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Introduction

Or 
How I Learned to Stop Networking and Love Network Science

IN 1999, A YOUNG COMPUTER ENGINEER and aspiring entrepreneur named Adam Rifkin was looking for advice on his next move. In gathering advice, Rifkin sent an unsolicited email to a man he had never met in person named Graham Spencer. At the time, Spencer was one of the hottest names in the Silicon Valley tech community, having just completed the sale of his last start-up, Excite.com.1

Although Excite.com is still active, it’s easy to forgive anyone who doesn’t immediately recognize the name. In the age before Google and Facebook, however, Excite was one of the biggest brands on the Internet. Started in 1993 by Spencer and five of his friends, Excite had grown to become the front page of the Internet for a significant percentage of web-surfers. (This was back when people still used that term seriously.) Spencer and the Excite team had grown the website from a humble start-up to a vast collection of websites. They had some financial struggles, but the success of the website in drawing users eventually led them to a major payout. In early 1999, Excite was sold to the telecommunications company @Home for $6.7 billion. Needless to say, once the deal was finalized, Spencer was getting a lot of attention.

That Rifkin sent a cold email hoping for some advice from a Silicon Valley success story isn’t unusual; who wouldn’t at least try? What is unusual is that Spencer agreed to the request. Not only did Spencer volunteer to meet with Rifkin in person and answer any questions Rifkin had, but he went above and beyond that. Once Rifkin had explained his idea, Spencer connected Rifkin to a venture capitalist who became one of the first funders of the new start-up.

The overriding question is why, at the height of his popularity, and at the peak of the demand for his time, did Spencer agree to sit down with someone he had never met in person?

Because five years earlier, Rifkin and Spencer had built a webpage about punk rock bands.

More specifically, in 1994, as Rifkin was beginning his studies in computer science, he built a fan website dedicated to the emerging punk rock band Green Day. Despite it being the early days of the Internet, the website took off quickly. In fact, the website was getting so much attention that members of Green Day asked if they could take it over from Rifkin and make it their official website. Rifkin said yes. But Rifkin also received another request, from a young Graham Spencer, who felt that labeling Green Day as “punk rock” was taking attention away from “real” punk bands. So Rifkin and Spencer worked together and built a page on the Green Day website that listed other, lesser known bands. “A completely random set of events that happened in 1994 led to re-engaging with him over e-mails in 1999,” Rifkin said. “Which led to my company getting founded in 2000.”2 Rifkin had helped Spencer, even though he could have ignored the request. Five years later, Spencer in turn helped Rifkin even though he too could have ignored the request.


While this story might seem exceptional, it’s actually not that uncommon an occurrence for Rifkin. His career has been full of incidents of helping individuals who either were or would go on to be well-known figures in technology and business. Like the time Rifkin gave some contract work over to a young Ev Williams so he could keep afloat with a start-up called Blogger—which he later sold to Google for an undisclosed sum (though rumors estimate tens of millions). Williams would go on to start the company that would become Twitter. Or like the time Rifkin was starting another company and needed office space, and Reid Hoffman offered to let his team crash at LinkedIn until they got on their feet.3

Rifkin’s story is filled with amazing anecdotes. He may not be a well-known name to everyone, but to the right people in his industry, he’s more than well known. He’s the best networker in the world. Literally. In 2011, Fortune magazine named Rifkin “the world’s best networker”—since it turned out that he was more connected than anyone else to the most influential people on Fortune’s lists (Fortune 500, 40 Under 40, 50 Most Powerful Women, etc.).4

What is surprising about Rifkin earning this title isn’t just that he is not the household name we would expect, but also that he doesn’t fit the image of the world’s best networker. He is not a tall, extroverted, dapper, energetic, eloquent, highly educated professional. “I am not an extrovert,” he has said frequently. “Meeting people is not my favorite thing.”5 He describes himself as a little shy and awkward. He prefers a T-shirt and hoodie to a suit and tie. His look is often compared to a panda bear (a comparison he wears fairly proudly). He’d rather reconnect with old friends than work a room full of new people.

What Rifkin does have is an understanding of how networks work. Much of his initial strategy for building relationships and making connections wasn’t gleaned from an advice book about being a power networker. It came from his graduate school work in computer science. “I feel fortunate to have learned networking from many excellent teachers,” Rifkin once said. “And the greatest of these teachers was actually the Internet itself.”6 To Rifkin, human networks follow similar principles to computer networks. And studying those networks taught him several lessons about how to build and utilize better human networks. While we might think of our network as a collection of contact cards in a Rolodex (or more modernly, a collection of names in a contacts app), when Rifkin thought about networks, he saw them not as a collection of contacts but as the map of the connections between contacts. “A network is basically a set of people and the connections between those people,” he explained.7

One lesson in particular was that computer networks grow in value as the number of nodes and the number of connections grow. (A similar lesson from network science, often referred to as Metcalfe’s Law, is a mathematical expression of this idea.) “If you go about it the right way, then it’s good for everyone,” Rifkin explained. “If you go about it the wrong way, then it cuts off opportunities, not just for yourself but for others too.”8 So Rifkin committed himself to making introductions every single day. Eventually, he learned to scale his network building by building a whole community, 106 Miles, dedicated to keeping the tech community well connected. Today, 106 Miles has almost 10,000 members who interact regularly. It’s a network unto itself. Although Rifkin isn’t at the center of it anymore, it owes its existence to his perspective on networks and networking.

Rifkin’s own extensive network, and the career success it has brought him, is more than an amazing story. It’s a stern rejection of many of the misconceptions about what networking is and how it’s supposed to work. One reason these misconceptions are widespread is that the majority of books, workshops, courses, speeches, and more on the subject are based on old and misguided advice. Specifically:


	They say you should write and refine your “elevator pitch.”


	They say you should never eat a meal alone.


	They say that you should repeat someone’s name three times in the first few seconds of conversation (sometimes as advice for remembering the name, other times as a trick to get people to like you more).


	They will offer guidelines on how to work a room or how to meet new connections online.




But all advice is autobiographical.9 Advice, even advice about networks, represents little more than one person’s single story projected onto others. Advice, at its core, says, “I did this and it worked, so you should do it too,” or the slightly more convincing, “I wasn’t doing this, but then I did and it changed my life.” As well meaning, inspirational, and accurate as another person’s autobiography might be, it’s still one person, with one specific set of skills, one personality, in one specific location, at one specific time. So what if you’re not that person with that personality at that point in life? What if you’re not the tall, extroverted, dapper, energetic, eloquent, highly educated professional who’s giving you the advice? Would it still work for you? Would you even want to try it?

 

Many people report feeling sketchy or even dirty when they engage in or think about networking. We think about the creepy salesman at the last networking mixer we attended, the one who sped around the room handing out business cards like candy and always scanning for people more “important” than us to talk to. Or we think about that old classmate who just hit the job market unexpectedly and has started frantically emailing everyone in her address book, blanketing LinkedIn with connection requests, and asking just about everyone out for coffee and a “quick chat.” Networking seems to many of us to be an insincere way to manipulate relationships for personal gain. This is the repulsive stereotype most people have of networkers, and it’s no surprise that it is not a pleasant picture.

In one study, the researchers Tiziana Casciaro, Francesca Gino, and Maryam Kouchaki found that even just thinking about networking leaves most people feeling dirty . . . literally dirty.10 In one round of the study, the researchers asked 306 adults to remember a time when they reached out to form a new relationship. One group was asked to imagine a time when they sought out professional contacts who could help their career (what the researchers called “instrumental networking”). Another group was asked to imagine a time when they reached out to someone in their industry to form a personal connection, without consideration of professional gain (what the researchers called “personal networking” but we could also label “being a decent human being”).

Afterwards, participants in both groups were asked to perform a word completion task and given word fragments (such as “S _ _ P” or “W _ _ H”) that could be filled in to spell seemingly random words (“STEP” or “WISH”) or words related to cleanliness (“SOAP” or “WASH”). It has been well demonstrated in previous research that feeling morally tainted increases our desire for cleanliness and that desire manifests in subtle shifts in cognition—including how we do a word completion task. Unsurprisingly, Casciaro and her colleagues found that those in the instrumental networking group—those who had to imagine a time when they played the role of the stereotypical networker—completed the task with words related to cleanliness. The implication is that the act of networking made them feel morally tainted and literally dirty.

In a follow-up round, the researchers took the experiment online. They asked students to think of a time when they had reached out to get to know someone better. One group of students was asked about social connections and the other about professional relationships. The researchers then asked the social group to reach out to the person they were thinking of via Facebook (a social media website mainly used to build and maintain friendships), and the professional group was asked to reach out to the person they had remembered via LinkedIn (a social media website mainly used to build and maintain professional relationships). Afterwards, all students were surveyed about how they were feeling. Again, the professional relationships group reported feeling physically dirtier than those in the social relationships group.

Despite these results, Casciaro and her colleagues also found that networking was hugely important. In a different study, they surveyed hundreds of lawyers throughout North America and asked them how frequently they engaged in networking. They found that those who engaged in making new connections and strengthening old ones were better performers (in terms of billable hours and hence compensation) than those who didn’t. Their findings align with a significant body of research that demonstrates that networking—making and strengthening connections to others—is vitally important for professional success. Likewise, understanding how the networks inside an organization truly operate dramatically improves its overall importance.

But what do you get when you combine an understanding that networks and relationships are important with the commonly shared belief that networking activities are awkward and dirty? You get perhaps the most commonly expressed maxim about networking: “It’s not what you know; it’s who you know.”


This phrase is a curious one. People have written it down or spoken it aloud for at least seven decades (and probably more than that),11 but usually just to express exasperation. “I didn’t get the job [the sale/the promotion] because I didn’t have the right connections.” You may have even said it yourself at some point—in a moment of similar frustration. If success is mostly a matter of who you know, then we start to believe that we only have two choices: settle for less, or adopt the stereotypical networking prowler.

But what if there is another choice?

In fact, there is.

Researchers Rob Cross and Robert Thomas have found time and again that “who you know” is important, but just knowing lots of people won’t get you there. “In fact, we’ve found that individuals who simply know a lot of people are less likely to achieve standout performance,” they write. “Political animals with lots of connections to corporate and industry leaders don’t win the day, either.”12 Collecting contacts isn’t the surefire route to success.

In light of this research showing that it’s not necessarily about who you know, perhaps another commonly used phrase is more accurate: it’s about knowing who is a “friend of a friend.” It’s about getting a full picture of the network you already have access to, and learning how to improve it.

Like Adam Rifkin, understanding how networks work, how to navigate them, and how to tend to the community they represent is what determines a lot of your career success and a lot of organizations’ ability to perform. Knowing who your friends are and who their friends are, so you can gain a better understanding of the community, will lead to better odds that your network will enhance your success.

Fortunately, this insight is backed up by decades of research from the worlds of sociology and network science. This research supports that being connected to a strong network provides major advantages—access to diverse skills and perspectives, the ability to learn private information, and the type of expertise and influence that makes it easier to attain power—which sociologists refer to as social capital. An intriguing term that appears to have been invented by six different people at six different times, social capital takes its definition opposite physical capital—financial resources, inventory, property, and the like.13 Just as those things have value, sociologists argue, so do the connections and networks of our social capital—especially when we know how to leverage that capital. In one study, led by the renowned sociologist Ronald Burt (more on him soon), it was found that educating executives about network structures and principles led to dramatic improvements in performance.14 Those who took the training were 36 to 42 percent more likely to improve their performance than similarly qualified but untrained peers, and 42 to 74 percent more likely to be promoted.

And that is what this book is about.

This isn’t just a book about networking. It’s not like any networking book you have read (or ignored) before. This is a book about how networks actually work. This isn’t another collection of rote advice and specific instructions on how to meet new people or how to work a room. It’s not a manual for managing your social media and online presence. There are plenty of those guides already and adding one more wouldn’t help—especially because just collecting contacts doesn’t work. Instead, this is a book that takes a deep dive into the proven science of networks and shares the implications for anyone looking to upgrade their connections and relationships.

I won’t be sharing anecdotal advice from stereotypical networkers; instead, we will examine real case studies of people and companies who found success because they found (knowingly or not) a strategy in line with the research.


Knowing how networks come together is the secret weapon behind a powerful networking strategy. It works better than the entire collection of tools.

And that is where we are headed.

The next chapter explains the types of network connections that are most likely to provide you with new information and opportunities (and a quick hint: it’s probably not who you tend to interact with the most). After that, chapter 2 examines an old party game and reveals the clues it holds to just how large and useful your total network really is. Chapter 3 deals with your networking strategy: is it better to try to connect with everyone in one industry or profession, or is it better to be the connector between these groups? Chapter 4 answers the common call to break down silos with a reminder that sometimes staying in your silo can have tremendous benefits—it just depends on how often you’re there. Chapter 5 examines how your network affects the teams you rely on, and explains why part of cultivating a high-performing network is being willing to decrease or cut off how frequently you interact with some connections. Chapter 6 describes just how large your network can become, and how above-average networkers really do have above-average networks. Chapter 7 looks at the implications of above-average networks for your own plan: will it always be an uphill battle and a constant process to make key connections, or can you grow your network passively?

Then we turn to some of the more surprising findings from network science that will have you reevaluating your entire network. Chapter 8 describes an intriguing quirk of social networks: it is possible to appear more popular and connected than you really are—but is it worthwhile? Chapter 9 issues a dire warning for anyone building their network: more isn’t better if it means more of the same. Chapter 10 reveals the solution to this dilemma, showing that where and how you make new connections affect how valuable they will become. Chapter 11, the final chapter, moves away from the entire network to look at individual connections, revealing that part of who you know includes how (and how well) you know them.

In addition to the implications for individuals, the findings from network science carry implications for how leaders shape their organizations and how companies try to market their brands through customer networks. When relevant, these will be explored as well.

To help you move from ideas to action, or from scientific research to practice, each chapter ends with an activity you can do quickly that will help you either better understand your current network or take the first steps to strengthening it. In addition, we examine the role of online tools and social media services in building and maintaining your network and show you when those tools might actually become counterproductive—which happens more often than you might think, since online tools only seem to work well when they reinforce off-line principles of human connection. (Perhaps that is why studies are showing that the more time individuals spend with online-only connections the more lonely they report feeling. Also, as people increase their use of online tools, their sense of social isolation seems to increase as well.15)

Your connections matter. But so does how you know them, why you know them, where you met them, and who else they know. All of these elements are explained by the network around you—all your friends of friends.

By the end of this book, I hope you have become more effective at making and strengthening the key connections that will change your work and career. But I hope you do that not by just taking advice. Rather, I hope you become more effective because you’ve learned how the network around you works—and how to work it.


—1—

Find Strength in Weak Ties

Or 
Why Your Old Friends Are Better Than Your New Friends

 


  We tend to act as if our closest friends are our biggest assets. While that may be true for social support or for trusted information, it’s not so true when it comes to opportunity. Research shows that our biggest opportunities and best sources of new information actually come from our “weak ties” or “dormant ties”—our connections with people we don’t see often or haven’t spoken to in a long time. This means that if we want to learn something new or make a job change, reaching out to our old friends is a better move than keeping it “just between friends” by connecting only with the people we’re closest to now.


 

LORENZO FERTITTA NEVER PLANNED ON disrupting the prizefighting industry or on saving the sport of mixed martial arts (MMA) from regulatory extinction.

The son of casino magnate Frank Fertitta Jr., Lorenzo was no stranger to the world of combat sports, but his future was almost certainly going to be in the casino industry. However, because of an old and distant high school friend, he has spent the better part of the last two decades turning the once-crippled Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) franchise into a worldwide brand valued at more than $4 billion. But Lorenzo Fertitta isn’t even the lead actor in the story. That title goes to Dana White, for reactivating a weak tie in his network that dramatically enhanced both his and Lorenzo Fertitta’s net worth.

From the outside looking in, White and Fertitta resemble and act like lifelong friends on a journey to continuously grow the UFC and the sport of MMA. But their deep friendship is actually relatively new. They attended the same high school, Bishop Gorman, a Roman Catholic preparatory school in Las Vegas, Nevada, and tended to associate with the same circles of friends, but they themselves rarely interacted. “We had a lot more in common after school than in school,” said White. “I got kicked out of Gorman twice. Lorenzo was the role model: A-student, football player, going on to college and college after college.”1

White was correct. Lorenzo Fertitta went on to the University of San Diego and then earned an MBA from New York University. After school, Fertitta partnered with his brother, Frank III, first by starting a business renting pay phones and slot machines, then buying real estate on the outskirts of Las Vegas, and finally merging their company with their father’s chain of casinos and taking the new entity public.

As for White, after he got kicked out of Bishop Gorman not once but twice, his parents sent him to Maine to live with his grandmother. White finished high school there and actually spent some time at college, but did not graduate. He floated through a variety of different jobs, everything from a bellhop to a boxing trainer. Eventually, he moved back to Las Vegas and started a gym. Then he started two more. Eventually, White found himself managing the careers of two fighters, Tito Ortiz and Chuck Liddell, as they competed in the UFC. It would be nearly a decade after White left Bishop Gorman before he talked to either of the Fertitta brothers again.2

When they did, it was back in Las Vegas, and it was the result of a chance encounter at the wedding of a mutual friend from high school. Dana and Lorenzo quickly bonded over their mutual love of combat sports. White’s passion for MMA quickly turned both of the Fertitta brothers into new fans. Lorenzo Fertitta was already serving on the Nevada State Athletic Commission, which regulated all combat sports in that state. Perhaps most notably, he was a commissioner when Mike Tyson bit off Evander Holyfield’s ear. “I was one of the guys who had to tell Mike to pack up and go,” Lorenzo Fertitta said.3 It was a time when all combat sports, especially MMA, were being highlighted for their brutality.

As for the UFC, it was fighting hard just to stay alive and in business. Senator John McCain was leading the charge to ban MMA and even referred to it as “human cockfighting.” One by one, each state and state athletic commission began to outlaw the sport, forcing the UFC to become creative in how it staged its events. Eventually, it lost its pay-per-view distribution, which meant ticket sales at live shows had to serve as the main source of revenue.

Through his work managing fighters, White learned that the UFC’s original owners were tired of putting up a fight and were looking to sell their franchise. So White reached out to his long-lost friend Lorenzo Fertitta. Within a month, the Fertitta brothers had purchased the UFC for $2 million, using private funds. “It was probably the worst brand in the United States because of all the negativity around it,” Lorenzo Fertitta said. The brothers did not even have the blessing of their father. “Dad was a fairly conservative guy,” said Frank Fertitta. “He asked us not to do it. I think that’s the only time that Lorenzo and I actually went against what he wanted us to do. Thank God we did.”4

Little by little, White and the Fertittas grew the struggling league from backwater shows to sold-out arenas and millions of television viewers. The Fertitta brothers knew that the sport would not survive without regulatory approval. Fortunately, Lorenzo’s connections with the athletic commissions helped him understand and work toward the changes they would need to make to get that approval. They added a new rule structure, established weight classes, and by some accounts made it a safer sport for participants than boxing. White’s experience with the fighters they inherited no doubt made those changes an easier sell to the athletes themselves.

All this being said, their first big event was, by most accounts, a disaster. It was disorganized and ran over time, so the pay-per-view broadcast was cut short before the main event.5 However, the Fertittas continued to put more effort and money (over $40 million) into the venture. In 2004, they gambled even bigger. One of the Fertittas’ casinos, Green Valley Ranch, had played host to a reality show on the Discovery Channel, and the brothers thought a similar venture might help raise awareness of their fight league.6 They pitched a show where aspiring young fighters were shown living and training together, all the while competing for a contract with the UFC. The show was turned down by every network except Spike TV, which agreed to air it if the Fertittas paid the $10 million production cost themselves.

The show was a hit almost from the beginning and rapidly increased the fan base for mixed martial arts. It also made Dana White into a television star, showcasing his brash style, his understanding of what it means to be a fighter, and his knowledge of what it takes to be a champion. The show has now run for over twenty seasons and continues to recruit new fans to the sport. By 2005, the Fertittas had recouped their original investments in the UFC.7 Senator McCain has even changed his tune, if only slightly. “They haven’t made me a fan, but they have made progress,” he said in a 2007 interview on National Public Radio.8

As part of the purchase, the Fertittas maintained an equal ownership of the enterprise, something their lawyers were not happy about.9 Legal counsel wanted a way to resolve disputes in case of a stalemate. They solved that in two ways. First, White was given a 10 percent stake in the organization and tasked with running the day-to-day operations. Second, they added a clause in their ownership contract that all disputes between the brothers would be settled with a jiujitsu match, with White playing the role of referee. “It hasn’t happened yet,” Lorenzo Fertitta joked.10 The two brothers and White have a great relationship. They work out together regularly and communicate frequently. “We both bring something very different to the table, but at the end of the day, we’ve got a great dynamic,” Lorenzo Fertitta said.11

In 2011, the UFC signed a seven-year broadcasting deal with the FOX Sports Media Group valued at $700 million.12 The company produces more than forty live events every year and is broadcast in more than 1 billion households around the world. In 2013, Dana White was named the “sports innovator of the year” for his role in the turnaround.13 And in 2016, the Fertittas and White successfully sold the UFC for $4 billion to a group of private investors, including the William Morris Endeavor Agency, Silver Lake Partners, KKR, and MSD Capital (the investment firm of the technology billionaire Michael Dell). “It’s the largest deal ever in the history of sports,” Lorenzo Fertitta said at the time.14 He is not far off. In terms of sports, it is twice what Steve Ballmer paid in 2014 to purchase the Los Angeles Clippers. In terms of all entertainment, $4 billion rivals what the Walt Disney Company paid George Lucas for the entire Star Wars franchise in 2012, which was hailed as the “deal of the century” when it happened.15 For his part, White’s personal payout was reported to be more than $350 million.16 Pretty good payday for a former bellhop and boxing trainer.

Whatever measure is used, the story of the UFC is one about a remarkable transition from the brink of collapse to a multibillion-dollar valuation. And none of it would have happened without a chance meeting of two former classmates.

The Forgotten Network

White and Fertitta’s chance interaction at that wedding may seem like a fluke, but it is actually a textbook case of how the forgotten parts of our network yield bigger opportunities than most of us realize. Their relationship at the time resembled what sociologists refer to as weak ties—people we maintain a connection with but rarely interact with. By contrast, strong ties are the connections we regularly return to—those friends and coworkers we feel comfortable around because we know, like, and trust them.

Our tendency when things get tough is to seek out trusted, familiar counsel. When we need a new job, for example, we default to those close to our network. We tell our friends and family, then skip over our weak ties, ironically, and go right to coldly responding to job postings online. Or when we need advice about a major problem, we tend to share our dilemma only with those close to us—those we feel comfortable around. But that comfort comes at a cost. Most of the strong ties in our network are connected to each other. They are often so tightly clustered that information known by one person is already known by everyone in that cluster. In contrast, our weak ties often build a bridge from one cluster to another and thus give us access to new information. Even though the strong ties in our life are more likely to be motivated to help us, it turns out that our weak ties’ access to new sources of information may be more valuable than our strong ties’ motivation.

Consider how Dana White’s strong ties were already in the UFC world, while Lorenzo Fertitta’s network gave him access to casinos to put on events and the connections to the athletic commission needed to change attitudes toward the sport. White found himself inside a community of individuals who knew their sport was dying but couldn’t find a way to revive it; Fertitta was in a different community of Las Vegas entertainers who mostly focused on boxing. White had the knowledge of MMA; Lorenzo Fertitta had the knowledge of how to get the sport regulated and marketed like boxing. Their chance meeting at a friend’s wedding connected these two seemingly distant clusters and unlocked an extremely valuable solution.

This counterintuitive finding first came from a now-classic study by the sociologist Mark Granovetter. In 1970, as a PhD student at Harvard University, Granovetter decided to conduct a study of job transitions. When surveying respondents, he would often ask whether a friend had told them about their current job. Respondents would often answer with something like: “Not a friend, but an acquaintance,” which suggested to Granovetter that he ought to look further.17 In the end, he surveyed hundreds of professional, technical, and managerial job-changers living in the suburbs of Boston, asking them about the contacts who had told them about the job opportunity they ended up applying for and accepting.

Specifically, he asked how often they were seeing those contacts around the time they received the job information. Granovetter used three categories: often (at least twice a week), occasionally (more than once a year but less than twice a week), and rarely (once a year or less). When Granovetter looked at the collected results, he found that fewer than 17 percent of job-changers saw their contacts often. Over 55 percent said they saw their contact occasionally, and over 27 percent said they rarely saw this person.

While between once a year and less than twice a week is admittedly a large margin, it’s very representative of the variance in contact most of us maintain with our weaker relationships. Weak ties are those colleagues we don’t plan to see, but when we do it’s easy to catch up quickly. “The skew is clearly to the weak end of the continuum,” Granovetter wrote in his 1973 paper presenting this data.18 That paper, “The Strength of Weak Ties,” would go on to become one of the most cited papers in sociology.

Granovetter’s surprising findings run opposite to what most of us do when faced with a problem to solve, a choice to make, or the sudden need to find a job. It makes sense to share your situation with friends, family members, and trusted colleagues. They know you best and are most interested in helping you. But, as Granovetter found, the odds that they have any useful information or leads that you don’t already have are slim. Moreover, the odds that everyone in your close circle will offer the same information or advice are great—our closest contacts tend to share the same contacts as us. Our weak ties are irregular contacts precisely because they tend to operate in different social circles. They interact with people different from our inner circle and learn different information. As a result, weak ties become our best source for the new information that we need to resolve our dilemmas.

Weak ties are stronger sources of information not just about job opportunities. Granovetter’s work inspired researchers to study the other ways in which weak ties bring us new and valuable information and opportunities. Martin Ruef, a professor at Duke University, studied how entrepreneurs rely on strong and weak ties and the effects on their ability to be innovative.19 Ruef surveyed more than 700 entrepreneurial teams who were launching new businesses and gathered data on the sources of their ideas, the structure of their team, the advisers or partners they sought, their patent applications, and the novelty of their business ideas. In particular, he was looking at the strength of the connections between the source of the teams’ business ideas and the innovativeness of those ideas. To judge the strength of connections, he asked participants to classify the source of their business idea as: (1) coming from discussions with family and friends (strong ties); (2) coming from discussions with business associates, customers, or suppliers (weak ties); or (3) coming from observing discussions in the media, in the industry, or among existing competitors (what he called directed ties, since the information flow was only in one direction). To assess innovation, Ruef used two measures: patent and trademark applications as an objective measurement, and a subjective comparison of the teams’ ideas against long-standing research on the categories of innovation.

When Ruef tabulated the results, he found that those teams whose business ideas came from discussions with weak ties were more innovative as judged by both measures. The fact that they sought more patent and trademark applications meant their ideas were likely more original and hence called for intellectual property protection. And their business idea was stronger across the categories of innovation, meaning the business model itself was more innovative than those businesses started by teams relying on strong ties. “Weak ties allow for more experimentation in combining ideas from disparate sources and impose fewer demands for social conformity than do strong ties,” Ruef said.20

Taken together, Ruef’s findings are consistent with the strength of weak ties phenomenon first discovered by Granovetter. Just as the weak ties of job hunters are more likely to provide novel information about job opportunities, the weak ties of entrepreneurs are more likely to provide a novel perspective or discovery that can yield an idea for a new business. Similarly, while job hunters relying on strong ties have to endure the steep challenge, while unemployed, of convincing potential employers to make an offer, entrepreneurs relying on strong ties have to endure the difficult path of differentiating their business from the crowd. “Our results suggest that entrepreneurs can avoid the pitfalls of conformity by diversifying their networks,” Ruef wrote of his findings.21

The research clearly supports the idea that in order to develop the most diverse information and create the most opportunity, we need to move beyond our strong ties and gain the fresh perspectives of our weaker connections. But not all weak ties are created equally. Strong ties may be more motivated to help us by bonds of familiarity and trust, but there is one form of weak ties with almost as much goodwill toward us while still offering new information: weak ties that used to be stronger. Even in Granovetter’s original study, he noticed the role that former colleagues and long-lost friends played in helping individuals. “Chance meetings or mutual friends operated to reactivate such ties,” Granovetter noted. “It is remarkable that people receive crucial information from individuals whose very existence they have forgotten.”22 Over time, other researchers would come up with a shorter name for such a weak tie that used to be stronger. They would label it a dormant tie, and their research would prove just how valuable these weak connections are.

The researchers Daniel Levin, Jorge Walter, and Keith Murnighan have been studying the power of dormant ties for almost a decade. Specifically, they have been surveying business executives, encouraging them to deliberately reactivate old connections and then observing the results. And the results have been quite powerful. In one experiment, the trio asked a group of 224 executives from four executive MBA classes to reconnect with two people to whom they had not spoken for at least three years, but who they thought would have advice that would help them on a major work project.23 Specifically, the executives were to contact one person with whom they had shared a strong relationship before they fell out of touch, and also one individual with whom they had a weak tie relationship. In addition, the executives selected two current contacts (one strong, one weak) from whom they had already sought advice during the course of their project. The researchers then asked executives to assess all four contacts’ advice in terms of value (actionable knowledge), novelty, trust, and the extent to which they had a shared perspective.

As you can imagine, many of these executives were not excited about the idea of cold-calling old colleagues and asking for advice. However, as the researchers and the executives themselves discovered, these old colleagues
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