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CHAPTER 4

Always Be Doing 
Business Development

Nurturing Your Business Sources

Too often, we see executives take on an engagement that 
is four to five days per week for a period of time and 

neglect their business development efforts during that time. 
Their efforts don’t pick up again until their engagement is 
close to the end, at which time their previous efforts have 
lost their momentum. Out of sight, out of mind. If you only 
keep in touch with your contacts when you are looking for 
your next engagement, their ability to keep you top-of-
mind decreases. 

Business development is one of the most time-consuming, 
yet extremely important parts of being independent. At one 
time or another, every executive will be challenged with 
keeping a consistent portfolio of clients. Some of the more 
common sources for business are networking and referrals. 
We’ll go into each in a bit more detail in this chapter. 

Networking

Even though referrals are the number one source of 
business for independent executives, we are starting with 
networking since it often leads to the referrals. Networking 
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doesn’t necessarily mean going to event after event. The 
initial goal is getting in front of people and making new 
connections. Every person you meet is a connection and you 
never know where it might lead. Below are some of our basic 
tips for networking.

• Choose Wisely. Choose events that either have a 
topic you are interested in, someone invited you who 
can introduce you around, or are likely to attract 
client decision-makers. The third is fairly obvious, 
but can often be the least productive events without 
at least one of the first two criteria. 

• Ask Questions. If you haven’t read it in a while, pull 
out Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence 
People7. No one likes going to an event and being sold 
to, especially CEOs. Some don’t even like going to an 
event and meeting people. They go for the speaker, the 
topic, or because they were invited. Help to put them at 
ease in a conversation. Ask questions and get to know 
them. Whether they are potential referral sources or 
potential clients, you should end up knowing far more 
about them than they know about you. It is very off-
putting when we go to an event where someone knows 
nothing more than what our company does, and we are 
handed a business card with the comment, “If you ever 
need my services, please call me,” and that is the extent 
of the conversation. You’d be surprised how often this 

7 Carnegie, Dale, Dorothy Carnegie, and Arthur R. Pell. How to Win 
Friends and Influence People. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981.



 CHAPTER 4 99

happens. Many of our clients don’t network because 
they know most people they meet with either see them 
as a sales target or just tell them what they want to hear. 
That’s not valuable to them. If you do meet potential 
clients, ask questions. Keep the conversation focused 
on them. If they can use your help, the conversation 
will turn into a discussion. Make a gentle offer, like, 
“I’m happy to provide some additional insights and 
expertise. Let me know.” The more aggressive you are, 
the more it will turn them off. 

• Good Connections. A good rule of thumb a friend 
once gave Kristen is, “If you connect with one person 
and schedule a follow-up meeting, it was worth 
going. If you connect with three people and schedule 
follow-up meetings, leave the event, because it doesn’t 
get any better than that.” That’s the Rule of Three. 
However, beware of walking out with a handful of 
business cards and expecting results from just this 
one activity and a quick conversation. Do the follow-
up. Initially, you will be more focused on quantity 
and meeting with as many people as you can. Once 
you get to know who the best referral source for you 
is (and vice-versa), you can be more particular about 
the types of people with whom you speak and follow 
up. Make sure they have the best chance of referring 
the right type of business to you or you are able to 
refer business to them. It’s a two way street.


