Building a strategic network
By Stephen Rhodes
No one disputes anymore the value of networking as a marketing tool.  Working over the usual suspects at a  networking event is a laborious exercise, but if patient, it is rewarding. 
Networks work on the strength of the relationships developed, an unstated trust that you hope one day blossoms into a full-blown referral agency. The strength of networking is the depth of the network - seven degrees of separation that means eventually you will be doing business with the Queen of England.

In broad-based networks, you are never sure where the next referral is coming from.  
I advise clients to reduce the guesswork by building a strategic network – their own personal networking fiefdom, where an alliance contributes to the success of all participants.
Often strategic networks develop informally. The funeral director works well with one minister. The wedding planner uses the same florist and photographer. A lawyer uses one accountant or a financial planner one lawyer. All of these people engage the services of the other in a professional capacity. It’s comfortable and the outcome predictable. These relationships develop over time and while consistent are not formalized in a way that leads to business growth. More often they involve a simple exchange of service.
So, why not make it formal? Strategic alliances that are structured and nurtured can be winning formula for everyone.
Many small businesses offer one product or perhaps one service. To use our wedding planner again; does it make sense for this individual to develop an alliance with a photographer, florist and caterer? Would all four businesses have a unique client base that might be beneficial to the others? Could they market themselves as a complete package for a blissful couple?   
The answer is obvious. They are not direct competitors, in fact, their businesses compliment each other. Many small businesses have developed good relationships with complimentary businesses or suppliers. Some outsource key functions to “partners.”

I want to take it a step further by developing a strategic network, where these complimentary or supplementary companies meet weekly, like many network groups do, to discuss new markets, exchange customer lists, explore common opportunities and targets and develop marketing plans to reach these customers.

This is networking at a strategic level; building a business around the collective strengths of the individual parts. This is using networking to grow your business in a focused way.

Strategic planners with marketing people and graphic designers. Art dealers with cabinet makers and interior designers. Financial planners with accountants and lawyers. Wedding planners with florists, photographers and caterers.
Many of these relationships exist on a certain level. We all build comfortable relationships with suppliers - people we have come to trust. 

Now leverage those relationships for new opportunity and growth. Form your own strategic network.

