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Not long before Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat in Montgomery, Alabama, a young Vernon Jordan interviewed for a sales internship at the Continental Insurance Company. The recruiter made Jordan, a sophomore at DePauw University, an offer. He was told to report to his new job in the firm’s Atlanta office at the beginning of the summer. When he showed up—dressed in his best suit—and announced to the receptionist that he was ready to start his summer internship, there was a problem. The receptionist made a quick telephone call to the person in charge of interns, and asked him to step in.

Here’s how Jordan describes what happened next:


The supervisor, a tall fellow who looked to be in his midthirties, came out. I introduced myself. “I’m Vernon Jordan. I was hired to be a summer intern in your office.”

His reaction was not unlike the receptionist’s. But he quickly composed himself and took me inside his office. An awkward moment passed before he said, “They didn’t tell us.”

“They didn’t tell you what?” I asked, even though I suspected where he was heading.

“They didn’t tell us you were colored,” he replied. At that time we had not yet become “black.” “You know,” he went on, “you can’t work here. It’s just impossible. You just can’t.”



And he didn’t. Jobless, Jordan was determined to find a summer position despite the fast-disappearing prospects as his college break wore on. Finally he landed a job as a chauffeur to a former mayor of Atlanta, Robert Maddox, who was in his eighties.

Jordan’s own eightieth birthday party was on Martha’s Vineyard, an island dotted with gingerbread cottages that has long been favored by aristocrats. During the party, Bill and Hillary Clinton boogied to soul music. President Barack Obama, the actor Morgan Freeman, Harvard University professor Henry Louis Gates Jr., and American Express CEO Ken Chenault all showed up to fete the renowned civil rights leader and power broker.

Over the ensuing decades, Vernon Jordan had become a close confidant to presidents and was christened the First Friend by The New York Times. He had also built an enviable network of contacts in the business world—sitting on nine corporate boards including Dow Jones, Xerox, and Callaway Golf. As John Bryan, the former CEO of Sara Lee, said, “Vernon probably knows more corporate executives than anyone in America.” To jaded detractors, Jordan is emblematic of the problems created by the coziness of Wall Street and the White House. His rebuttal is that it is “not a crime to be close to Wall Street … If you are a politician, you have to have relationships with every kind of entity.”

Jordan lies at the center of the inner circle, a name given by Wharton professor Michael Useem to describe the connections between corporations created by the business elite. The shortest route between any two companies on the S&P 500 was Vernon Jordan. According to Johan Chu, at the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business, “This network remained highly connected throughout the twentieth century, serving as a mechanism for the rapid diffusion of information and practices and promoting elite cohesion.”

Jordan represents both the power and the perceived problems of networks. His unparalleled ability to network allowed the grandson of a sharecropper to become “one of the most connected men in America.” Jordan was the civil rights movement’s ambassador to boardrooms. Henry Louis Gates predicted that “historians will remember Vernon Jordan as the Rosa Parks of Wall Street.” But many find the backroom handshakes that his career has been built on morally dubious.

How exactly did Vernon Jordan land at the epicenter of the professional and political elite? He gives a hint in a 2012 commencement address in which he quotes Melville:


We cannot live for ourselves alone

Our lives are connected by a thousand invisible threads

And along these sympathetic fibers

Our actions run as causes and return to us as results.



To understand Vernon Jordan’s transformation, we need to be able to trace the thousands of invisible threads he spun together.

Invisible Threads

The Melville quote is more than an inspiration, it’s a new lens that we can apply to the idea of networks. The structure of someone’s network is a map that tells what their life has been like up to this point and where they are going. As a network analyst, sociologist, and professor of organizational behavior at the Yale School of Management, I’ve spent the last fifteen years studying how people’s social networks evolve, what they look like, and what that means for their ability to succeed in the workplace, be happy and healthy, and find personal fulfillment. Vernon Jordan has a rare and special kind of network. To grasp its features, we have to first understand some more common building blocks.

The lowest common denominator of social connection is a dyad—the one-on-one relationships we form with a single individual. Over time, these relationships naturally organize themselves into networks. We’ve all heard that term, but what are networks, really? Networks are groups of interconnected people, some overlapping one another and others that have no members in common. Through networks, it is possible to leverage our relationships to manifest something much stronger than a bunch of dyads—an outcome where 1 + 1 really does equal 3. Renowned sociologist James S. Coleman explained that social capital makes “possible the achievement of certain ends that would not be attainable in its absence.”

There is what’s possible, and then there is what’s plausible. Three simple topographies characterize most people’s networks.
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In the network maps of expansionists, brokers, and conveners, each circle represents a person. The network belongs to the person represented by the dark circle in the middle, and the lines denote relationships between them and their friends, as well as the connections between their friends. You may not immediately realize it, but in all of these pictures, there are the same number of people. What you will recognize is that the amount of energy, the effort, that goes into forming and maintaining these ties varies. Brokers are directly tied to only seven people but have indirect access to twelve different viewpoints, experiences, and information sources. Because conveners’ friends are more likely than brokers’ friends to be friends with one another, conveners maintain nine relationships to get the same information.

My colleague Nicholas Christakis frequently invokes a metaphor to illustrate how different network structures give rise to different properties. Both graphite and diamonds are made out of the exact same thing: carbon. Graphite is soft, dark, and so commonplace that we are likely to find it in the backpack of a six-year-old. Diamonds, on the other hand, are hard, clear, and rare, and are arguably one of the most expensive status signals on the planet.

What distinguishes graphite from diamonds is the manner in which the carbon atoms are arranged. In graphite, the carbon atoms are arranged in sheets. In diamonds, they are arranged tet-rahedrally. These different structural arrangements give rise to different properties.

In much the same way as with carbon, the same set of social relationships—composed of the same people, but in different configurations—give rise to vastly different ends. Imagine two teams composed of the same people. In one example, everyone works together and collaborates with everyone else. In the other instance, the people remain the same but the team usually works in specialized sub-teams with a liaison going between them. Despite having the same members, the teams would have radically different strengths. The same is true with personal networks.

In a network context, expansionists, brokers, and conveners each have distinct social and professional benefits and drawbacks.


	Expansionists have extraordinarily large networks, are well-known, and have an uncanny ability to work a room. However, they often have trouble maintaining social ties and leveraging them to create value for themselves or others.

	Brokers generate value by bringing together typically disconnected parties from different social worlds. Their networks have huge information benefits and are highly innovative, since the majority of new ideas come from recombination.

	Conveners build dense networks in which their friends are also friends. This type of network has outsize trust and reputational benefits.



So which type is Vernon Jordan? In fact, he strikes an exemplary balance between the deep trust of convening, creating information benefits for everyone in his network through brokerage, while maintaining a mind-boggling number of contacts.

Yet in an interview with Jordan for the National Portrait Gallery, former director Marc Pachter highlighted a seeming contradiction: “You describe yourself on occasion, and have written it as well, that you are a loner … You are somebody very much engaged in the world, you have many friends, you have social connections, you understand friendship, you understand all of this. That’s been the core of your being, and yet you are a loner.”

To which Jordan responded, “Well, most things in life you gotta figure out for yourself. And there is a small group of friends with whom you can share. And that is based on trust and confidence and friendship. I have never been one to bare my soul. And so I think loner maybe taking it too far. I just respect your privacy and I harbor my own.”

As much as Jordan has gained through convening and trust, his ascent can be traced to the key role he has played brokering between the worlds of business and politics, as well as across racial lines. Vernon described his brokering role, stating: “When you’re on the outside and as connected as I am, there’s an opportunity to interpret.”

Like Vernon Jordan, the characteristics and structure of our own network are partially determined by the context in which we live our day-to-day life—what type of job we have; if our office is located next to the elevator; if our house is at the end of a cul-de-sac; whether or not we go to church, join clubs, or volunteer for the PTA; and much more. The choices we make—such as whether or not to have children, whether or not to change industries, whether or not to attend the Friday meeting—all have a strong effect on our network.

We also enact and reenact our network on a second-by-second basis. Using wearable sensors that track individuals’ social interactions, Ingrid Nembhard and I discovered that the amount of time you spend listening in a conversation, how frequently you interrupt, and how much your voice changes in a conversation are all strongly associated with what type of network you have. Conveners are great listeners. Expansionists tend to be louder and to talk more frequently than their peers, and are less likely to interrupt.

Given their behavior, expansionists would seem to be more likely to be extroverts. Surprisingly, according to a meta-analysis of 138 studies examining the personality and networks of thousands of individuals, extroversion has very little effect on what someone’s network looks like.

Of personality characteristics, something psychologists call self-monitoring, which is chameleonlike behavior, has been found in study after study to be the strongest predictor of what style of network you are likely to develop. Brokers tend to be chameleons. They easily adapt to new social situations. They intuitively know when it’s time to keep quiet to match the formality of a meeting or laugh a little louder.

Social scientists have spent the last four decades studying the antecedents and consequences of social network structure. How your network is shaped (consciously or unconsciously) has enormous implications for a wide variety of personal and professional outcomes. The strength and quality of your social connections and their arrangement profoundly affect your experience of the world, your emotions, and your personal and professional success.

This book is primarily about networks: how the basic elements of social structure and the psychological tendencies that accompany them shape our lives.

It’s Networks, Not Networking

How did you first hear about your job? If you are like most people, it was through a friend, colleague, acquaintance, neighbor, or someone with whom you had a personal connection.

Vernon Jordan is an extreme case of this. As he said, “I am going to tell you something that you won’t believe. I’ve not applied for a job since I applied to be a bus driver with the Chicago Transit Authority.” Jordan’s network had enough reach and trust to carry him from the Chicago Transit Authority to the presidency of the National Urban League to a managing directorship at an investment bank and the board of American Express.

More than forty years ago, sociologist Mark Granovetter, a professor at Stanford University, first examined how professionals working in the city of Newton, Massachusetts, found their jobs. Of the hundreds of professionals that Granovetter interviewed and surveyed who had recently changed jobs, more than half (56 percent) reported they found their job through personal contacts. Among individuals in the highest income categories, who had the highest paying and most prestigious jobs, three out of four people found their job through their social network.

To Granovetter’s surprise, however, interviewees kept reiterating during their discussions: “No, no, no, not a friend, just an acquaintance.” Respondents were twice as likely to have heard about their job from someone they rarely saw than from a close friend or family member. Granovetter’s resulting paper, “The Strength of Weak Ties,” was the first to challenge conventional notions about how social networks function.

And his results have withstood the test of time. Despite dramatic changes in the professional landscape since he penned his article—the advent of LinkedIn, Glassdoor, and other online job networking sites—more than half of job seekers still find out about their job through their network. People who use their personal contacts to find their next job spend less time searching and end up in higher paying and more prestigious occupations.

To understand why we are more likely to hear about jobs through acquaintances or weak ties and why social networks remain more effective for a job search than their online alternatives requires an understanding of how networks work. The same principles that explain the strength of weak ties also explain why conveners are more likely to get buy-in, brokers have better ideas, and expansionists are more likely to burn out.

In the popular press, we are repeatedly told that it is the size of your network that matters: How many people do you know? And this assumption underlies most social media platforms. We’re told to mix and mingle, urged to expand our connections on LinkedIn, and encouraged to go to networking events (usually with people who are just like us). Each year, more than 200 million people in the United States attend conferences and large meetings. They spend over $280 billion in doing so.

Why do most people go to conferences? To meet new people. There is a belief that simply knowing more people will somehow magically translate into value. But knowing more people—particularly when those people are very similar to you—doesn’t create more value; it simply creates more work.

Decades of research has shown that the myopic focus on network size is misguided. The quality (not quantity) of your social connections is a strong predictor of your cognitive functioning, work resilience, and work engagement. In addition, the structure of your contacts—whether you are an expansionist, broker, or convener—helps explain everything from your pay to the quality of your ideas.

Beyond the workplace, your social connections have a profound effect on your health and happiness. The compiled findings from seventy studies found that loneliness increases the chance of premature death by 26 percent. Loneliness is as deadly as obesity or smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. The surgeon general of the United States has warned that the biggest threat to middle-aged men’s health isn’t heart disease or obesity, but an “epidemic of loneliness.”

According to John Cacioppo, who was a professor at the University of Chicago and an expert in the field of social neuroscience, up to 80 percent of youth and 40 percent of older adults experience loneliness. In addition to deteriorating physical health, loneliness can lead to depression, personality disorders, psychoses, even suicide. Sixty million Americans—one out of five people—are deeply affected because they are lonely.

There’s a paradox here. This profound sense of isolation comes at a time when we are more connected than ever. Facebook has 2 billion users per month and a market capitalization larger than the GDP of Norway. In 2017, people spent about four hours a day on mobile devices but around twenty minutes on actual calls.

Last night my husband and I went out for a rare dinner without our kids. As I waited for him, I quickly scanned the room and noticed that most people had a phone sitting next to them on the table. More than one in three were actively fiddling with it. Even at a meal, they couldn’t step away.

For teens who grew up with an iPhone, this phenomenon is worse. Athena, a high school senior, describes her summer to Jean M. Twenge, writing in The Atlantic: “I’ve been on my phone more than I’ve been with actual people … My bed has, like, an imprint of my body.” Over the past fifteen years, there has been a more than 40 percent decline in the number of teens who see their friends each day. When we meet face-to-face with friends, we get a higher fidelity version of who they really are, not just the image they project on social media. Positive social interactions—making eye contact, listening to one another, placing a hand on another’s shoulder—can activate physical responses in our body that lower stress. The plastic projected images on social media, on the other hand, invite social comparison. It’s no coincidence that rates of depression, anxiety, and suicide among teens have precipitously increased.

So what is the network fix? In a series of studies, Joseph Stokes, a psychologist at the University of Illinois at Chicago, examined several factors that one would think predict loneliness: how big someone’s network is, how many close friends they have, how they get along with their relatives, and how connected their contacts were to one another. Among all of the predictors he examined, the extent to which people’s networks looked like those of conveners was the strongest protector against loneliness. Conveners are also happier and more satisfied with life. But that same network structure doesn’t make us happier at work. At work, the relationship is more complicated. Brokers are more satisfied with the instrumental aspects of their jobs, while conveners are more satisfied with the social aspects of their professional lives. And it is brokers who have more work/life balance.

Mixing network styles by changing your network over time or picking a network partner can maximize the benefits of these different configurations while minimizing the downsides. But mixing styles comes with its own set of challenges.

While not the same as the type of networking people often think about—working a room or trying to collect business cards—thinking purposefully about relationships can be off-putting for some. Why? It is easy to confuse networks and networking.

Feeling Dirty

When Adam Ruben’s second son was born, his wife posted an obligatory photo of the snuggly newborn in a white hospital hat on Facebook. Among the congratulatory comments, one stuck out: “Ha ha looks smurf.” Despite the beauty of the moment, this comment from a complete stranger detracted from the purity and joy of his son’s arrival. It led Adam to ask himself, “Why on Earth had I accepted the friend request of someone I’ve never met, someone creepy enough to comment on photos posted by my wife?

“The answer is one word, and it’s a word that makes me sound callous and careerist, though it’s something we’ve all been told we need to do: networking.

“I hate the concept of networking. It just feels icky. You schmooze with strangers, subtly selling yourself while not selling yourself. ‘I’m pretty great,’ you tell them, ‘though I’m not, you know, the sort of person who claims to be pretty great.’” He continues, “You ‘connect’ with people you have no interest in as people. You ‘build relationships,’ when in fact you’re not interested in having relationships. You practice an effective handshake like some sort of Jack Russell terrier.”

Adam isn’t alone. In a study of dozens of newly promoted service professionals, management professor Ben Bensaou and his collaborators found that two-thirds of the professionals were either ambivalent about or completely resistant to strategically thinking about social relationships. They divided the professionals into three categories based on their responses to surveys—devoted players (35 percent), selective players (46 percent), and purists who are skeptical (at best) about networking (19 percent). Expressing his resistance and consequential loss of a relationship, one purist said, “He’s an associate partner. He should be important for me, but since I see a network as something which happens naturally and not artificially, I didn’t really try to keep him.”

Time after time, in MBA and executive classes, I see a subset of students close off when we begin to talk about networks. Around a third of the class becomes noticeably physically uncomfortable. Students cross their arms, avert their eyes, shuffle papers. People just don’t want to think about the people in their lives in a purposeful manner.

Consider for a moment the following questions: How important do you think your relationships are for your own personal well-being? For your career success? Now reflect about how much time you spend intentionally developing and maintaining your relationships. For the majority of people, there is a disconnect.

Not feeling like they have enough time is one reason. Relationships usually don’t have an immediate payoff. They are long-term investments, which makes them easy to neglect in the short term. When trying to corral kids while making dinner, tackling a big work proposal, or finally ticking off the item on your to-do list that has been there for months, you might find it hard to pick up the phone and reach out to that old friend you’ve been meaning to call. I’ll get to it this weekend.

Another reason is that people often confuse purposefully cultivating and maintaining relationships with the type of “networking” Adam spoke about. And they feel like they don’t have either the skills, disposition, or charisma to network. For some, even the word networking makes their stomachs turn.

This of course makes sense. Relationships—with our family, our dear friends, mentors, and colleagues—are intimately personal. They are invaluable. They shouldn’t be strategized or commoditized. Thinking intentionally about relationships can be morally disconcerting.

The purposeful pursuit of all relationships, though, doesn’t always make us uncomfortable. The quest for romantic love has been one of humanity’s favorite plot lines. Chance encounters don’t seem to bother us much, either. It is the idea of networking in particular that generates feelings of smarminess.

Take a look at the following words and fill in the blank: W _ SH, SH _ _ ER, and S _ _ P. If you are in a giving mood and haven’t been assaulted by LinkedIn requests, you are likely to see wish, sharer, and step. A clever study by Tiziana Casciaro, Francesca Gino, and Maryam Kouchaki found that one particular type of interaction—instrumental professional networking—may make you see differently.

In a controlled lab experiment, researchers asked participants to recall and write about an instance in which they had either engaged in spontaneous professional networking (you happen to run into someone at a wedding who provides you with a job lead) or instrumental professional networking (you went to a party with the specific intention of trying to get career help). Instead of seeing neutral words like wish, sharer, and step, participants exposed to the instrumental networking condition were roughly twice as likely as their spontaneous counterparts to see cleansing words such as wash, shower, and soap.

In a second experiment, the authors asked participants to think of the same types of scenarios (spontaneous versus instrumental networking) and then to rate the desirability of a set of cleaning products (e.g., soap and toothpaste) and neutral objects (e.g., Post-it Notes and juice). You guessed it—participants exposed to the instrumental networking condition found the cleaning products more valuable than participants asked to think about forming a personal tie by happenstance.

We feel compelled to literally wash away our sins when we experience feelings of moral impurity. Our relationships with others are sacred. Subconsciously, the idea of intentionally profiting from relationships brings them into the realm of money, the realm of taboo. As a consequence, feelings of disgust can lead to disengagement for those who experience it. Even if you don’t have any personal qualms about networking, chances are many of the people you are talking to do.

Connecting Is Hard

Anxiety, inauthenticity, and feeling self-conscious are common when talking to strangers. Francesca Gino, a professor at Harvard Business School, and her colleagues ran an analogous study exploring feelings of dirtiness, but made a key change. Instead of asking people to recall a networking experience, they asked participants to reflect on a time that they expressed attitudes, emotions, or opinions that either matched or did not match their internal feelings. Just as with the case of networking, participants that were assigned to recall an authentic experience were significantly less likely to recall cleansing words and rated cleaning products as less desirable than participants reflecting on an inauthentic experience. Perhaps authenticity is an antidote to networking?

If someone feels disingenuous, chances are that they are going to avoid opportunities to form new relationships and are certainly not going to seek them out. Even if they don’t completely disengage, impression management can lead to increased anxiety, emotional depletion, and self-consciousness, which in turn can lead to more awkward and less effective social interactions.

I had to learn this the hard way. Teaching is in many ways an evaluation of how well you connect with students in the classroom. The first time I stepped into an MBA classroom to teach, I was terrified. I had also been given what in retrospect was bad advice—to try to emulate someone else’s teaching style. That’s what I tried to do and the results were disastrous. Our teaching evaluations are publicly posted at the end of the year, and mine were the worst. Not second or third from the bottom, but dead last. In the classroom, I was visibly uncomfortable and clearly inauthentic. My students said as much. Much of the time I adopted a pose that can best be described as “leaning pretzel”: legs crossed and arms wrapped tightly across my chest, with a slight bend backward away from the class. This led to a quick downward spiral in which I continued to try on different personalities—the serious mathematician, the laidback “cool” professor—with increasingly negative consequences. My teaching evaluations suffered, my confidence dropped, and I became more and more anxious. A communication course convinced me that punchier openings, more eye contact, and a clear call to action would make things better. Things didn’t get better. The problem was deeper than a lack of presentation skills. I went from fear of my students to something closer to self-protective hostility. By my third year, I needed beta blockers in order to get in front of the classroom. Then I pretty much cracked. I ran out of personalities, started asking for help from my colleagues, and began to teach things I believed in rather than what I thought my students wanted to hear. In talking with others, I began to find my own voice. Once I began to open up, the fear left. I wasn’t terrified of getting found out anymore.

Self-awareness, self-acceptance, consistency in behaviors and beliefs, and being open and truthful in your relationships with others are at the heart of authenticity, according to a summary of research in the field of authentic leadership led by Bruce Avolio at the University of Washington.

To be more authentic, we first need to become more self-aware. Start by noticing how you feel in different social interactions. When and with whom do you feel comfortable? When does your heart race and your skin crawl? When do you feel the need to force laughter or stifle comments? When do you simply want to make a run for the door? From self-awareness you can begin to move toward acceptance and challenge yourself. What is there really to fear?

People aren’t either authentic or inauthentic. We all (thankfully) engage in self-presentation some of the time. I honestly don’t want my colleagues to bring their whole authentic selves to work. In many social situations, we have to adapt to circumstances. As a boss, it is my job to put my own bad mood aside and help people who need it. They don’t need to know or see that I’m in a bad mood. It’s about them, not about me.

Misunderstanding authenticity can create complacency. “When we view authenticity as an unwavering sense of self, we struggle to take on new challenges and bigger roles,” argued Herminia Ibarra, a professor at the London Business School. “The reality is that people learn—and change—who they are through experience.” But how easy is it to change?

Even if it doesn’t evoke moral repulsion, meeting new people can be anxiety provoking. Imagine you are having one of those awkward social moments—drink in hand, clinging to the safety of a high top, pretending to check your phone for the tenth time, with no one you know visible on the horizon. To distract yourself, you try to guess whether or not a woman in a blue dress across the room is going to strike up a conversation with a stranger.

Simply knowing if she was shy would give you a decent idea about how likely she is to engage the stranger. But knowing if she was shy—and whether or not she perceived her shyness to be a fixed or flexible trait—would make you much more accurate.

People with a fixed mindset tend to agree with statements like “I have a certain personality, and it is something that I can’t do much about.” They believe we are gregarious or we aren’t. We are sociable or we are not. This point of view is consistent with the fixed mindset defined by Stanford psychology professor Carol Dweck. People who have a more flexible sense of themselves think their personality changes over time and in given situations. They believe they can overcome their shyness.

Shy people are unsurprisingly always more likely than outgoing people to avoid social interaction. But a series of studies by University of Texas psychology professor Jennifer Beer found that shy people with a flexible mindset were substantially more likely than those with a fixed mindset to chat up a stranger.

As part of the study, trained observers who were blind to how shy participants perceived themselves to be, as well as whether they had a fixed or flexible mindset, watched videos of social interactions and rated the study participants’ social skills and likability, as well as how much they seemed to be enjoying a series of five-minute get-to-know-yous. A fixed mindset combined with shyness made people less likable and less socially adept. Over time, however, the behaviors of shy people with flexible mindsets were indistinguishable from the behaviors of those who weren’t shy.

The same applies to social intelligence. Broadly defined, social intelligence is a set of interpersonal competencies that influence your ability to get along with others and successfully navigate social interactions. As Daniel Goleman, the author of a book by that name, wrote: “The ingredients of social intelligence I propose here can be organized into two broad categories: social awareness, what we sense about others—and social facility, what we then do with that awareness.” Social intelligence, like shyness and cognitive intelligence, can be viewed as either fixed or flexible.

Holding a fixed mindset about social intelligence makes people less likely to socially engage because they feel like it will yield limited returns and creates unfair advantages for the people they perceive to be preternaturally socially gifted. But social intelligence, like shyness, is not fixed.

Now, suppose the woman in the blue dress came up to you. You talk for a couple of minutes about the weather and then you stumble across the fact that she knows someone you’ve been trying to meet for months. She says she’d be happy to make an introduction. After the conversation it would be quite common to second-guess how things went. “Did I talk too much?” “Ugh, I wish I hadn’t said that.” Or perhaps, “Well, that was awkward. We had nothing to talk about.”

Take heart—the conversation probably went far better than you thought it did. A series of five studies that involved groups ranging from Yale students to British attendees of a “How to Talk to Strangers” workshop found in the words of the researchers that “others like us more than we know.” The study, led by Erica Boothby and Gus Cooney, once again paired strangers for get-to-know-you conversations. Rather than seeing how things appeared to go, in this study, the researchers asked both participants to rate their conversational partners. They also asked each member of the small talk duo to guess how their partners rated them.

Consistently, people underestimated how much their conversational partner enjoyed the conversation. The researchers dubbed this phenomenon the liking gap.

Whether the conversation was two minutes or forty-five minutes, the liking gap persisted. Even though participants whose conversations were longer felt more positive about one another, the misperception continued. And skewed perceptions continued well on into relationships. The researchers found that differences in how much people thought someone liked them, as opposed to how much they really did, continued for five months.

“Conversation appears to be a domain in which people display uncharacteristic pessimism about their performance,” the team concluded. In most arenas of life, people see themselves in the most positive light. They tend to think they are more intelligent, more creative, more trustworthy, happier, and healthier than others. But this tendency, known as the better-than-average effect by psychologists, doesn’t extend to conversations with strangers.

The researchers hypothesize that it is because we are so absorbed in worrying about how we are coming across that we often miss the smiles, laughing, and leaning in that signal our conversational partners are enjoying themselves.

But it isn’t just in initial conversations that people frequently invoke a self-deprecating and defeatist attitude about their social life. People also consistently think their social lives pale in comparison to others’. In a series of eleven studies by Sebastian Deri, Shai Davidai, and Thomas Gilovich, the researchers asked 3,293 participants ranging from shoppers at a mall to students to an income-representative sample of Americans how their social lives stacked up to the social lives of others. Respondents thought other people were likely to go to more parties, have more friends, eat out more often, operate in more social circles, and see their extended family more often. This was true for people of varying ages, educational backgrounds, income, and political views.

The reason, according to the trio, is that people naturally compare themselves to their most social friends—to expansionists. As they wrote: “It appears that because extroverts and socialites spring to mind more readily than introverts and recluses, people compare themselves to a tough benchmark and conclude that their social lives are subpar.” Setting up the comparison in this way doesn’t just make them feel socially less than, it also makes people less satisfied with their life in general. When prompted to compare themselves to people in their social circles who were less social, the effects disappear.

Comparing oneself to the Vernon Jordans of your local social circle makes networking seem futile. So does a fixed mindset. Both can be a threat to one’s sense of competency, efficacy, and self-reliance. Feelings of futility prevent people from purposefully reflecting on their networks. In turn, research led by Ko Kuwabara, a professor at INSEAD, suggests that these feelings lead to smaller, less diverse networks.

The truth is that people like us more than we think they do. But the feelings of awkwardness that interacting with strangers can evoke can make it difficult to be authentic. Inauthenticity—like networking—makes people feel morally impure, leading to disengagement.

Think of What You Can Give

In the study of why networking makes us feel dirty, one group was protected from experiencing networking as gross—people with power. Of course, a simple explanation of this is that powerful people are better at networking, which is precisely why they became more powerful. They may also be more confident so don’t have to struggle as much with feelings of futility or authenticity.

However, the researchers found that the effect persisted when they made people feel more powerful through experimental manipulation, rather than solely relying on where someone sat in the organizational hierarchy. This led the authors to conclude: “This makes sense. When people believe they have a lot to offer others, such as wise advice, mentorship, access, and resources, networking feels easier and less selfish.”

The fundamental building block of social relationships is reciprocity. It is the currency of social exchange. This led renowned sociologist Howard Becker to argue that our species should be renamed Homo reciprocus. If we walk into a social exchange thinking about what we can get out of the exchange, rather than what we can give, we have the equation backward.

This is the crux of Adam Grant’s book Give and Take. As Grant, a professor at Wharton, writes with respect to networks, “givers are able to develop and leverage extraordinarily rich networks. By virtue of the way they interact with other people in their networks, givers create norms that favor adding rather than claiming or trading value, expanding the pie for all involved.” Giving is a good strategy in the long term because it leads to a network imbued with greater value and reciprocity.

In the short term, giving can also be an effective way of overcoming resistance to building a network, because it invokes positive moral sentiment. Giving creates a warm glow or a helper’s high. Functional MRI scans show that when we give, the same reward-processing areas of your brain that are activated when you eat ice cream or receive money light up. These positive emotions can override the negative sentiments that make networking feel dirty. Plus, it is just a nicer way to interact.

What can you give? Heidi Roizen, a venture capitalist and one of the most well-connected women in Silicon Valley, frequently gets this question. Her response: “You always have something to give, everyone has something to give. Good lord, you can come and talk to me and babysit my children while you’re talking to me. I had one guy who traded me: I would talk to him about his business and he was a personal trainer, so he would train me while I was talking to him about his business.”

When you are just starting out, are switching careers, or are new to a community, it can often be hard to figure out what you can give. In their book Influence Without Authority, Allan Cohen and David Bradford offer different types of resources that may broaden your view about what you can give. One category is task related, like information, technical support, or money. These are often the things people default to when thinking about what they have to offer. Another realm of resources are those related to visibility, reputation, or introductions. Gratitude, ownership, or comfort are often overlooked as potential things one has to offer, as is the ability to provide others with a sense of meaning or a feeling of morality or mastery. Asking for help is in many ways a gift. It allows others to be of service. And as the Melville quote Vernon Jordan invoked highlights, “we cannot live for ourselves alone.”

Looking Closer

Focusing on ourselves can often get in the way of developing more beneficial relations. Worrying about how we are coming across in a conversation leads us to underestimate the value of encounters. Focusing on what we can get out of relationships generates feelings of immorality. Directing attention toward others is a way out.

Psychological biases can prevent us from understanding social reality. Take this example. Imagine you are walking into a social event by yourself. You walk into the room and see nothing but a sea of people. An expansionist would feel right at home. Early in my career, I would have simply left. The braver among us would head to the safe harbor of the bar. Your heart beats a little faster. Where to go?

A certain cognitive framework transforms this experience:

People almost always interact in dyads—those quintessential pairs of two. We are biologically and socially wired to do so. We have two eyes that point in a single direction. Our auditory processing system leads us to hone in on a single voice, a phenomenon known as the cocktail party effect.

The next time you walk in that room, instead of seeing a wall of people, look for small clusters, islands of people. They always exist and are often near a piece of furniture. Now look for an island with an odd number—one, three, five. You’ve just found your conversational partner. Your addition will create numerical balance. The woman in the blue dress was probably looking for someone to talk to. When I give this very simple guidance based on one of the most fundamental principles of social interaction—dyads—it helps reduce the amount of anxiety people experience and appears to improve social intelligence as a result.

If we take time to better understand the nature of our own relationships and connections, we have the power to change them—in ways that are potentially beneficial to us, to the people with whom we’re connected, and to the people they’re connected to as well.

Here are three simple tests to help you figure out the extent to which you are an expansionist, broker, or convener. To get a more complete picture of your network, you can visit www.assessyournetwork.com.

Expansionist

First, let’s estimate the size of your active network to see how likely it is that you are an expansionist. Take a look at the following four names:

Alan

Adam

Rachel

Emily

How many people do you know with each name? In this context, we are going to consider that you “know” someone if: (1) you recognize them by sight or name, (2) you could contact them without googling their email address or connecting through social media, and (3) you’ve been in contact with them by phone, snail mail, or face-to-face in the past two years. Don’t think too hard about this (it goes against the spirit of the exercise). Next to each name write how many Alans, Adams, Rachels, and Emilys you know.

Looking down the list, if you knew one Adam, one Alan, one Rachel, and one Emily, the size of your acquaintance network hovers around 900. Using this method with many more names, Tian Zheng, Andrew Gelman, and Matthew Salganik, professors at Columbia and Princeton, found that the average person had 610 people in their network. As a point of reference, around 90 percent of the population have acquaintance networks somewhere between 250 and 1,700 individuals. If you saw a number greater than one next to several of those four names, you are likely an expansionist—on the upper end of the spectrum. Most of us would expect to see at least one or two zeros down the column.

Convener

Beyond network size, we really care about network structure. Drawing your network will allow you to start to assess whether you are more like a broker or a convener.

Thinking back over the last six months, who are the people you have discussed important matters with? Write the names of the five people with whom you have most frequently discussed important matters or from whom you have received emotional support in the circles below. For instance, Nick has discussed important matters with Dave, Guy, Sean, Grace, and Sydney.
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Now we want to start to understand the relationships that exist among our confidants. Draw a line between any individuals in your network who are close. Guy and Sydney work together. Sean and Guy are old friends from high school who regularly get together for beers. If your contacts have simply met each other but don’t have any real relationship outside both being your friends, don’t draw a line between them. To keep things simple, do not draw a line between yourself and everyone in your network.

How many lines exist in your network? The average person has five lines. If everyone has a close relationship with everyone else, there would be ten total lines. The closer you are to ten, the more likely you are to be a convener.

Broker

Now that we’ve considered expansion and convening, let’s take a look at brokerage using a scale developed by David Obstfeld.

For each of the questions below, mark the response that best characterizes how you feel about the statement, where 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = neither agree or disagree, 5 = somewhat agree, 6 = agree, and 7 = strongly agree.
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Source: David Obstfeld, “Social Networks, the Tertius Iungens Orientation, and Involvement in Innovation.” Administrative Science Quarterly 50, no. 1 (March 2005): 100–30.

People score around a 4.5 on average for the full six-question survey. If you’re seeing 6s and 7s, you may be a broker. However, identifying as a broker doesn’t necessarily make you a structural broker. On the whole, people are not great at evaluating their network type and there are different types of brokers as we will see.

If you are still not sure what type you are, not to worry. As humans we don’t always fit into a neat typology. We may have a tendency to be a broker but act like a convener in some areas of our life.

Our networks are also constantly evolving. The network that would be supportive for someone looking for an early stage investor wouldn’t be helpful to a recent empty nester. As we advance in our professional lives and as we form families and our friendships shift, our networks transform. Each different network style has different strengths at different moments. As you move forward, there is often a tendency to want to focus on your current type. But arguably more important than understanding your current network is gaining a deeper insight into what might be gained from other types, as well as the mental models of others around you.

The goal of this book is to help you see the “invisible threads” of connection that Vernon Jordan found so inspiring. These threads form the basic elements of social structure that play a large role in determining who gets a coveted job, how happy you are, and whether children feel supported.

While the term networking may evoke moral sentiments—Vernon Jordan is an archetypal example—networks themselves are simply structures. They are traces of social lives lived and foretell what is likely to come. What happens within them and how we see them, though, are certainly not neutral. As Melville wrote, “Our actions run as causes and return to us as results.”

The truth is, your network affects your life in ways that cannot be understood by looking at your behavior alone. Whether your friends are friends with one another, for instance, has an enormous effect on whether you are seen as trustworthy. Beyond your own life, these same structures also explain which teams will be successful, if organizations are inclusive and diverse, and whether social movements like the civil rights movement are able to take off.

More than eight decades ago, Jacob Moreno, a Romanianborn psychotherapist, first devised sociometry, the way of drawing social networks that we still use today. He wanted to understand the relationship between social structures and psychological well-being. At that time he told The New York Times: “If we ever get to the point of charting a whole city or a whole nation, we would have … a picture of a vast solar system of intangible structures, powerfully influencing conduct, as gravitation does bodies in space. Such an invisible structure underlies society and has its influence in determining the conduct of society as a whole.” Recent advances in network analytics, physics, engineering, sociology, and computer science have made this possible. What Moreno didn’t realize at the time was that the elemental structures he had already drawn based on patterns of interactions in a girls’ reform school in Upstate New York held the key to understanding how the social world works. These structures—brokerage, convening, and expansion—are a way of seeing the invisible forces playing out every day—at work, at home, and on vacation. They are at the center of what this book has to offer.
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Stacked end to end, the cards in David Rockefeller’s Rolodex would stretch for nearly sixteen miles. The breadth of his Rolodex, which contained more than 100,000 contacts, is legendary, as were the people included in it, ranging from Nelson Mandela and Pablo Picasso to Sigmund Freud and Bill Gates.

While his contacts included heads of state, intellectuals, celebrities, presidents, and business scions, he recorded interactions with “most people I have met since the 1940s.” But he didn’t just jot down names and dates of fleeting encounters. Instead he kept detailed notes on everyone from virtual strangers to his closest friends and even former dates.

The hotly controversial secretary of state under Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger was one of Rockefeller’s oldest and closest friends. Kissinger’s Jewish family had fled Nazi persecution in 1938, but an immigrant’s story of assimilation is reflected in the thirty-five cards containing details of his and David Rockefeller’s hundreds of meetings going back to 1955. During a lunch at his sprawling manor in the Hudson Valley a few years before his death, Rockefeller gave a copy of the cards to Kissinger, who remembered telling David that he was “astonished that we have seen each other so much.”

One less public figure from Rockefeller’s Rolodex described the use of this social tool. “If you were so fortunate to be a ‘fly on the wall’ for any of his countless meetings and interactions, you would hear him inquire about the smallest details of his guest’s life, from a child’s ballet recital to a parent’s recent health concern. This was not done for show or effect, though it never failed to delight and disarm his visitors. To be in the company of David was to have an audience with greatness, but his interactions were always transformational, never transactional.”

Some found the documentation calculating and his approach off-putting. Rockefeller recognized this and defended his practice, arguing that “some may feel this technique is cynical and manipulative. I disagree. Such an approach enabled me to meet people who were useful in achieving goals and gave me opportunities to form lasting friendships.”

Regardless of how you feel about the Rolodex, Rockefeller’s social acumen was potent. Those cards represent a keen awareness of a human limitation. We cannot build a vast network of contacts while still maintaining old and strong ties.

Or can we? Rockefeller grasped the cognitive constraints that limit the size of human networks and sought to overcome them.

While he was arguably one of the most connected people in the world, as a child he was shy and insecure. Even upon entering Harvard, he “initially felt like a misfit with few social skills.” This was in stark contrast to his brother Nelson, who was “sociable and outgoing and loved to be the center of attention.” David preferred to spend his time collecting beetles rather than fraternizing. His penchant for beetles persisted until his death—he left a collection of 150,000 different specimens to Harvard.

It was his experience as an intelligence officer in World War II that showed him the importance of human connections. As he wrote, it made him recognize the need to “develop a network of people with reliable information and influence” despite his natural tendency toward shyness.

Even when faced with accusations that the time he spent building relationships was a distraction from his duties as CEO of Chase, he continued expanding his personal ties internationally. And while there were periods during his tenure when the bank underperformed rivals domestically, it would be difficult to deny his claim that these efforts benefited the bank’s international profits and prestige. It helped bring the practice of calculated investment and Western banking into Egypt, the Soviet Union, and China. These feats drew directly on Rockefeller’s extensive personal connections.

Homo Sapiens Scale

While a few extraordinary individuals have hundreds of thousands of connections, most of us have networks on a more human scale. In fact, the size of our networks—from how many close friends we have to the length of our holiday card list—largely conforms to a relatively predictable pattern.

The most famous of the numbers on this scale, known as Dunbar’s number, is 150. The magic number 150 is the number of stable contacts we can maintain. Or as Dunbar put it, it’s “the number of people you would not feel embarrassed about joining uninvited for a drink if you happened to bump into them in a bar.”

The anthropologist Robin Dunbar discovered his eponymous number somewhat inadvertently. During the 1980s there was widespread interest among primatologists in the social brain hypothesis. The idea behind this hypothesis was that the brains of primates may have evolved in order to meet social needs, rather than environmental demands such as an expansion in territory. Supporting the theory was a strong coupling between the size of primates’ social groups and the size of their brain—more specifically, the size of the neocortex relative to the size of the rest of the brain.

The ratio for gibbons is around 2:1, and their social groups are estimated to have around fifteen members. The ratio is substantially larger for chimpanzees, 3:1. Dunbar put their group size at sixty-five members. This line of work led the researchers to conclude that primates’ brains may have evolved in order to help manage social complexity. While studying primate grooming, Dunbar realized that his team also had data on humans. With this data, he should be able to predict the average group size for humans by knowing their neocortex ratio. For humans, the ratio was 4:1. Dunbar did the math and predicted that 150 should be the average size of our social group.

Dunbar has spent much of his career exploring the boundaries of this number—what it actually means and whether social media has changed it. Dunbar’s “number” is really a range between 100 and 200. And that numerical range has historical and contemporary significance. Villages in modern hunter-gatherer societies, ranging from the Kung San in Botswana to the Ruhua Nualu in Indonesia, have an average group size of 148.4. Neolithic villages in Mesopotamia were roughly the same size, ranging from 150 to 200 people. Army companies from sixteenth-century Spain to the twentieth century in the United States all had around 150 soldiers.

Surprisingly, technology and social media have done little to change this fundamental number. While the average user has several hundred Facebook friends, a massive study of Facebook found that less than 5 percent of users had contacted more than a hundred people through the platform. Similarly, a study of 1.7 million Twitter users found that users maintain between a hundred and two hundred stable relationships. People who spend more time on social media have larger social media networks but do not have larger offline networks; they also do not feel emotionally closer to the people in their network. Social media hasn’t expanded the number of friends we have or made us feel closer to them. It has simply changed our ability to keep track of the outermost layer of former acquaintances. It has become our equivalent of Rockefeller’s Rolodex.

Your social network can be conceptualized as a series of concentric circles that decrease in emotional intensity as you move outward. Decades of research by Dunbar and his colleagues have unveiled a pattern: the size of our social circles expands in roughly multiples of three.

Our innermost circle, the people we turn to in times of severe emotional and financial distress, typically consists of two to five people. The next
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