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Summary

o Attending the “right” functions can help you continue to grow your network if you
do it right.

o In one-on-one settings or very small gatherings, there is more opportunity for
meaningful conversations, and you can try to identify ways to be helpful.

0 Being “interested” is only half the equation when you are out networking. You also
want to be “interesting.” And this takes some preparation.

o When sharing what is “new,” focus on the positive.

1of 11 9/9/2025, 7:23 PM



How Lawyers Can Overcome a Fear of Networking https://www.americanbar.org/groups/young_lawyers/resources/tyl/career...

Looay RSN 0 TUMY™MR. " s

iStock.com/NoSystem images

For most lawyers, networking is right up there with getting a root canal or spending
time in a Porta Potty. It's a necessary and useful activity. But it is not fun.

Many lawyers are introverts, and being in social situations can be draining. Attending
networking functions can feel uncomfortable. What if you don't know anyone? What
should you talk about? How do you find business leads in a large crowd? But
networking can help you increase your circle of business relationships. It should be an
integral part of your overall marketing and career strategy.

In trying to grow your law practice, the relationships you build today will become the
referral sources of tomorrow.

I'm actually a big believer in “retail” relationship building. Having one-on-one meetings
with clients, prospective clients, and potential referral sources is more effective than
spending time in a large room where you recognize only a few people. | spend much
more time meeting people for coffee or sitting in on small lunchtime round tables than
attending large gala events. | enjoy this a lot more, and | know it is a much better way
to get to know other professionals.

However, attending the “right” functions can help you continue to grow your network if
you do it right. You should also consider whether it is worth carving out some time to
attend the bigger gatherings.
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16 Tips to Help You Get the Most from Networking
Events

1. Keep Your Expectations Low

The goal of attending a networking function is to make a few new connections (i.e., the
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goal is not to collect as many business cards as possible). If you walk away with two
people you want to follow up with, consider that a success.

2. Prepare

Think about who you might like to meet and what you want to say about yourself.

3. Identify Who Is Attending or Who Might Attend

If you can find out who is on the guest list beforehand, send a LinkedIn request to the
people you want to meet and tell them you look forward to seeing them at the event.

4. Arrive Early

Look at the name tags or ask to see the registration list and see if you know anyone
attending. If you arrive early, it will be easier to connect with people because the room
will be less crowded.

5. Choose Events That Interest You

If there is a speaker, are you interested in learning more about that subject?

6. Make Sure You Have Prepared a Brief Introduction That Invites Questions

(Who are you? What do you do? Who do you serve? How do you help your clients?)
Introduce yourself in a way that will make people want to find out more about you.
Keep it short!

7. Come with a Networking Buddy

Invite someone who might also be interested and can help you work the room. But
don't spend the whole time talking to just them.

8. Invite Others You Know

Are there clients, referral partners, or colleagues who might be interested? Drop them
a note.

9. If You Know the Organizer, Tell Them the Types of People You Would Like
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to Meet at the Event
Ask the organizer if they can make some introductions.

10. When You Approach Someone, Try to Get the Other Person to Introduce
Themselves First and Listen Carefully

11. Make Good Eye Contact and Ask Open-Ended Questions to Get the Other
Person Talking
12. Listen for Ways That You Can Be Helpful to Them

Is there someone you can introduce them to (at the event or after the event)? Is there
an article you can send? Can you recommend a movie, restaurant, book, etc.?

13. Look for Odd Numbers of People or People Who Are Not Already Talking
to Someone Else

When an even number of people are talking, it is harder to break into the conversation.

14. Be Prepared to Answer the Question “What’s New?”

If someone you know asks you this question, make sure you have prepared something
to say. This can be something personal or professional (e.g., “My youngest child just
started high school,” “I just came back from a great trip to Utah,” “We just won a big
victory in Superior Court,” “Our firm just merged with an IP boutique firm,” etc.).

15. Try to Keep Conversations Brief

If you are genuinely interested in continuing the conversation with someone, ask them
if you can follow up for coffee (live or virtual). In answering the question “what’s new,”
just choose one or two things at most.

16. After the Event, Make Sure to Follow Up Within 24 Hours

The immediate follow-up can be setting up a time to talk, which might be a few weeks
down the road. You don’t have to attend networking functions to be successful with
marketing.
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Personally, | attend events only where | expect to run into a reasonable number of
people | already know.

When | do attend events where | know I'll be able to reconnect with a lot of people, |
often find that I'm pleasantly surprised. Being at these events gives me a good way to
identify some of the people | haven't spoken to in a while. It provides me with an
efficient way to stay top of mind with more referral sources.

Choosing Small Gatherings May Be a Better Use of Your
Time

Every few years, | decide to attend the annual dinner of one of the charities | support.
The event is touted as a great place for lawyers to meet each other, but in truth, it's a
lousy way to meet new lawyers. | go because it provides me with a quick way to shake a
lot of hands (i.e., | know a lot of people in the organization, so | see people | already
know).

In sharp contrast, | joined a tiny squash and tennis club in my hometown. On the first
day | went to work out, | met more new people than | ever did at one of these gala
events.

| have nothing against large events. And | think this charity is extremely effective and
does good work (and I'll continue to support it). But | don't plan to attend a lot of events
like this. It's just not worth my time.

The reason is simple. A large, crowded room filled with a lot of people you do not know
is generally not a good environment for relationship building. If your objective in
getting involved in nonprofits is to make connections while doing good, aim for
committees, projects, or much smaller events where you will actually have the chance
to connect with people you want to meet.

To sum it all up, retail networking is a much better way to build your network. In one-
on-one settings or very small gatherings, you have more opportunity to have
meaningful conversations where you can try to identify ways to be helpful. But if you
are invited to an event where you are likely to see some people you already know, you
may want to attend. Your conversations may not be that meaningful, but networking
functions provide an efficient way to reconnect with people. From there, you can go
retail and set up coffee with two or three people you saw at the event. And it is
certainly possible that you will also make some new connections.
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Be Interested, Be Interesting

In the classic self-help book How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie
told his readers that they should become “genuinely interested in other people.” Nearly
100 years after the publication of that book, the rules of relationship building have not
changed, and this still holds true. If you want to make a lasting impression on
someone, show that you are interested in them. Listening shows you appreciate them,
and appreciation is one of our greatest needs as human beings.

One thing that has changed since the 1930s is that the internet has made researching
other people easier than ever. Today, there is no excuse for failing to research
someone before you meet them for coffee. LinkedIn, website bios, and general Google
searches can tell you a lot about someone’s history, company, and business or
industry. It can also give you real clues about their interests and their personal
backgrounds.

You can also try to do this before attending networking functions. If you can find out
who might be attending, do some research. If the event is sponsored by an
organization that lists leadership on its website, check the website and see if there is
someone you would like to meet.

But even if you know only a little about the person (e.g., meeting someone for the first
time at a networking function), asking good open-ended questions is a great way to get
the other person to talk about themselves. So when you are out networking, show
some real interest in the other person. Find out what they do, who their clients are, and
what they are currently working on. Try to extend the conversation beyond business.
Find out where they are from, what they like to do on vacation, what movies or music
they enjoy, or anything that seems appropriate to discuss.

Being “Interested” Is the Starting Point

Being “interested” is only half the equation when you are out networking. You also
want to be “interesting.” And this takes some preparation. When someone asks you,
“What's new?” you don't want to respond with trite answers like “not much” or “things
are busy.” Those are conversation stoppers.

You also don’t want to launch into a five-minute monologue about a complicated
matter that is on your desk.

Take the time to think about what you want the world to know about you . . . before
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you head to the function!

Preparation is key. Many lawyers are introverts and are not as comfortable thinking on
their feet about what they want to say.

I'm actually an extrovert, but | always try to think of at least one personal and one
professional topic to discuss before | go to an event, meet someone for coffee, or meet
someone on Zoom. When | don't do the preparation, I'm often mad at myself afterward
because | find myself stumbling.

Lately, I've been telling people that I'm writing a book or that my middle child is
finishing law school soon—that usually triggers a series of follow-up questions. | also
talk about the traveling | did this past spring, including nine road trips, which was a
dramatic increase for me. Sometimes | mention the men'’s choir | joined.

It actually doesn’t matter that much what you bring up. It doesn’t have to be entirely
current. There is a long statute of limitations on good news, and it is OK to keep telling
people about an award you won or a big case you settled (I would argue that up to a
year is fair game, possibly longer).

As lawyers, we get caught up in analysis paralysis. We are worried about “getting it
right,” being accurate, or answering the question literally and talking about something
that just happened.

In general, there are no right answers to the question “what’s new?” You get to choose.
Pick something that will engage the curiosity of the other person. If you know
something about them, try to select a topic that you think might interest them. Choose
something “on brand” that tells the other person something related to your
professional interests.

People do like to talk about themselves, and we are all well served by following Dale
Carnegie’s advice. But taking the time to think about how to answer the question
“what's new?” will increase the likelihood that you will get a conversation going. It will
also help you find ways to connect with people with whom you are trying to network.

Keep It Positive (Most of the Time)
When sharing what is “new,” try to focus on the positive.

Recently, | got together with a business contact whom | hadn't seen in a while. | asked
her, “What's new?” The first thing she talked about was her new diabetes medication
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and how it was affecting her mood.

I'm an empathic person, and, naturally, | was happy to give her the space to vent. | felt
bad for her and tried to show compassion. But I'm not sure that this is what | would
have brought up.

I'm not a big fan of toxic positivity. | do think that venting is very important to our
mental health. As lawyers, there is often a lot to vent about. Opposing counsel, clients,
and colleagues are not always easy to deal with. In addition, if you are like me, you may
be a ruminator who tends to dwell on bad things being reported in the news, “missed”
business opportunities, and things going on in your personal life.

| also find it a big turnoff when other professionals go on and on about how successful
they are. | know of one coach in particular who seems to like nothing better than to
hear herself talk about how great she is.

The truth, however, is that most people are more drawn to the positive. It's not
bragging if it is true. And it doesn'’t cost you anything to be positive.

Leaving out the negative or keeping that part of the conversation to a minimum does
not show a lack of integrity.

The bottom line is that you are part of the conversation. While it is great to be
interested in others, come to the table with conversation starters.

So, try to focus on the positive. It's not that you can't get into personal problems
(people do bond around adversity, and venting is very important to one’s mental
health). But try not to lead with this.

Checklist for Attending Networking Events

0 Choose the “Right” Events

O Look for events where you can interact with clients, potential clients,
and referral sources.

O  Find events that interest you and where you will feel “reasonably”
comfortable
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O Send Personalized Invites to Firm-Sponsored Events
O Share notices about external functions.
O Who in your network might be interested?

O Review the Attendee List Prior to the Event
O It's easier to do if your firm is sponsoring.

O Do some research on select registrants or review your notes before the
event.

O Prepare Succinct Answers to Two Questions

O Whatdoyou do? (“I help ... " versus “l am an X attorney who does Y.”
Focus on the problems you solve.)

O  What's new? (Come with something professional or personal to help
start a conversation.)

O Arrive Early and Ask to See Who Is Attending
O Inthe alternative, look at the display of name tags.
O Bring Business Cards
0 If you ask someone for their business card, they'll ask for yours.
O Come with a Networking Buddy
0 Plan to work the room together.
O Look for People Standing Alone
O Groups with an odd number of people are easier to break into.
O Smile and make eye contact.
O Ask Good Open-Ended Questions About Them and Be a Great Listener

O  What do you do?
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O What brings you to [name of event]?
O What's new in your [business/firm/organization/industry]?

0 Ask a question about something you read about their industry/
business.

O Listen for ways that you can be helpful (resources, introductions, etc.).

O Any vacation/weekend plans? (If it is near a holiday, end of the week,
etc.)

O Try to keep conversations to five minutes (ask for permission to follow
up after the event).

O Make Introductions

0 ldentify One to Three Attendees for Follow-Up
0 Sayyou'd like to connect after the event.
O Enter notes into your contact manager.
0  Send a LinkedIn connection.

O Follow up with something of value (article, an introduction you
promised, etc.).

0  Send an email inviting them to coffee, lunch, or Zoom.

This is an edited portion of a book chapter that originally appeared in Think Like a
Lawyer, Act Like an Entrepreneur ©2025. Published by the American Bar Association
Solo, Small Firm and General Practice Division. Reproduced with permission. All rights
reserved. This information or any portion thereof may not be copied or disseminated in
any form or by any means or stored in an electronic database or retrieval system
without the express written consent of the American Bar Association or the copyright
holder.
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Learn more about Stephen Seckler's practical strategies to help lawyers build
successful practices by overcoming their aversion to sales with your own copy

of Think Like a Lawyer, Act Like an Entrepreneur. Steve breaks down the process
into manageable steps, encouraging small, consistent actions that lead to big
results. Through relatable stories, checklists, and advice on everything from active
listening to developing a niche, this book serves as a roadmap for lawyers looking to
expand their practice while staying true to their authentic selves.
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