeholders. Part of defining the network’s brand is to clarify its mission and values, which in
turn provides a framework for the development of content and the attraction of members and
sponsors. The brand sets the tone for events and communications.
A good mission statements transports the information of what the network stands for. The
following three examples of mission statements clearly indicate which interest or profession
unites members and which topics are on the agenda:


Inspiring women as engineers, scientist and leaders (www.wes.org.uk)



An enlightenment organisation committed to finding innovative practical solutions to
today’s social challenges (www.rsa.org.uk)



The premier network for senior professional women in London (www.citywomen.org)

A well-defined brand also serves as a useful guideline for any successor in case of a change
in leadership as well as in case growth and expansion or franchising the network into different
locations.
Finally, dress code is an important element of the brand. For certain types of networks dress
code is an essential. For instance, for a Professional Women’s Network minimal dress code
requirements may include statements like ‘Smart Casual’. I.e. ripped jeans and t-shirts do
not reflect the values of such a network. On the flip side, the ‘Ripped Jeans’ society may
organise an annual contest on this fashion item.

ETIQUETTE
A network event was a success if members and guests go away full of energy after a
gathering. The style and behaviour of the leadership team is an essential part of this success.
Welcoming people by name at the registration desk is a time-honoured practice to get to
know members and to create an atmosphere of familiarity. If possible be prepared to
introduce new members to existing ones with simple sentences such as “ May I introduce you
to Beth? She is one of our members working in the same field as you. Beth, this is Caroline.
She has just joined our group.” Be mindful that not everyone is a natural networker and
enjoys approaching total strangers. Most, if not all, newcomers appreciate a member of the
leadership or welcoming team engaging them in a discussion, inquiring into their interests and
introducing them to another member.

AGENDA
Every networking event should have an objective and a certain structure. Whether it is to
listen to a speaker, to meet a visiting delegation or just to meet for two or three hours, a
networking event should have a start and finish time, a certain time for announcements and
10 of 16
© 2024Sight INC.| www.2024sight.com | office@2024sight.com

time for the introduction of new people. Centralising the attention of participants for a period of
time by e.g. listening to an interesting speaker is helpful, particularly if a diverse group of
people comes together. Any joint activity creates a bond and focusses everyone’s attention
for a certain time on the same topic.
Different types of networks obviously have different agendas. A purely social network may
provide entertainment by meeting in different venues and having price draws and games. A
business or professional network could provide learning and development opportunities to its
members as well as topical speakers. A charity group might inspire members by inviting
speakers to share success stories, experience, research and new insights related to the
cause.
Setting an interesting and exciting agenda for some months ahead allows people to plan their
attendance as well as keeping up the interest in the network’s activities. Early publishing of
the agenda along with some information on the content of the forthcoming events and the
possible costs of attendance is part of marketing the network.
If your network’s success relies on a steady stream of interesting speakers, then planning
ahead is extremely important as in particular the interesting speakers also prefer to plan their
time. Written communication and commitment to and from presenters is crucial to avoid
misunderstandings and disappointments. Presentations should be fresh and preferably short
(20-30 minutes max including questions and answers). At times you may need to guide
speakers in their preparations to coach them to provide some inspiring insights in their talk
rather than giving a not so interesting self-marketing presentation.
Particularly in the first year successful and inspiring events are vital to create the dynamism
for growth. Once the network is established sponsors and, if applicable for your network,
speakers tend to queue up quickly as everyone wants to be associated with a successful
network. After that, even more careful selection is required in order to maintain a high
standard.

COMMUNICATIONS PLAN
A well thought through communications plan is a pre-requisite to creating success. The
communications plan should be mindful of the cultural environment in which the network is to
operate as different cultures have different sets of ‘unspoken’ communications rules. For
instance in the German speaking culture an appointment is an appointment except when it is
explicitly cancelled. But in the U.K. English speaking culture repeated confirmation is
required to confirm that an event is still taking place. If no repeat confirmations are sent
people with this cultural background may assume the event has been cancelled.
In order to define the communications plan it is therefore essential to understand, in particular
in multi-cultural environments, who is your target membership audience and what is their
cultural background. With that understanding it is then possible to develop a communications
plan which is commensurate with the peculiarities of the targeted audience.

ATTENDANCE LISTS & DATA PRIVACY
Some members (and guests) see it as their goal to meet everyone on a given evening. But
when attendance is larger it gets more and more difficult to meet all participants. A good way
to give members and guests an idea of who was there is to send a thank you e-mail with an
attendance list of the evening.
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However, your members, guests, stakeholders and board members have trusted you with
some sensitive contact information. Hence, private data, such as e-mails and contact details,
should not be shared for data protection reasons. A password protected area on the website
would allow such information to be available to fellow registered members.
When you use an e-mail program like Microsoft Outlook, it is recommended to either use the
mail merge capability to send an individual e-mail or cut and paste addresses into the ‘Bcc’
field of the mail message. If you do the latter your mail system will send an individual e-mail to
each member on the ‘Bcc’ list without revealing who else was on the e-mail list. That way you
can quickly send an e-mail to every member, guest or potential attendee without giving away
any details about any other member, guest or potential attendee. When using the ‘Bcc’ field,
make sure to use your own e-mail address in the ‘To’ field.

ANNUAL MILESTONES
Most event organisers experience that, despite registering and best intentions, not every
network member will always be able to attend every gathering or event. However, good
attendance is usually realised on Annual General Meetings (AGM), which are typically
announced well in advance (sometimes up to a year) and where the majority of members is
required to be present in order to achieve a quorum. Other major events which typically have
good attendance are annual dinners, annual gatherings or annual fundraising events. Early
communication of these milestone events throughout the year enables members to plan
ahead.
While the purpose of an AGM is to approve the last year’s financial report, sign of the budget
for the year ahead and elect a new leadership team if the current team’s term is up, there can
be plenty of time scheduled for networking before and after the official agenda.
The Annual Dinner or Annual Event should be the highlight of the year with special items on
the agenda. It can be the big summer party, a fundraising event, a fair where all members can
present themselves, the party during a special time of the year, e.g. Christmas, Ramadan,
Thanks Giving or Diwali, where people like to get together to celebrate.

FEEDBACK
It is good practice to solicit feedback from time to time through personal conversations or by
means of a questionnaire which may be delivered via the various systems out there today
such as surveymonkey.
But before you seek any form of targeted feedback you need to consider what is the purpose
of the feedback you want to obtain. For instance, you may just want to check whether the
quality of the locations is up to scratch. Or you may want to check that the network still
delivers the “product” in a form and at a rate that is satisfactory to the members. In the first
case, remediating a location issue is not hard. However, if you seek the second form of
feedback, you may have to implement a change of strategy that you had not expected. The
challenge with seeking any form of feedback is that having asked the question, you have
raised the expectation that something will be done. Not implementing change will lead to
disappointment and thus attrition.
All of the above does not mean that you should not seek feedback. You just need to make
sure you ask for the right feedback at the right time, i.e. as and when you are in a position to
make changes if necessary.
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LAUNCH EVENT
Every network needs to be launched and in most cases, regardless of whether it is a real
network or a virtual network, the launch will be accompanied by a special launch event.
Typically this is make or break time. Get your launch event right and you benefit for years to
come because of the initial reputation you built up. Get it wrong and you may just as well pack
in the network and go home.
Organising the launch event therefore requires special attention. If you are aiming for a
network which at normal events should attract 25-30 people, then you need to assemble an
invitation list of 100 people to ensure that enough people will attend to make the event a
success.
The launch event should have special features like, for example, an extraordinary
performance, interesting speakers or important political or technology announcements. Or, if
your network is more socially focussed and the number of attendees is not too high (15 or
less), you may decide to offer the attendees an opportunity to say something about
themselves like:


Why are you here today?



Can you share one-two-three things about you that you think no one here knows?



What's rocking your world this month?



What's your favourite activity to do locally and why?

At the launch event don’t forget to announce the next events. It is also very important to timely
keep any promises made to members and guests and quickly follow-up with a thank-you note.

SOME USEFUL STATISTICS
ATTENDANCE LEVELS
Attendance levels are a bit of a black art at times. People should confirm their attendance to
an event, preferably in writing by e-mail or online-registration. Despite that a no-show rate of
10-20% is normal and should not be taken as a negative sign. However, commitment is
important and advance payment of membership and guest fees can be a strong incentive to
actually show up.

CATERING
The cultural setting, the portion size and whether the event is during the day or in the evening
influence a catering decision. Experience has shown that men tend to eat and drink (alcohol)
more than women at network events. If your network mostly consists of women then catering
for about 60-70% of the confirmed attendees should be sufficient. However, if you are having
men, then you would be better catering for between 80 and 90%.
At an evening event when people join after a long day in the office they tend to be hungry and
prefer solid food and not entertaining sweets. A ratio of 70% savoury canapé and 30% sweets
is recommended. Any food offer should be sufficiently varied to take different eating habits
into account. It is usually much appreciated if there are at least one vegetarian and one
carbohydrate-free canapé (e.g., no bread, pasta or rice) on offer.
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PRESENTATIONS
It takes an average speaker 4 minutes to present a content slide in a PowerPoint deck. If you
have given a speaker 10 minutes to speak, he or she should not come back to you with a
slide deck of 20 slides. It is just not going to happen in 10 minutes. You are cruising for a
bruising if you do not actively coach the presenter to adhere to your guidelines.

EXAMPLES OF SUCCESSFUL NETWORKS
The following five professional networks, where I have been personally involved as a founder,
executive director or committee member, have very different purposes, agendas and
leadership structures. There are many other examples of very successful networks and
organisations which can provide inspiration and ideas when starting a new network.

CORPORATE PROFESSIONAL WOMEN NETWORK
Example of a corporate network inside an international organisation. Members are united by
belonging to the company. The network set out to connect senior professional women across
different locations in the same country.
The founding objective for a Professional Women’s Network in Royal Dutch Shell in The
Netherlands in 2000 was to provide a platform for a diverse group of professional women
ranging from technical specialists to IT and HR professionals. The network set out to
stimulate networking, provide learning and development opportunities and address relevant
business topics. Senior management appreciated the network as a valuable sounding board
for issues ranging from change management to diversity and harassment. Members gained
access to senior role models and were able to find and choose mentors within the
organisation. Members much appreciated the opportunity to connect with like-minded women
in other locations and to receive senior management support for meetings and travel time.
Managed by two co-leaders and a small group of volunteers, who assist with the organisation
of events, workshops and communication, the network has grown to more than 1600
members in 2006. It has forged strong relations with the corporate networks of Shell’s
subsidiaries in other countries. (mentioned in Patricia Werhane, Mollie. Painter-Morland,
Leadership, Gender, and Organization, Springer Verlag, 2011).

WES – WOMEN’S ENGINEERING SOCIETY
Example for a society catering to technical women at vocational and academic level.
The Women’s Engineering Society is one of the oldest women associations in the UK.
Founded in 1919 this not-for-profit network of women engineers, scientists and technologists
offers inspiration, support and professional development.
A small committee drawn from the National Council of Women, which was created during the
1914-18 war to get women into work to release men for the armed forces, has set the spirit of
WES, which still prevails today. At the end of the war however, women were under pressure
to quit their jobs in favour of men returning from the forces. The founders of WES had
government backing to support women engineers and promoted engineering as a rewarding
job for women as well as men. (www.wes.org.uk).
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WES is run by an 8-member elected council. It recruits its members from across the UK. WES
manages awards, legacies and scholarships and raises new funds for activities. It created a
mentoring program (MentorSET: www.mentorset.org) to assist members and interested
women in their career development. A variety of posts and responsibilities in different
locations across the UK create personal skill development opportunities for interested
members.
The society has a strong focus on technical expertise and its members are typically found in
junior to middle management. As a UK registered charity the society is governed by Articles
of Association. The board members are registered directors and WES is legally a limited
company with no share capital. It is required to file an annual financial report.

BAHRAIN GERMAN FRIENDSHIP SOCIETY
Example for a not-for-profit business network.
The Bahrain German Friendship Society (www.bahraingermany.com) is a not-for-profit
registered society with an elected board which serves for two years. The Articles of
Association govern the association, the activities and the eligibility of members. The society
promotes economic, social, cultural and sporting exchange between Bahrain and Germany.
Located in Bahrain the leadership team organises regular events and works with other official
organisations in Bahrain, such as the German Embassy and the Ministry for Trade and
Commerce, and in Germany, such as the Arab German Chamber of Commerce, to foster ties
between companies in Bahrain and Germany.

BIZLADIES BAHRAIN – A PROFESSIONAL WOMEN NETWORK
Example for a professional network governed by corporate law.
A network for senior professional women was set up in 2009 as a franchise of the Vienna
based Bizladies network (www.bizladies.org/bah). In Bahrain the network was initiated and
managed by a single president under the flag of her own company. Membership fees were
designed to cover the costs of events, the franchise fees, and provide a small surplus for the
administration of the president’s office.
Starting small the number of members and guests tripled within the first year. Members had to
meet a set of criteria and were added to the list by recommendation only. The network in
Bahrain adapted to local circumstances. It focused business presentation designed to
showcase member’s businesses and capabilities as well as providing personal development
opportunities.
As Bizladies has grown and set up locations in several countries members benefit from the
access to contact details of all members online and the invitation to all events as well as
special discounts, promotional offers and other information.

CITY WOMEN’S NETWORK
Example of a high profile not-for-profit professional women’s network.
Founded in 1978, CWN (www.citywomen.org) has a long standing tradition of supporting
senior professional women across industry in the UK. Membership to the network is based
upon a candidate’s seniority and professional merit and by recommendation only. The
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network is comprised of Managing Directors, Partners, Non-Executive Directors, Trustees,
members of Livery Companies, Entrepreneurs and women in the management ranks of
corporate and public sector companies.
CWN has gained a reputation as a credible source for both media and research and has
worked with the BBC, The Financial Times, The Times and the European Commission, to
name a few. It has contributed to the UK Treasury Select Committee’s inquiry into ’Women in
The City’ and to Lord Davies review of the lack of women on boards, thereby firmly
establishing CWN as a trusted voice for senior women in business.
The management team of 13 people is elected for two years. Structured into sub-committees
the management team works with a group of volunteering members to define the agenda and
develop events. Highlights of the year are the Annual Conference in spring and the annual
dinner in the autumn.
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