Sustaining A High Value Networking Group
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The Reengineering Share Group of Houston was a phenomena of knowledge transfer that many gained from.  Written from an observant viewpoint, these might be the seeds of creating and sustaining a networking group.

Genesis:  The Reengineering Share Group got its start when a manager of St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital sent a coworker out to benchmark what other Houston companies were doing to be successful in this thing called reengineering.  A contact at a local consulting firm led to a contact at Texaco who had 20 business cards of folks he ran across interested in reengineering.  The fellow at Texaco just never had the time to pull something together.  Calls were made to the contacts and a meeting set to kickstart the share group.  Those who came offered up presentations they could do and committed to extend invitations to others who might be interested.  One of the early big presentations, Texas Instruments, legitimized the value the share group with 70 attendees.  Three years and twenty-five presentations later, Houston had a wealth of sharing and knowledge transfer about groups groping with large scale change.  These are some of the tips and lessons learned that seem to work.

1. Those coming have to have a yearn to learn.  Hungry for new input.  There is a perceived value that keeps it high on their to do list.  

2. Have a group topic that is broad yet mysterious enough people keep coming back to get the rest.  Too specialized and you hit a small but loyal group.  

3. State the Ground Rules and Purpose at the introduction of each meeting.  Try these: These meetings will continue as long as 1) there is something of value to present, 2) there are people to hear it and 3) there are chocolate chip cookies.  Ground rules: No selling at the meeting.

4. A bouncy, effervescent MC is helpful.

5. Keep notebooks of papers from previous presentations in the back.  To get back copies, attendees clip their business card to the paper.  Email it to them after the meeting.

6. Bring handouts of tools, cliff notes for attendees to take back with them.

7. Spark future interest.  Give teasers of upcoming presentations. 

8. Send out brief minutes to remind folks of what they heard and tell those who didn’t come what they missed.  Assign scribing to a natural note taker and ask them to email their clean notes to you.

9. Pass around a sign-in sheet at every meeting with a paperclip on it.  Name, email, company, phone, address.  Why the paperclip?  So they can attach their business card and save some ink and effort.

10. Maintain a database of all those who have come.  They become your distribution list for future meetings and your ticket to interest high level sponsors for great speakers.

11. Your distribution list is the tool to bring in speakers.  If companies know the breadth of the audience, they will go all-out presenting.  When they go all-out presenting, the attendees see more value.  When the attendees see more value, they come more often and invite their friends. Ultimately, more is gained.  The attendees also received some awesome catering during the presentations.

12. Give the sponsor company guidelines with dot to dot steps for success, timetables, contact numbers for clarification, average show rate, mix of audience.

13. Achilles’ heel: The person keeping the distribution list, lost it and it had to be reconstituted.  The connection loss stalled the interest level.

14. A small amount of time, 2 to 3 hours a month, is spent to administrate.  Primarily on updating the distribution list and screening those wanting to speak at the group. 

15. To screen, the question was asked:  What was the ‘aha’ of your Reengineering.  The biggest was ORYX Energy which was able reduce 60% of its staff and provide similar output.  Texas Instruments reduced cycle time chip production from 250 to 54 days. 

16. It is up to the company presenting, to send out the notice and copy of the notes from the previous meeting.  To the degree they sell the their presentation, they get attendees. 

17. If a consulting firm is showing off their wares, encourage them to bring in a user of their service so the audience can hear the real story (brag about the firm’s great work, provide lessons learned).  It is their time to show and tell.  

18. Companies presenting will refresh the interest of the group.  They have the assistant staff that can call all on the distribution list.  The firm loves adding the distribution list to their market mailing list.

19. Those in the audience who don’t have something to present will offer a place to meet at their own company.  That way they can invite interested people in their own organization to come listen.  These are added to the distribution list.

20. Be creative:  Have dueling demos.  Invite consulting forms, vendors of tools to come in and have back-to-back or collective presentations to the attendees.

21. Invite academia.  They are hungry for new knowledge and add to the diversity gene pool.

22. Be ready for great help from the most unlikely people.  One of the avid attendees pulled out a “silver bullet”; she was an assistant to an author of book on reengineering who flew down and spoke at her request.

23. Don’t be surprised when folks send thank you notes for the knowledge that is being networked around the world because of the group.

24. When interest wanes – pull the plug, for the group has lived its useful life.

25. The one administrating the share group reaps the benefit of learning more than anyone in the world on a topic, with an immense network of appreciative friends, and professionals of all industry.

This piece is dedicated to Kevin Newsome, the fellow at Texaco who had the collection of business cards that was the source for the introductory meeting.  You never know.  Without them and his interest in reengineering, this explosion of knowledge sharing may have never taken place.  He went on to be with the Lord after a bout with cancer.  Kevin will be known for his heart of gold and desire to share with others.  
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