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Install a Business Network
Staff and Advisory Council of the SV SBDC

One of the definitions of “networking” in Encarta’s on-line dictionary is “the act of linking computers so that users can exchange information or share access to a central store of information.”  Anyone who has worked in an office of more than two people has probably used – or wished for – networked computers so that projects, documents and data could be shared to achieve the most productive results. A networked system of computers must be planned, built, and maintained to be most effective for the long term. 
Though it is a tech-based, this definition is also a good explanation of how planning and implementing a network of contacts and relationships will benefit your business. Successful business owners and managers seek out opportunities to meet and connect with others with whom information can be exchanged. A second definition puts it rather bluntly: Networking is “he process of using one contact to gain others.”
What opportunities exist in the Valley for business networking?  There are a host of social and business groups available to choose from and you may already belong to some of them. Rotary Clubs, Ruritan Clubs, Kiwanis and many more offer weekly or monthly opportunities to mix with other business owners while participating in community or personal service.  If you are not a member of such a club, seek out an invitation or information about your options. 
There is also an assortment of focused business networking options available and every business owner or manager should fit at least one into their planned marketing strategy. We asked some of our business advisors and colleagues at the SBDC for their suggestions: 

“For networking , you cannot beat the H-R Chamber of Commerce, especially their Business after Hours events. They also provide some excellent resources to help you address new and evolving business issues.” Neal Menefee, The Rockingham Group.  
“There are so many different committees and groups within the Chamber. The Ambassador Program offers lots of opportunities for face and name recognition so that you or your business may come to mind when someone has needs. Some people say they are Chamber members but then they never attend the events and they wonder why they never seem to know anyone.” Jonathan Coddington, LD&B Insurance, Inc

Contacts: Harrisonburg-Rockingham Chamber of Commerce:  www.hrchamber.org.  

Greater Augusta Chamber of Commerce: www.augustachamber.org.  Many of the towns in the Valley have their own chambers as well. If you need help finding contacts, call the SBDC. 

 “BNI [Business Networking International] allowed me to meet and connect with lots of people who want to share resources and information. These are give-and-take relationships that build and grow stronger over time.  In BNI, we have an obligation to other members to help find and pass credible referrals for each other. We seek to find connections that serve both parties.” Jonathon Coddington.  Contact:  www.bni-shenandoahvalley.com.
“Members of the Rocktown Referral Group help each other mutually grow, with leads for small business owners and incredible excitement for new owners to share ideas, education, experience, and help get them established.” Davide Picone , Superior Technology Service.  Contact:  www.rocktowngroup.com
“The Association for Young Professionals is open to anyone under 40 years of age or who has been in business for 5 years or less.  The activities include professional networking and entrepreneurial development and volunteerism in the community.”  Ryan Waid, BotkinRose, PLC.   Contact:  www.aypharrisonburg.org
Don’t forget that “sharing information” part of the networking definition. It is important to keep members of your business team – your attorney, accountant, business advisors and bankers - informed about your business, its processes, and needs.  “Communication with a banker is a vital key.  So, the sooner you bring a banker into your plans and ideas; the better.  Most successful businesses constantly communicate their ideas, needs, and plans. That stream of information allows us to be a strategic partner with a business.” David Knicely, First Citizens Bank. 
Don’t leave your business connections to chance and random opportunities. Make business networking a key strategy of your marketing plan for success.  

For free business assistance with any aspect of operating your business, contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center, with offices in Harrisonburg (540-568-3227) and Weyers Cave (540-234-9261 x 2246), or visit our website at www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter. 
