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Introduction:  
Take Control of Your Career Journey

“Opportunities don’t happen. You create them.” 

– Chris Grosser

You know you’re capable of more, but feeling stuck or undervalued 
can make it seem impossible to unlock your potential. !e truth 

is, the career you want won’t come to you, you have to create it.

In today’s fast-changing job market, waiting isn’t an option. Landing 
the right role isn’t just about skills or experience; it’s about taking 
control of how you present yourself and where you focus your energy. 
Traditional job search methods, such as job boards, resumes, and 
waiting on recruiters, are outdated.

!e opportunities that truly matter – the ones that pay more, align 
with your values, and put you on a path to growth – live in the Hidden 
Job Market. !is is where 80% of the best roles are found, yet few 
know how to access them.

!is book will teach you how. You’ll learn to tap into this Hidden 
Job Market through networking, personal branding, and authentic 
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self-promotion. !ese aren’t pushy or fake strategies, they’re about 
clarity and connection. You’ll show the world what you’ve achieved, 
where you want to go, and why you belong there.

The 90-Day Job Revolution

What if you could land your dream job in just 90 days? Not a year, not 
months of endless grinding, 90 days. !ree months from now, your 
career could look completely di"erent.

It might sound far-fetched, but it’s not. With the right system in place, 
you can go from feeling stuck and frustrated to signing a job o"er that 
finally matches your skills, ambition, and worth. !e process works, it’s 
been proven time and again.

Take William Jones’ story. A graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy, 
William had built an impressive career over 20+ years in corporate 
roles. But when he hit a professional roadblock, things began to 
unravel. After years of small independent consulting projects and a 
short stint at a legacy firm, he found himself stuck in a cycle of failure. 
His confidence was shattered.

Months of job searching had gotten William nowhere. “I was stubborn, 
ignorant, and dismissive about career coaching,” he later admitted, 
believing he could figure things out on his own even as his prospects 
dwindled. It wasn’t until his wife highlighted the success others had 
achieved through CareerNerds that he reconsidered and decided to 
take the leap.

On our first coaching call, William set an ambitious goal: “I want a 
new role in 90 days.” Together, we created a system designed to work 
smarter, not harder:
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• Rewrite the Narrative: William’s LinkedIn profile was 
transformed into a clear, compelling story that positioned him 
for the roles he wanted.

• Hit the Ground Running: William committed to a networking 
plan, holding 15-20 calls a week on average. Each call restored 
his confidence, helped him refine his messaging, and expanded 
his network.

• Give Before You Get: He helped three of his contacts land jobs 
during this process, reinforcing his value and strengthening 
his relationships.

Progress was steady, but the big breakthrough didn’t come immediately. 
Between calls 50 and 100, opportunities and interviews began to 
appear. William grew his network by hundreds and met fascinating 
professionals doing things you’d never find on a job portals.

Yet by Day 90, he still hadn’t received an o"er.

So, exactly on Day 90, we had a coaching call and William admitted his 
frustration. “I’ve done everything right, but I feel like I’m running out 
of time,” he said. I reminded him that progress often happens beneath 
the surface. !e key was to stay consistent and trust the process.

!en, right in the middle of our call, an amazing thing happened.

An email popped into his inbox: a fantastic job o"er from IBM!!

!e role was exactly what William had envisioned, senior, remote, and 
in a field he had never worked in before. We spent the rest of the call 
strategizing his next steps, including how to handle a 2nd competing 
o"er that arrived shortly after.
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For William, this wasn’t just about landing a job, it was about regaining 
confidence, realizing his value, and learning how to navigate the job 
market with clarity and control.

What William’s story shows, and what this book will teach you, is 
that success isn’t about grinding harder; it’s about working smarter. 
With the right mindset, a clear strategy, and the discipline to execute 
consistently, you can take control of your career and achieve results 
faster than you thought possible.

If William’s story inspires you, I’d like to share a bit of my own journey.

The Road Less Traveled: My Story and What You Can Learn

Over the past 20 years, I’ve held 20 roles in 10 cities across the 
globe. At first glance, that might look like a career marked by chaos 
or unpredictability. But each move taught me something valuable 
about adaptability, networking, and building a personal brand - 
skills that ultimately led me to create CareerNerds, a career coaching 
business that has helped hundreds of executives land roles they truly 
deserve.

My career journey has been a true roller coaster. I’ve been laid o" or 
rejected countless times, and I’ve moved to new cities without a job 
or a network. I’ve worked in roles that were a great fit – and others 
that were not. Also, I work at strong companies, as well as companies 
struggling in startup mode. But through these experiences, I found the 
fast track to success. I doubled my salary a few times, transitioned into 
executive roles, and lived and worked all over the world.

What looked like failure to others became my greatest career advantage. 
I got really good at one thing: landing the next great opportunity. Now, 
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I want to share what I’ve learned so you can take charge of your career 
and achieve the success you deserve.

What’s In It for You: Transforming Your Career

!is book is about turning your potential into tangible results. It’s 
about taking control of your career, breaking free from outdated job 
search methods, and leveraging what you already have: your skills, 
experiences, and potential.

What makes this book di"erent? It’s not based on theory or abstract 
advice. It’s built on real-world experience. After coaching over 800 
executives - from Managers and Directors to VPs and C-level execs - I’ve 
distilled the most e"ective strategies into a simple, actionable framework.

!e Fast Track Framework pairs modern-day tools like LinkedIn and 
AI with proven, long-standing networking approaches to help you 
land your next job in just 90 days. Whether you’re looking to climb 
the corporate ladder, increase your salary, or tap into the Hidden Job 
Market, this book will show you how to do it.

How to Use This Book

Executive Fast Track is your playbook for career success. Here’s how 
it’s structured:

• !e Right Mindset for Career Success
We’ll use my story as a foundation. I’ll share how I shifted 
my mindset, adopted entrepreneurial thinking, and turned 
challenges into opportunities. !en we’ll dive into the 
strategies by learning how to cultivate a growth mindset and 
take ownership of your career by thinking like an entrepreneur.
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• !e Hidden Job Market
Find out how to uncover and access opportunities that aren’t 
listed on any job board.

• Fast Track Framework
Discover the 3-step Career Framework to master personal 
branding, create an elite network and make every networking 
meeting count.

• Advanced Strategies for Career Acceleration
Dive into techniques like leveraging thought leadership, 
identifying key influencers, building a personal board of 
advisors, and using AI roleplay to refine your communication 
and interview skills.

• Common Career Mistakes and How to Avoid !em
Learn from the mistakes others have made and discover 
actionable strategies to sidestep these pitfalls. If you feel stuck, 
I’ll also show you how to find and work with a coach or mentor 
to guide your journey.

Each chapter includes case studies and practical steps to help you build 
momentum and achieve your goals.

Ready to Start Your Journey and Make the Shift?

Your next great job is closer than you think. Let’s get started.

Tom Kent

CEO & Founder, CareerNerds



A) MINDSET

Why Mindset is  
the Foundation for Growth
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In today’s world, we have access to the world’s unlimited knowledge 
through Google, YouTube, and AI tools. Yet, many of us fail to put 
that knowledge into action. We all want to be healthy, wealthy, and 
have great relationships, but few are willing to take the necessary steps 
to make it happen.

Take this example: nearly 50% of Americans don’t follow their 
prescribed medication regimens, even when those medications can save 
their lives - while 25% never even fill the prescription their doctor gives 
them. !ey skip doses, stop early, or ignore instructions altogether, 
leading to missed outcomes and unnecessary setbacks.

Your career works the same way. If you approach things halfheartedly or 
continue using outdated methods, you’ll keep getting the same results. But 
when you commit to a new approach, one that challenges you and pushes 
you out of your comfort zone, that’s when transformation happens.

Every great career shift begins with a change in mindset. No matter 
how impressive your resume, credentials, or connections are, if your 
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thinking remains stuck in old patterns, those assets won’t take you 
anywhere new.

Mindset is the foundation for everything else. It shapes how you 
approach challenges, how you recover from setbacks, and how you 
identify opportunities. In the chapters ahead, you’ll learn how to adopt 
a growth-oriented perspective, how to stop waiting for opportunities 
and start creating them. First I’ll share my story, of how I had to adapt 
and switch my mindset, then I’ll introduce you to the Growth Mindset 
you’ll need to take full ownership of your career.

Whether you’re looking to climb the corporate ladder, pivot into a new 
field, or land your dream job, your success starts with how you think 
about the journey. It won’t be easy, but as William’s story shows, the 
most rewarding paths rarely are. What’s important is that you begin, 
and the following chapters will show you how.
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Chapter 1  
My Story - Failing Forward to Success

“Success is not !nal, failure is not fatal:  
it is the courage to continue that counts.” 

– Winston Churchill

A Lesson in Uncertainty

Over the past 20 years, I’ve held 20 roles across 10 cities, from San 
Francisco to New York and from Berlin to Prague. On the surface, 

it might seem chaotic, but every move taught me something valuable 
about adaptability, personal branding, and building relationships.

Life often doesn’t go as planned. You work hard, map out your future, 
and then a curveball sends you in an entirely new direction. For most 
people, uncertainty is terrifying. For me, it became a way of life.

It might sound strange, but I’ve always loved job interviews. What others 
dread, I see as an opportunity to peek behind the curtain at companies 
like Google, Airbnb, Amazon, and the Wall Street Journal. Interviews 
gave me the chance to decode a company’s energy, its culture, and its 
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people. What started as a personal fascination eventually became a skill 
I used to help others navigate their own career paths.

But my journey didn’t start smoothly. My parents fled communist 
Czechoslovakia during the Soviet invasion of 1968, leaving everything 
behind as tanks rolled into Prague. !ey rebuilt their lives in America, 
giving me the freedom and opportunity they never had. !eir sacrifices 
inspired me to challenge myself, so I pursued one of the most demanding 
education opportunities possible: the United States Military Academy 
at West Point.

Creating Your Own Luck - How I Landed My First Job After the Army

After graduating from West Point, I spent my entire military career 
overseas, serving three tours in Korea and Italy. When I left the Army 
and returned to Dallas, it felt like coming home, but I quickly realized 
I was starting over from scratch. I thought I had a solid plan: my 
brother was working at Texas Instruments, and I assumed I’d land a 
position there using his connections. But when that door unexpectedly 
closed, it became clear that my transition into civilian life wouldn’t be 
as smooth as I had imagined.



19

Chapter 1 My Story - Failing Forward to Success

!e hard truth hit me: I was facing a real job search. !is wasn’t just 
about sending out resumes. It was about reinventing myself, making 
connections, and learning how to leverage my military experience in 
the civilian job market. My initial approach was straightforward. I 
started reaching out to fellow West Point graduates. While helpful, 
it soon became clear that this avenue alone wouldn’t be enough. I 
needed to widen my net.

Determined, I began attending local networking events throughout 
Dallas, shaking hands, sharing stories, and trading business cards. Yet, 
I still wanted to do more. !en I had an idea that was unconventional 
but promising. What if I reached out to local universities’ career centers? 
True, I hadn’t attended either Southern Methodist University (SMU) 
or the University of Texas at Dallas (UTD), but I thought they might 
empathize with a veteran seeking civilian employment.

I approached SMU first. Walking into their career services o#ce, I said 
openly, “Listen, I didn’t graduate from here, but I just left the Army 
and could really use some guidance in finding my first civilian job.” To 
my surprise and relief, they welcomed me enthusiastically. SMU Career 
Services connected me with a networking contact who, after several 
conversations and interviews, ultimately led me to my first civilian job 
o"er at PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).

Encouraged by my success at SMU, I took my approach one step 
further at UT Dallas. Instead of simply meeting with career counselors, 
I reached out directly to professors in the Project Management 
program, asking for advice and any leads they might have. One 
professor in particular took my request seriously. As luck would have 
it, he happened to be sitting next to the president of a local company 
the very next day, a company urgently searching for a project manager. 
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Just like that, another door swung open, and within weeks, I was hired 
into my first civilian leadership role.

!at experience taught me something powerful. Luck isn’t merely 
something that happens to us. It is something we actively create. By 
refusing to limit myself and broadening my search beyond my initial 
comfort zone, I dramatically improved my odds. Instead of relying on 
a single opportunity, I pursued multiple avenues at once. Networking 
events, alumni connections, university career o#ces, and even 
professors. Each connection increased my chances exponentially.

But life has its ups and downs. Only a month into that first job, the 
company unexpectedly laid o" half its employees, including me. At first, 
it felt like a devastating setback. But then I realized something. !e skills 
I had learned weren’t temporary. !ey were tools I could use again and 
again. Instead of panicking, I repeated the same strategies that had worked 
before. I reached out to my network, re-engaged with contacts, and kept 
the momentum going. Within weeks, I secured another position.

!at moment defined my approach to career success. I assumed my 
West Point degree would open every door, but the corporate world 
played by di"erent rules. Employers didn’t hire based on past success 
or a prestigious diploma. !ey wanted to see how I could create value 
in their world. It wasn’t about credentials. It was about positioning 
myself e"ectively, networking with decision-makers, and articulating 
my value in a way that resonated with employers.

What I learned in those early days became the foundation of a career 
strategy I refined over time. Networking wasn’t a backup plan. It was 
the plan. It wasn’t about finding a job once. It was about creating a 
system I could rely on for the rest of my career. And in this book, I’ll 
share exactly how you can do the same.
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New York City: A Crash Course in Networking

A few jobs later, after being laid o" from a marketing role in San 
Francisco, I found myself at a crossroads. Instead of staying in my 
comfort zone, I decided to leap into the unknown. I moved to New 
York City without a job.

New York City does not care about your past successes. It is a relentless 
test of resilience, forcing you to prove yourself every day. I threw myself 
into networking, setting up over 100 formal and informal meetings 
within two months. I connected with West Point grads, University of 
Texas alumni, former colleagues, friends, and even friends of friends. 
Every day, I was out there, attending events, co"ee meetings, and happy 
hours, pushing myself to build connections.

But here is the challenge. None of those meetings led to a job in the 
first two months.

It was not until I hired a career coach that I began to see things 
di"erently. “Tom, I am not worried about you,” my coach told me. 
“You have managed to secure 100 meetings. Something will eventually 
stick. I am concerned about people who cannot even get 10.”

He was right. Persistence paid o". Over the next few months, I had six 
job o"ers. While none of those jobs proved to be a long-term perfect 
fit, they taught me valuable lessons about adaptability, resilience, and 
building relationships in a high-stakes environment.



A) MINDSET

22

Prague: Reconnecting with Roots and Reinvention

After a year in New York, I felt drawn back to my roots. My parents 
had left Czechoslovakia behind, but I wanted to reconnect with the 
place they fled from. Moving to Prague was not just a career pivot. It 
was a deeply personal mission.

At the time, I had no job, no local network, and no civilian work 
experience in Europe. It was a leap into the unknown. Before I even 
boarded the plane, I started laying the groundwork. Over the previous 
three weeks, I had sent over 500 LinkedIn connection requests to Prague-
based decision-makers and personalized messages to 240 of them.

My strategy was simple. Get as many meetings as possible with 
executives in Prague to meet my deadline for landing a job in three 
months.

Within six weeks of arriving, I had met 80 influential leaders, including 
CEOs, CMOs, recruiters, and even a former Czech parliament member. 
People were shocked that someone with no prior connections could 
build momentum so quickly.

One of those meetings, with a Czech investor, seemed like a dead end. 
He spent most of our co"ee trying to convince me to move to Poland 
or Hungary. But the next day, he introduced me to the CEO of Avast, 
the largest antivirus software company in the world, which happened 
to be located in Prague. A few weeks later, I was o"ered a leadership 
role as Head of Global Marketing.

Lesson learned. Never underestimate the potential of any networking 
meeting. You never know which conversation will lead to your next 
big opportunity.
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From Employee to Entrepreneur

After 20 years of mastering the art of career transition through 
networking, I launched CareerNerds, a career coaching business 
focused on helping managers and executives navigate uncertainty and 
take their careers to the next level. Starting a business felt like jumping 
o" a cli" and building a plane on the way down.

In my first two months, I faced 26 “no’s” in a row. But instead of giving 
up, I saw those rejections as opportunities to refine my approach. I 
learned to focus on a niche, Service Academy graduates, which helped 
me gain traction. I realized that focusing on a specific group allowed me 
to understand their challenges better and serve them more e"ectively.

One of the most pivotal moments in my entrepreneurial journey came 
during a 10-day intensive workshop in Chiang Mai, !ailand, called 
“Get Shit Done Live.” At the beginning of the workshop, I declared a 
bold goal. “I will sign up five new coaching clients in the next 10 days.”

!e first five days were brutal. Not only did I fail to sign up any clients, 
but I could not even book a single sales call. By the halfway point, I 
felt defeated. I adjusted my goal, focusing instead on scheduling five 
sales calls.

!en came a turning point. I told the workshop leader, Chris Reynolds, 
about my struggles. He asked, “If your mother’s life depended on it, 
could you schedule five sales calls in the next two days?”

Without hesitation, I said, “Absolutely.”

In the next 48 hours, I secured seven sales calls. At first, I could not 
believe it. But that experience taught me a critical lesson. Small wins 
create momentum, and momentum leads to breakthroughs.



A) MINDSET

24

During that workshop and in the months that followed, I started 
approaching this as a game, testing di"erent strategies and refining my 
approach. I experimented with:

• Asking friends to promote my coaching service in their Service 
Academy Facebook groups, including West Point, Navy, and 
Air Force Class pages

• Posting consistently on LinkedIn for six months

• Writing short, conversational intro messages to new connections 
on LinkedIn

By the end of December, I had signed up seven clients, enough to keep 
my passion alive and my momentum going. But it was in March that 
everything truly clicked. !at month, I signed up 18 clients, proving 
that I had finally cracked the code on client acquisition.

It was not just about filling a roster. I was connecting with people in a 
way that made them feel understood and valued. !is confirmed that 
CareerNerds could achieve sustainable growth.

!is breakthrough was more than just a numbers game. It reshaped my 
entire approach to coaching. With a steady influx of clients, I found 
myself immersed in a diverse range of experiences and challenges. 
Each session became a masterclass, teaching me invaluable lessons in 
empathy, active listening, and adapting strategies to individual needs.

!e more clients I worked with, the more I realized that every 
conversation, success, and even failure was an opportunity to refine 
and enhance my coaching methodology. Working with a larger, more 
varied client base allowed me to test di"erent approaches in real time. 
I could see what resonated, what needed tweaking, and what had 
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the potential to become a core part of the CareerNerds process. !is 
constant feedback loop accelerated my growth as a coach, pushing me 
to innovate and refine my methods until they were not just e"ective 
but deeply personalized.

In the end, cracking the client acquisition code was not just about 
growing my business. It was the catalyst that transformed me as a coach. 
It gave me the platform to build a coaching system that is dynamic, 
responsive, and highly attuned to the challenges my clients face.

For any coach struggling to secure clients, the lesson is clear. Every 
interaction is a stepping stone to becoming better at what you do. !e 
more you engage with clients, the deeper your understanding becomes, 
and the stronger your coaching model evolves. Success is not just about 
getting more clients. It is about constantly learning and adapting so 
you can serve them at the highest level.

The Success of CareerNerds

Six years later, CareerNerds has helped over 800 clients with a team 
of 20, including 10 coaches. Our mission is not just to help people 
find their next job. It is to help them build careers that align with their 
values, skills, and goals.

!e journey from employee to entrepreneur was not just a career shift. 
It was a life shift. It taught me that success does not come from playing 
it safe. It comes from being willing to take the leap, even when you do 
not know where you will land.
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Your Career, Your Move

If you have ever felt stuck, frustrated, or unsure about your next move, 
know this. Your career is not defined by setbacks or obstacles. It is defined 
by how you respond to them. !e lessons I have shared here are not just 
about my story. !ey are tools you can use to shape your own success.

Small wins lead to big breakthroughs. Now, it is time to make your move.
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Embrace a Growth Mindset

“Life doesn’t happen to you, it happens for you” 

- Tony Robbins.

What if the path to growth isn’t a choice between comfort and 
danger? In your career, there are familiar routes that feel safe 

but lead to stagnation and treacherous cli"s where the risks seem 
overwhelming. But what if there’s something in between? A space 
where challenges lead to progress without pushing you to the brink. 
!is chapter explores how to find that sweet spot, the Growth Zone, 
where calculated risks lead to meaningful growth.

Embrace Change and Failure as Catalysts for Growth

Career transitions and setbacks often feel like standing at the edge of 
a cli", staring down into the unknown. !e fear of what lies ahead 
can be paralyzing, and the temptation to stick with what’s familiar 
can be overwhelming. But here’s the thing: change and failure are the 
only constants in today’s job market. Whether it’s moving to a new 
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city, shifting industries, taking on a completely new role, or facing 
unexpected setbacks, navigating these moments is essential for growth.

Change is inevitable, but growth is optional. When you truly own your 
career, change becomes your ally, not your enemy. Many professionals 
react to change only when forced, waiting until their role becomes 
obsolete, their industry shifts, or their company restructures.

To thrive, you need to embrace change, be proactive rather than 
reactive, set clear goals, and jump, often without a safety net. And 
when you fall, you must learn to pick yourself up, dust o", and keep 
moving forward.

Ryan Holiday, a best-selling author and expert on stoic philosophy, 
reminds us that it’s not the obstacle itself that defines us, but how we 
respond to it. In his book !e Obstacle Is the Way, Holiday explores 
how adversity can be turned into a source of strength. Failure is not an 
endpoint but a stepping stone for learning. Each setback becomes a 
path to personal and professional growth.

Consider the transformation of SpaceX, a company that faced relentless 
challenges in its early years. !eir first three Falcon 1 rockets ended 
in catastrophic failure, exploding into flames and taking with them 
significant financial investments and countless hours of dedication. 
Each failure was a bitter blow, but Elon Musk and his team refused to 
give up. !ey didn’t see these setbacks as dead ends but as hard-earned 
lessons. By the time they prepared for their fourth launch, SpaceX was 
teetering on the edge of bankruptcy, with everything riding on this one 
rocket. As the world watched, the fourth Falcon 1 rose into the sky and 
successfully reached orbit. !at moment didn’t just save the company; it 
became a turning point that propelled SpaceX toward groundbreaking 
achievements like the Falcon 9 and reusable rocket technology. !eir 
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story proves that even in the face of devastating failure, resilience and 
learning can lead to extraordinary success.

In the same way, career setbacks, whether a failed project, a missed 
promotion, or even a job loss, can serve as the building blocks for 
future success. It’s not about avoiding failure. It’s about using it as 
fuel for growth. Every stumbling block is a chance to grow, and every 
setback is a setup for a comeback.

Ultimately, it’s not the obstacles we face that define us, but how we 
choose to respond. Change and failure aren’t the end of the road; 
they’re the catalysts that drive us forward.

So, if you’re going through a di#cult time or facing an uncertain 
future, remember Winston Churchill’s words: “If you’re going through 
hell, keep going.” !e journey through adversity isn’t easy, but it’s what 
shapes us, strengthens us, and prepares us for the next opportunity.

The Growth Zone versus The Danger Zone

Most people view the world in a binary way, dividing it into two 
distinct areas: the Comfort Zone and the Danger Zone.

• !e Comfort Zone: A space where you feel relaxed and safe, 
but nothing ever changes. It’s predictable and familiar but can 
lead to stagnation over time.

• !e Danger Zone: A space of uncertainty where the likelihood 
of failure is high. Overwhelmed by risk and stress, it’s di#cult 
to thrive here.

Staying in your Comfort Zone might feel safe, but it often results in 
missed opportunities. Meanwhile, stepping into the Danger Zone 
without preparation can lead to unnecessary setbacks.
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But what if there’s a middle ground, a third zone that bridges the 
gap between comfort and danger? !is is the Growth Zone, where 
progress and transformation occur. It’s the space where intentional 
actions meet calculated risks, stretching your abilities without leading 
to burnout or paralysis.

Find Your Growth Zone

!e Growth Zone is where challenges lead to growth and calculated 
risks create meaningful results. It’s where you take intentional actions 
that stretch your abilities without overwhelming you. !is zone is 
where progress happens.

Many people mistakenly believe that stepping outside their Comfort 
Zone means stepping into danger. !is limiting belief prevents them 
from making meaningful changes in their careers and lives. But in 
reality, the Growth Zone allows you to push your limits just enough 
to evolve without burning out. It’s the sweet spot where the magic 
happens, where you expand your skills, network, and opportunities 
while staying in control.
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A Combat Veteran’s Leap into the Growth Zone

Consider one of my clients, a West Point graduate and combat veteran 
who served two tours in Iraq. !is man wasn’t afraid of war. He had 
made life-or-death decisions and carried the weight of those choices 
without flinching.

Yet, the thought of sending a LinkedIn connection request to a stranger 
terrified him. On the battlefield, he never hesitated, but reaching out to 
a potential connection online felt like stepping into uncharted territory. 
His fear wasn’t of physical danger, it was of perceived social rejection: 
looking foolish, being dismissed, or stepping outside his comfort zone.

To help him break through this fear, we crafted a genuine, concise LinkedIn 
outreach message together. !e moment of truth came when I asked him 
to press ‘send.’ His finger hovered over the mouse. “What’s holding you 
back?” I asked. He admitted his fear of being ignored or dismissed.

“!is is just another mission,” I told him. “You strategize, you execute, 
you learn. !e only thing at risk here is the opportunity to grow.” With 
a deep breath, he pressed ‘send.’

At that moment, he shifted from the Danger Zone to the Growth 
Zone. He realized that he had been confusing unfamiliar situations 
with threats. But once he deflated those imagined dangers, he saw the 
opportunity for what it was, a chance to grow, learn, and connect. !e 
fear dissipated not because of the outcome but because he understood 
that the real battle wasn’t with others, it was within himself.

!is exemplifies navigating the Growth Zone, strategically stepping 
beyond what’s comfortable without leaping into the unknown. It’s 
not about diving headfirst into high-risk situations but about carefully 
planning your moves, weighing the pros and cons, and expanding your 
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comfort zone step by step. By embracing this approach, you can foster 
personal and professional development without feeling overwhelmed.

Overcome Limiting Beliefs

What our successful clients have in common is that they took control of 
their careers by shifting their mindsets. Instead of viewing networking 
and self-promotion as uncomfortable tasks, they embraced them as 
essential tools for growth. Many professionals hesitate because they 
believe these practices are “salesy” or “inauthentic.” When you reframe 
networking as a genuine opportunity to build relationships and 
exchange value, hesitation fades, the process becomes more natural, 
and the growth you are pursuing becomes inevitable.

One of the most common misconceptions about networking is that 
it is only necessary when you are actively looking for a job. Many 
professionals treat it as a last resort, something they turn to in moments 
of urgency rather than an ongoing strategy for career success. !is short-
term thinking is one of the biggest barriers to professional growth.

Networking isn’t just for when you need a job

!e reality is that networking is a career skill that benefits you at every 
stage, not just during a job search. Building meaningful relationships 
with decision-makers allows you to access opportunities before they are 
even advertised. !e Hidden Job Market, where most of the best roles 
exist, is not about luck or insider connections. It is about cultivating 
relationships consistently so that when the right opportunity arises, 
you are already positioned for it.

!is brings us to another limiting belief: the inability to see opportunities 
that are right in front of you. Many professionals, especially those who 
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have spent years in the same role or industry, struggle to envision a 
career path beyond what they have always done.

Steve, one of our clients, is the kind of guy who checked all the boxes, 
diligent, skilled, reliable. On paper, he was perfect for a senior tech 
role. But despite his accomplishments, he was stuck. Steve had climbed 
the ladder, but when it came to picturing himself as CTO, he hit a 
mental block. He was so focused on his current career path that he 
couldn’t see the wider range of possibilities available to him. His inner 
voice kept saying, “You’re not ready for this.” !at limiting belief was 
holding him back more than any external obstacle ever could.

He had already spent years networking, but the connections he 
was making weren’t translating into the opportunities he deserved. 
We worked with him to change his approach, not just waiting for 
opportunities but positioning himself as someone ready for them. 
!e shift from transactional networking (reaching out only when you 
need something) to value-driven networking (o"ering something to 
others) was crucial.

I remember one key conversation with Steve. He had been trying to 
get a meeting with an executive for weeks, but it wasn’t working. After 
sending a few cold emails and getting no response, Steve was frustrated. 
So I asked him, “What value are you bringing to the table?”

Steve replied, “I’m just looking for a meeting to talk about my 
experience and what I can bring to the company.”

I told him, “It is not about asking for a job. Instead ask for advice and 
referrals. And of course at the end don’t forget to ask ‘What can I do 
for you?’ Is there a way you can help this person solve a problem, share 
something of value, or introduce them to someone they may need?”



A) MINDSET

34

It was a lightbulb moment for Steve. Instead of asking for a meeting, 
he decided to o"er something of value first. He shared an article about 
a challenge he knew the executive’s company was facing, suggesting a 
few strategies that had worked in similar situations.

!e response was immediate and powerful. Not only did the executive 
agree to meet, but he was genuinely interested in Steve’s insights. !e 
conversation quickly turned into a discussion about more than just job 
opportunities, it became an authentic relationship where both parties 
were sharing value.

Steve did exactly what was needed. He stopped focusing on what he 
needed from others and started o"ering value. !at change in approach 
opened doors to a role at a company Steve hadn’t initially considered, 
proving the power of networking with a mindset of giving rather than 
just receiving.

Reframe Networking and Self-Promotion

Networking and self-promotion are often seen as necessary evils in 
the pursuit of career growth. Many professionals view them as pushy, 
inauthentic, or uncomfortable. But in reality, networking is about 
showing up as the best version of yourself and forming real connections 
and relationships. !ose who understand this don’t worry about being 
inauthentic, they focus on what they can give, not what they can get.

Before founding CareerNerds, I had to completely reframe my perspective 
on networking. I realized it wasn’t about asking for favors; it was about 
building genuine relationships and o"ering value. !is mindset shift was 
challenging but essential. Many of my clients face similar hurdles, held 
back by beliefs that prevent them from taking necessary steps to grow. 
!e truth is, once you understand that networking is about creating 
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authentic connections and providing mutual value, hesitation fades, and 
the growth you’re seeking becomes inevitable.

What our successful clients have in common is that they took control of 
their careers by shifting their mindsets. Instead of viewing networking 
and self-promotion as uncomfortable tasks, they embraced them as 
essential tools for growth. !e first step is overcoming the limiting 
belief that these practices are “salesy” or “inauthentic.” When you 
reframe networking as a genuine opportunity to build relationships 
and exchange value, hesitation fades, the process becomes more natural, 
and the growth you’re pursuing becomes inevitable.

The Pivot

If you’re a manager or senior executive who has spent years climbing 
the corporate ladder in one field but now feels stuck in your current 
role, you might start to wonder if it’s time for a change. Maybe you’ve 
considered switching industries, taking on a di"erent leadership 
position, or starting your own business, but you hesitate because you 
think you’re not ready or that you don’t have the right qualifications.

!is is where reframing your approach to networking and self-
promotion comes in. Instead of waiting for the perfect opportunity 
to find you, focus on building genuine connections and fostering 
relationships. Engage with others in your network by sharing insights, 
seeking common ground, and creating meaningful conversations. By 
prioritizing these relationships, you’ll position yourself for a successful 
pivot when the right opportunity arises.
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Steve Livezey, U.S. Military Academy at West Point ‘93

I was a Director of Software Engineering for the third company, 
and I hit a plateau. I was having a lot of trouble getting to that 
next executive level in my career path.

"e doubts I had when I started this process with CareerNerds 
were whether it would work and if this was the right way to go 
about !nding that executive position I was looking for. Almost 
as important was whether I could do it because I’m, by nature, 
very much an introvert. "e idea of reaching out to a bunch of 
people I didn’t know and didn’t have acquaintances with was 
fairly intimidating.

What CareerNerds gave me during this process was, !rst, the skills 
and ability to improve my online and digital image and market 
myself much better than I had been able to in the past. "en, it 
gave me the con!dence to network with people I hadn’t met before, 
even if we had something in common, and build on that to create 
a group of advocates who would help me on my journey as I looked 
for the next step in my career.



37

Chapter 2 Embrace a Growth Mindset

At some point, you have to take a leap of faith that this is going 
to work and that you’ll achieve the outcome you’re looking for. No 
single meeting is going to get you across the !nish line; it’s about 
following the process and enjoying it at the same time. I did that, 
and it took me about two and a half months. In the end, I landed 
a role as the CTO for a small company here in Dallas called 
ID90 Travel, and I’m really excited about it. I credit Tom and 
CareerNerds and their process for helping me !nd this opportunity, 
or, a better way to put it, for helping the opportunity !nd me.

When I look at the journey I’ve been on and realize what I’ve 
achieved and how far I’ve come, I see that I haven’t just found a 
new job; I’ve actually learned a new career skill that will be useful 
for anything, whether I’m hiring, networking to develop business, 
or anything else. "is is a skill that will pay huge dividends for the 
rest of my career.

Overcome Fear of Rejection

One primary reason people dread networking is the fear of rejection, 
which taps into deep-rooted survival instincts from our evolutionary 
past. In early human societies, being ostracized from a small group 
could threaten one’s survival. !is historical context explains why social 
rejection can feel so threatening today.

However, in today’s world, rejection is no longer a threat to survival. 
Instead, it’s a stepping stone to success. Embracing rejection as part of 
the process allows us to grow, learn, and ultimately succeed. !e key 
lesson is that rejection isn’t a dead end, it’s an essential component of 
achieving your goals.
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Reframe Career Success

!ink back to a moment in your career when you felt stuck, unsure 
of the next step. Was it after a layo", a failed project, or a missed 
promotion? !ese moments feel like dead ends but are actually 
opportunities in disguise.

After graduating from West Point, I believed job security meant staying 
with a stable company and climbing the ranks. But that belief shattered 
quickly. Just one month into my first corporate job, the company laid 
o" half its employees. !at experience taught me a lesson I’ve never 
forgotten: job security lies with us, not with any company.

In today’s fast-paced world, industries shift, companies downsize, and 
roles evolve faster than ever before. Success isn’t about following a 
straight path at one company, it’s about adaptability, resilience, and 
evolving continuously with the changing dynamics around us.

!ink back to a moment in your career when you felt stuck, unsure of the 
next step. Was it after a layo"? A failed project? A missed promotion? !ese 
moments feel like dead ends but are actually opportunities in disguise.

When I started my corporate career after graduating from West Point, 
I believed that job security meant staying with a stable company, 
collecting a steady paycheck, and climbing the ranks. !at belief 
shattered quickly. After just one month in my first corporate job, I 
was laid o", the company let go 50% of its employees. It was a tough 
wake-up call, but it taught me a lesson I’ve never forgotten: job security 
lies with us, not with any company.

In today’s fast-paced world, industries shift, companies downsize, and 
roles evolve faster than ever before. Success isn’t about following a 
straight path at one company, where you retire with a gold watch. !ose 
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days are long gone. Instead, success is about adaptability, resilience, 
and evolving continuously with the changing dynamics around us.

“"e obstacle in the path becomes the path. Never forget, within every 
obstacle is an opportunity to improve our condition.” 

- Ryan Holiday

I experienced this first hand when trying to get a job at Hotels.com. When 
I was living in Dallas, I had my sights set on entering the world of online 
travel and digital marketing. I applied over and over to Hotels.com, facing 
rejection at every turn. It felt like a dead end, but I refused to give up.

!en, something unexpected happened. While visiting New York, 
I posted a quick LinkedIn update about a meeting at Viacom, not 
thinking much of it. Out of the blue, an MBA classmate from across 
the country reached out. He worked for Expedia, the parent company 
of Hotels.com, and told me about an opening in Seattle that he thought 
would be a great fit for me. !e timing was perfect, since I was flying to 
Seattle soon for an interview at the Amazon HQ.

After my interview at Expedia, I received a verbal o"er by the time I 
landed back in Dallas. Interestingly, not long after, I ended up working 
at Hotels.com in Dallas, the very place I had aimed for from the start.

Here’s the thing: we often think the path to our goals is a straight 
line, but life rarely works that way. It’s the winding roads, detours, and 
unexpected connections that make up the real journey. More often 
than not, these twists lead us to where we’re meant to be.

!e key to reframing career success is this: every setback is a gateway 
to growth. !e path forward isn’t always the one you expect, but it’s 
the one you create through resilience, adaptability, and a willingness to 
keep going, even when the way ahead isn’t clear.
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The Myth of Job Security: It’s Up to You, Not the Economy

One of the biggest myths in the corporate world is that job security comes 
from climbing the corporate ladder, collecting a steady paycheck, and 
sticking it out until retirement. But in today’s job market, change is the 
only constant. Companies restructure, industries shift, and entire roles 
can vanish overnight. Traditional job security is becoming increasingly 
elusive. To navigate this reality, it’s essential to adopt a mindset of career 
agility, continuously updating skills and remaining adaptable to change.

True security lies in your adaptability. It’s about continuously upgrading 
your skills, cultivating a strong network, and staying ready for the next 
opportunity, whether that’s in your current industry or an entirely new 
one. While some professionals cling to outdated notions of stability, 
those who embrace agility and take control of their careers thrive in 
the face of uncertainty.

I mentioned earlier how getting fired from my first corporate job after 
just one month was a pivotal moment. At the time, it felt like a personal 
failure, but the reality was that half the company was let go that day. 
Looking back, it wasn’t just a rude awakening, it was an invaluable 
lesson. !at experience forced me to see job security di"erently. It 
wasn’t something a company could grant me; it was something I had 
to create for myself.

It also became the catalyst for developing skills that would serve me 
throughout my career: networking, resilience, and the ability to pivot 
quickly when plans fell apart. Like a vaccine builds immunity, that first 
firing built my capacity to bounce back.

Years later, when I launched CareerNerds, I applied that same mindset. 
!ere were no guarantees, no clients, no income, and I had to take 
out loans to get started. But I bet on myself. I relied on my ability to 
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network, build relationships, and create value. It wasn’t the safe route, 
but it was the right one.

!e professionals who thrive today aren’t the ones who play it safe, 
they’re the ones who stay proactive. !ey keep learning, stay nimble, 
and understand that they are their greatest asset. Job security isn’t 
about waiting for the market to favor you, it’s about taking control and 
making things happen on your terms.

Digital Tools and AI as a Career Accelerator: The Mindset Shift You Can’t Ignore

Take digital tools and AI, for example. !ese are not just passing 
trends. !ey are powerful force multipliers for career advancement. 
!ey act as an extension of your network, working behind the scenes 
to provide strategic insights, automate tedious tasks, and reshape your 
career trajectory. Yet, many professionals resist these tools, treating 
them as optional instead of essential. !is is the same mindset that 
kept people from leveraging LinkedIn when it first emerged. !ose 
who ignored it then struggled to stay relevant later. Digital tools and 
AI are no di"erent. We will discuss several useful tools throughout this 
book, but I want to address AI specifically.

!ink of AI as a digital mentor that enhances your capabilities. !e 
professionals who thrive today are not necessarily the ones with the 
best resumes. !ey are the ones who embrace change and adaptability. 
I have seen this resistance firsthand with clients who struggle with 
digital basics like LinkedIn or Zoom, or who are overwhelmed by 
ChatGPT, let alone AI-driven career tools. But those who incorporate 
AI tools like ChatGPT, Grain, and Yoodli do not just stay relevant; 
they move ahead faster than their competition. It is not about 
technology, it is about broadening horizons. !e real game-changers 
are those who understand that AI is not just about staying on the 
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cutting edge. It is about ensuring long-term relevance in a constantly 
evolving landscape.

AI is now essential for navigating the Hidden Job Market, networking 
strategically, and optimizing personal branding. !ese tools provide 
real-time feedback on interview skills, improve communication, and 
track networking impact with data-driven insights. If you are not 
leveraging AI today, you are not just missing out, you are actively 
falling behind.

At CareerNerds, we integrate AI tools to turn abstract career potential 
into tangible results. Instead of fearing AI, embrace it as a valuable 
addition to your professional toolkit. It can help you gain clarity, 
improve e#ciency, and accelerate your career growth in ways that were 
never possible before.

In this book, we will show you how simple AI tools can help advance 
your career, making complex processes easier and allowing you to 
focus on what truly matters. Whether it is improving your networking 
strategy, refining your personal brand, or preparing for interviews 
with real-time feedback, AI is a practical and accessible resource that 
anyone can use.

Your Action Plan: Stepping into the Growth Zone

1. Identify Your Comfort Zone: What tasks or situations feel 
familiar but limit your growth?

2. De"ne Your Growth Zone: What challenges can you take on 
that stretch your abilities without overwhelming you?

3. Take Calculated Risks: Start with small, intentional actions 
that push you beyond your comfort zone.



43

Chapter 2 Embrace a Growth Mindset

4. Embrace Rejection: View rejection as a stepping stone to 
success rather than a setback.

5. Adapt and Evolve: Continuously upgrade your skills, build 
your network, and stay open to new opportunities.

Growth Happens When You Stretch But Don’t Snap

Success isn’t about taking reckless leaps into the unknown, it’s about 
stepping into your Growth Zone, where challenges are just hard enough 
to help you grow. Each step outside your Comfort Zone expands your 
potential, while each avoided challenge keeps you stagnant.

By shifting from a two-zone mindset to a three-zone concept, we 
open up the possibility for sustainable growth. Instead of fearing the 
unknown, we learn to navigate it with intention and strategy. !is shift 
is key and will be explored further in later chapters. So the next time 
you face a challenge that feels daunting, remember: the real risk isn’t in 
stepping forward, it’s in standing still.

A growth mindset opens the door to new possibilities, but growth alone 
is not enough. To advance in your career, you must take full ownership 
of your professional journey. Instead of waiting for opportunities to 
appear, you need to think like a leader, make strategic decisions, and 
take control of where you are headed. In the next chapter, we will 
explore how to step into the role of CEO in your own career, shaping 
your future with intention and confidence.
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of Your Career

“You are what you do, not what you say you’ll do.”

– Carl Jung

It’s time to stop drifting and start steering. !ink of your career as a 
ship, and you are the captain. Most people believe they’re in control, 

but they often just react to the waves, letting the currents dictate their 
path. Real control comes when you accept that where you are right 
now - your wins, failures, job satisfaction, or frustration - is mostly the 
result of your own choices. !is is the core of extreme ownership.

Imagine yourself as the CEO of You Inc. Your career is your company. 
Every decision, every connection, every opportunity you pursue or 
let pass by is a strategic move in the growth of that company. !e 
traditional career mindset – working hard, staying loyal, and waiting 
for a promotion – is like being an employee of your own life. Instead, 
you must think like an entrepreneur, embracing risks, reframing 
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limiting beliefs, and continuously learning. You must adopt a mindset 
of constant growth, calculated risk-taking, and full ownership.

The Power of Extreme Ownership

In the military, we were taught discipline, structure, and how to lead 
a team to achieve specific goals. But in the corporate workforce, it 
might look a bit di"erent. You’ll no longer have someone handing you 
a detailed roadmap. Instead, you must assume full responsibility for 
your career. In the same way that a leader takes ownership of a mission, 
you must take ownership of your career path.

!is concept of extreme ownership, popularized by Jocko Willink, a 
former Navy SEAL commander and best-selling author, emphasizes that 
the outcomes of your life and career are largely determined by how you 
respond to challenges. It’s not about waiting and hoping for opportunities 
to come to you. Instead, it’s about proactively creating opportunities and 
taking responsibility for the results. In your career, this means owning 
every decision, every outcome, and every relationship. You are the CEO 
of your life, and your career is your company.

You’ve likely heard the phrase “own your career,” but what does it really 
mean in practice?
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Mark Rothschild, U.S. Naval Academy ‘07

I am an Enterprise Account Executive. After leaving the military, I 
pursued a career in tech sales. I enjoyed it and was doing well at my 
company when I realized I was ready for the next step. However, I 
hadn’t done a great job of networking outside of the people I knew 
from the Navy and my current company. When I started searching 
for new opportunities, I quickly realized I was underprepared for 
the journey and the work needed to reach the next level.

Although I was successful in sales, I didn’t have the skills to prepare 
myself for the next step. I wanted to learn how to network more 
e#ectively and, funny as it sounds, how to sell myself better.

"e CareerNerds process helped me get organized around creating my 
personal brand, understanding the value I bring to organizations, 
and preparing for my next career move. "e process helped me in 
two key ways. First, in my current role as a salesperson, I gained 
a clearer understanding of the value I brought to my organization 
and improved my daily process. Second, for future roles, I learned 
how to sell and market myself, recognizing my accomplishments 
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and the skills and habits that would be valuable to my next 
employer. Although I understood those skills, I didn’t know how 
to articulate them, organize them, or present them in a way that 
made sense to recruiters and hiring managers.

"e framework provided helped me build my network. One of the 
reasons I decided to work with CareerNerds was that I wasn’t well-
networked. "eir approach to networking, identifying who to reach 
out to, the types of roles to target, and the people to connect with, 
helped me stay organized and expand my sphere of connections. 
"is not only led to immediate opportunities but also set me up for 
future growth.

As a result of the personal branding and networking process, I saw 
an increase in higher-quality outreach from recruiters and exposure 
to more senior roles than I had expected. Being in the driver’s seat 
of my job search made a signi!cant di#erence and helped me take 
control of my career path. It felt like a game changer in terms of 
both the number and quality of opportunities that came my way.

"e best part is that it happened quickly. As soon as I started focusing 
on personal branding and networking, I saw an immediate change 
in the quality of opportunities, and within a few weeks, I found 
and accepted a new role.

I’m now in my second role, leading sales for a fast-growing tech 
startup. I’m excited about the opportunities this has opened up 
and the ways I can continue growing my career in ways I hadn’t 
imagined before.
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Why Ownership Matters in Your Career

By taking ownership, you shift from waiting for opportunities to 
creating them. Like a CEO leading a company, you steer your career 
toward your goals through deliberate decisions and actions. !is 
proactive approach isn’t about taking risks to start your own business; 
it’s about managing your career in a way that aligns with your goals.

As Mark’s story shows, even after building a successful career, he 
recognized the need to take ownership of his next steps. Instead of 
waiting for opportunities to come to him, he proactively sought ways 
to expand his network and position himself for growth.

Here’s how you can start:

1. Take control of your job search: Don’t wait for recruiters or 
hiring managers to find you. Take ownership of your search 
by reaching out to key contacts, networking strategically, and 
applying directly to roles that align with your goals.

2. Set clear goals: Be clear about the kind of role you want and 
the industry you’re targeting. Whether you want a senior 
position in a company, a leadership role, or a transition into a 
completely new field, defining your goals will help you stay on 
track and focused.

3. Use failure as a stepping stone: You might face setbacks along 
the way. But those setbacks are part of your growth process. 
Each “failure” teaches you something important about what 
works and what doesn’t.

4. Manage transitions e#ectively: A career transition can feel 
like a leap of faith, but when you take ownership, you ensure 



A) MINDSET

50

that you’re prepared. Whether it’s transitioning to a new role, 
a new city, or a new industry, being proactive will make the 
process smoother and more manageable.

Are you ready to think like an entrepreneur? Are you prepared to take 
ownership, embrace risks, and continuously learn? Your career is your 
greatest venture – guide it to its fullest potential. Remember, you are 
the CEO of your career. It’s time to lead it with the strategy, foresight, 
and courage that any successful CEO would.

From Reactive to Proactive: Setting Clear Goals and Acting on Them

Many professionals wait for promotions or new jobs, reacting to 
circumstances instead of shaping their future. But the people who succeed 
don’t wait around; they create their own path. Consider how Patrick 
approached his transition: he didn’t just network randomly; he developed 
a purposeful strategy to engage with the right people in the right way.

Your career should not be a passive response to external events. It should be 
a proactive pursuit of what you truly want. !e professionals who thrive 
are those who shape their own paths. !ey don’t react to the job market; 
they strategically craft their career journey. It’s like waiting for a wave; 
instead, be the one creating the wave. Reach out, network authentically, 
and understand where you can add value even before anyone asks for it.

What holds people back from being proactive? Often, it’s the feeling of 
being overwhelmed---it seems too hard, too big. But the key is to start 
small. Pick one thing you can do today. Send one message. Have one 
meaningful conversation. Take one step outside your comfort zone. 
It’s about progress, not perfection. !ere’s no perfect networking call, 
no perfect resume, no perfect LinkedIn profile. !e goal is not to be 
perfect but to be in motion.
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Ownership and Change

True ownership means anticipating change before it’s forced upon 
you, actively seeking out challenges, and taking control of your growth 
rather than waiting for permission. !e most successful professionals 
don’t just cope with change, they engineer it. !ey understand that 
taking ownership means being the architect of change in their careers, 
not just a passenger along for the ride.

Just as Mark recognized he was underprepared to reach the next level 
and needed to expand beyond his comfortable network, you too must 
learn to spot the moments when change will serve your growth. !is 
might mean:

• Expanding your skill set before it’s required

• Building relationships outside your current company

• Exploring new industries or roles that align with your goals

• Taking on challenging projects that stretch your capabilities

Own Your Career and Master Transitions

!inking like an entrepreneur means owning your success, failures, and 
growth. It’s about recognizing that your decisions shape your future. 
Once you embrace this mindset, you’ll gain the confidence and clarity 
needed to navigate even the most turbulent career waters.

Every career transition, whether it’s a new city, a new role, or a 
completely di"erent industry, is not just a shift. It is an opportunity 
to redefine your path on your own terms. But doing this successfully 
requires more than just making a move. It demands intention, clarity, 
and a willingness to adapt and grow.
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Ask yourself: Are you taking calculated risks in your career? Are you 
actively pursuing opportunities, or are you waiting for them to come 
to you? What limiting beliefs are holding you back from networking or 
self-promotion, and how could reframing them open new doors for you?

!e next time you are on the edge, staring into the unknown, remember 
this. Every leap you take could be the one that changes everything. But 
don’t just leap blindly. Jump with a plan, with confidence, and with the 
belief that you already have the skills and mindset to succeed. Owning 
your path means realizing that every uncertain step is an opportunity, 
a chance to design your career and life in a way that truly fits who you 
are and where you want to go.

Owning your career means being proactive, but knowing what you 
want is only part of the equation. !e next challenge is figuring out 
where to find the best opportunities. Most job seekers rely on traditional 
methods, unaware that the most rewarding positions are never publicly 
posted. In the next chapter, we will uncover the Hidden Job Market 
and why it holds the key to your next career move.
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Uncover the Jobs No One Talks About
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Most professionals focus on publicly posted job listings, believing that 
visibility equals opportunity. In reality, the best roles, the ones that 
pay more, o"er greater fulfillment, and align with your career goals, 
are rarely advertised. !ey exist in the Hidden Job Market, a space 
accessible only to those who know how to navigate it. With the right 
mindset in place, it is time to uncover these hidden opportunities and 
learn how to tap into them.

In today’s competitive job market, you cannot a"ord to rely on 
outdated methods. !e traditional approach of scrolling through job 
boards, sending out countless resumes, and waiting for a response is 
like casting a wide net into a sea that has already been overfished. Most 
job seekers focus on what is visible and familiar, missing out on the vast 
ocean of opportunities lying just beneath the surface.

!ink of it as an iceberg. !e job ads you see online are just the tip. !e 
real, game-changing opportunities, the ones that can accelerate your 
career, provide better compensation, and align with your values, are 
hidden below, waiting for those who know where to look. !ese are the 
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roles that never make it to job boards, the positions created specifically 
for the right candidate, and the opportunities that exist before they are 
ever advertised.

In the following chapters, you will discover why the Hidden Job Market 
exists and, more importantly, how to access it. You will learn how to:

• Understand why the best roles are rarely advertised

• Build a practical, repeatable system for uncovering hidden 
opportunities

• Create relationships that open doors to unadvertised positions

• Position yourself to be found by decision-makers before jobs 
are posted

It is time to stop fishing in a puddle and start navigating the ocean of 
hidden opportunities. Let’s get started.
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Chapter 4  
The Black Hole of Job Applications

“It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.” 

When I first left the Army and moved back to Dallas, I thought 
my West Point degree would be my golden ticket. My brother 

had been working at Texas Instruments for five years, so I assumed 
getting a job there would be a breeze. He passed my resume up the 
chain of command… to his boss, and his boss’s boss and soon. 50 
people had seen it. I waited for the calls to roll in.

Instead, I saw an email from his VP to his team that stopped me cold: 
“How is it that we can’t find a job for this West Pointer whose brother 
has been here for five years?” !at should have been my golden ticket, 
right? But it wasn’t. I had the credentials, the connections, and a solid 
resume. And yet, nothing happened.

!at email was a wake-up call. It made me realize that I had to do 
something di"erent. Starting in a new city like Dallas with no established 
connections meant I couldn’t rely on luck or a single warm contact. 
I needed to build a strong, expansive network, and I needed to do it 
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immediately. Also, sending out resumes wasn’t going to cut it. I needed 
to be proactive and think outside the box. I needed to find another way.

But where would I find real opportunities if traditional job applications 
weren’t working? !at’s when I discovered the Hidden Job Market, 
the space where top professionals land their best roles.

What is the Hidden Job Market?

If you think the best job opportunities are posted on job boards or 
LinkedIn, think again. !e truth is, the best jobs, the ones that pay 
more, o"er better roles, and provide faster career growth, are almost 
never advertised. !ese are the positions filled through networks, 
relationships, and referrals.

!ink of it like an iceberg: the jobs you see on recruitment sites and 
LinkedIn are just the tip. !e massive bulk of opportunities lies beneath 
the surface, invisible to most job seekers who are fishing in the wrong 
waters. If you’re only applying for jobs posted online, you’re missing 
out on 80% of the opportunities.

Why the Best Jobs Are Never Advertised

Why are these jobs hidden? It comes down to a fundamental truth about 
human nature: people hire people they trust. !e hiring process is risky 
and time-consuming. When a position opens up, most hiring managers 
don’t immediately think, “Let’s post an ad online.” Instead, they turn 
to their network, asking, “Who do we know who could do this job?” 
!ey rely on the people they already know and trust, or on those who 
are referred by someone they know and trust. It’s a pre-filtered process, 
saving them time and reducing the risk of making a bad hire.
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!e stakes get even higher with senior positions. A wrong hire at the 
executive level can cost a company millions, derail strategic initiatives, 
and damage team morale. !at’s why companies are especially careful 
with these roles, often keeping them hidden until they find the right 
person through trusted channels.

When you think about it, it makes perfect sense. If you were a hiring 
manager, would you rather wade through hundreds of resumes from 
strangers or get a personal recommendation from someone you trust? 
Hiring is a risk, and the higher the role, the bigger the risk.

Companies have compelling reasons to prefer the Hidden Job Market:

• Cost E$ciency: Save many thousands in recruiting fees

• Time Savings: Fill positions 3-5x faster than traditional 
recruiting

• Quality of Hires: Referred candidates have 3x higher retention 
rates

• Pre-"ltered Candidates: Come vetted by trusted sources

• Reduced Risk: Lower chance of making an expensive hiring 
mistake

!e truth is, even when job ads are posted, they’re often there for 
compliance or regulatory reasons. !e job may already be earmarked 
for someone internal or a referral, and the ad is just a formality. By 
the time a position appears on a job portal, you’re often too late, the 
hidden network has already been activated.

Many key positions are filled before they’re ever created. When 
companies find exceptional talent through their networks, they often 
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create roles specifically for these individuals. !is is especially true in 
fast-growing companies or industries undergoing transformation.

Unlocking the Hidden Job Market: Your Next Steps

Job applications often feel like sending resumes into a void, with little 
to no response. !e reason is simple: most jobs are filled before they are 
ever advertised. Instead of relying on job boards, you need a strategy 
to uncover these hidden roles. In the next chapter, we will break down 
exactly how to do that.
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Chapter 5  
Leverage the Hidden Job Market  

to Accelerate Your Career

“It’s not who you know, it’s who knows you.” 

- Je#rey Gitomer

How do successful executives use the Hidden Job Market to break 
through barriers, create opportunities, and fast-track their career 

growth? !rough real stories and proven strategies, you’ll learn exactly 
how to turn this knowledge into a powerful career advantage.

Five Ways the Hidden Job Market Accelerates Your Career

1. Faster Access to Decision-Makers

Forget about battling through endless layers of HR reps, recruiters, and 
automated software algorithms. !rough the Hidden Job Market, you 
get to skip the line and go straight to the decision-makers, the ones 
who hold the keys to your next big role.
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2. Break Through Barriers to Better Roles

One of the most significant advantages of the Hidden Job Market is 
the ability to break through the barriers that would otherwise hold you 
back. If you’re aiming for a higher-level position but lack the “o#cial” 
title or specific experience on paper, the Hidden Job Market allows you 
to showcase your value directly to the people who matter.

3. Create Opportunities That Don’t Exist Yet

When you connect with the right people and demonstrate your value, 
they might create a role specifically for you. !is happens far more 
often than you might think. Instead of waiting for the perfect job 
posting, you can help shape the opportunity itself.

4. Less Competition, More Negotiating Power

When a job is posted publicly, hundreds or even thousands of people 
might apply. In the Hidden Job Market, you’re often one of only 
a handful of candidates being considered. With fewer competitors, 
you gain more negotiating leverage. You’re not just another applicant 
desperate for the job; you’re a valuable candidate who’s been 
personally recommended.

5. Better Cultural Fit

When you come through a trusted network, you’re more likely to 
understand the company culture and values before you start. !is 
leads to better job satisfaction and higher success rates for both you 
and the employer.



63

Chapter 5 Leverage the Hidden Job Market to Accelerate Your Career

Tribal Dynamics: The Hidden Rules of Hiring

At its core, hiring is tribal. It’s about trust, reputation, and relationships. 
Our brains are still wired the same way they were thousands of years 
ago, back when we lived in caves and organized ourselves into small, 
tight-knit tribes. Back then, survival depended on knowing who you 
could trust, and that wiring hasn’t changed much.

Humans are naturally inclined to work with those who come recommended 
by people they trust. Why? Because a recommendation acts as social proof. 
It tells the hiring manager, “I vouch for this person’s skills and character,” 
which is far more powerful than any resume or cover letter.

Hiring is a gamble, plain and simple. You’re betting on someone’s skills, 
their fit with the team, and whether they’ll actually deliver. But here’s 
the lesson: when a hire comes through a trusted referral, you’re not 
rolling the dice blindly, you’re stacking the deck in your favor. !e 
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unknowns shrink. People trust their tribe. Hiring managers aren’t just 
filling a role; they’re managing risk.

The Power of Trust: Why Referrals Win

When someone is referred for a job, it’s like they’ve already unlocked a 
secret door. !ey’ve bypassed the endless screening rounds. !e hiring 
manager isn’t just evaluating their skills, they’re factoring in the trust 
and credibility of the person who referred them. !at’s the power of 
referrals: they cut straight through the noise of a crowded job market 
and put you directly in front of decision-makers.

!ink about it: You have two candidates. One has the perfect resume, 
but no connections inside the company. !e other has a solid resume 
and comes highly recommended by someone the hiring manager 
already trusts. Who do you think they’re going to choose? Nine times 
out of ten, they’ll go with the referred candidate. !at’s why your 
network isn’t just valuable, it’s your most powerful asset.
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Malvis Tarney, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘08

After serving in the military, I transitioned into IT consulting 
for about eight years. I reached a point where I knew I needed 
to make a change to continue progressing in my career. I was at 
a di$cult point, unsure of what I wanted to do next. I knew I 
wanted something di#erent, but I did not know what that was. I 
needed help de!ning my next steps and approaching my job search 
more e#ectively. Simply applying to jobs and waiting for responses 
was not working. I wanted to take a more proactive approach.

Like many people, I started by browsing roles on LinkedIn, but I 
was not sure which ones were the right !t or how to get started. 
Sending applications felt like throwing them into a black hole. 
I rarely received responses, and it quickly became disheartening 
and demotivating.

Working with CareerNerds helped me better position my skill set 
and experience. "ey helped me identify where I would be the best 
!t and which organizations aligned with my background and 
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goals. More importantly, the con!dence I gained through working 
with the coaches and LinkedIn support team was invaluable. I 
learned how to leverage and expand my network, which ultimately 
led me to my next opportunity.

By following the framework, I was able to connect with over 60 
Academy graduates and signi!cantly expand my network. "rough 
one of those connections, I discovered the role I am in now. It was 
not posted externally, but thanks to my expanded network, I found 
out about it through someone within the company and was able to 
pursue the opportunity before it became public.

"is experience has not only helped me land my current role but 
also given me a skill set I will continue to use as I advance in my 
career. "e ability to network and to do it well is something I will 
leverage both professionally and personally moving forward. I am 
also grateful for the con!dence I have gained throughout this process.

Expanding your network is essential as you progress in any organization. 
It is not just valuable when you are looking for a new job. It is a skill 
that will continue to bene!t you in every stage of your career.

Your Fast Track to Career Growth

Understanding the Hidden Job Market isn’t just about knowing it 
exists, it’s about taking control of your career trajectory. Instead of 
waiting for opportunities to appear on job boards, you can position 
yourself to be found by the right people at the right time.

Your resume isn’t your brand, it’s just a tool. A door opener, not the 
closer. It’s there to back up your story, not to tell it. If you lead with your 
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resume, you risk being compared to a job description and overlooked. 
Instead, lead with your brand - your story, your pitch, your network - 
and let your resume be the supporting actor.

After my experience with getting rejected by Texas Instruments, I knew 
I needed to approach my job search di"erently. I stopped relying on 
hiring platforms and began building a network intentionally, focusing 
on decision-makers and people who could open doors to opportunities 
that weren’t publicly listed. I realized that my job search wasn’t about 
sending out hundreds of resumes or waiting for a recruiter to call. It 
was about making real, meaningful connections with people who could 
vouch for me.

By the time I figured out how to navigate the Hidden Job Market, 
I realized that most professionals were just like I was, focused on 
the wrong things. !ey were stuck in the black hole of job boards 
and applications, while the real opportunities were happening in 
conversations, meetings, and personal introductions.

You’ve seen how the Hidden Job Market transformed the career plateaus 
of Mark, Steve and Malvis. !ese aren’t isolated success stories; they’re 
proof of what’s possible when you stop relying on traditional job search 
methods and start accessing opportunities before they’re public.

Knowing that the Hidden Job Market exists is not enough. You need a 
structured approach to access it. !e next chapter introduces the Fast 
Track Framework, a proven system that helps executives build their 
personal brand, create high-value connections, and land roles others 
never even see.
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Intro to CareerNerds Fast Track Framework

“"e richest people in the world look for and build networks. 
Everyone else looks for work.” 

– Robert Kiyosaki

The traditional job search is broken. Most professionals rely on 
outdated methods: submitting resumes, waiting for recruiters, 

and hoping for an interview. !e reality is that the best jobs are never 
posted. !ey exist in the Hidden Job Market, accessible only through 
strategic networking, personal branding, and direct engagement with 
decision-makers.

!is is where the CareerNerds Fast Track Framework comes in. It 
is a proven system that hundreds of executives have used to land 
high-level roles without relying on recruitment sites. Each step of this 
process works together to help you stand out, build relationships, and 
create opportunities.
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What Makes This System Different

Most professionals approach job searches reactively: waiting for 
openings, applying, and hoping for a response. !e CareerNerds Fast 
Track Framework puts you in control of your career by helping you 
proactively position yourself where opportunities arise. Instead of 
relying on luck, you connect directly with decision-makers, establish 
your credibility, and create demand for your skills.

!is method is not about finding any job. It is about securing the 
right role, in the right company, with the right people. By following 
the framework, you gain a competitive edge and unlock access to the 
Hidden Job Market.

The Three Steps of the Framework

Step 1: Optimize Your Personal Brand

Before reaching out to anyone, your digital presence must be 
clear, compelling, credible, and aligned with your goals. A weak or 
inconsistent brand will undermine even the best networking e"orts.

Your LinkedIn profile, resume, online presence, and messaging should 
immediately communicate:

• Who you are

• What you do

• Why you are valuable

If your brand doesn’t tell a clear story, decision-makers won’t engage. 
Part C of this book shows you how to craft a high-impact personal 
brand that attracts opportunities.
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Step 2: Build an elite network

Networking is not about sending random LinkedIn requests. It is 
about intentionally connecting with decision-makers who can lead you 
to hidden opportunities.

Most job seekers only engage with their warm network, former 
colleagues, alumni, and friends. While this is a good starting point, it 
is often too small to generate enough opportunities.

!e key is to expand your network strategically by connecting with 
industry leaders, hiring managers, and executives. !e goal is to build a 
network of 500+ targeted connections who can open doors to new roles.

You will learn how to build this network step by step using LinkedIn 
and strategic outreach.

Step 3: Master networking conversations

Once your network is in place, the next step is conducting high-value 
conversations that lead to real opportunities.

!is is where many professionals fail. !ey make these common mistakes:

• Send generic messages asking for jobs, which turns people o"

• Approach networking with a transactional mindset instead of 
focusing on building real relationships

• Don’t follow up after connecting, letting relationships go cold

Mastering networking calls means:

• Asking for advice, not a job

• Structuring conversations using a clear framework



C) FAST TRACK FRAMEWORK

72

• Learning how to convert conversations into referrals and 
opportunities

I will walk you through this process step by step so you can turn 
conversations into job o"ers.

Dennis Maier, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘95

I’m the Senior Vice President of Operations for a $300 million 
medical device company in the Atlanta area. I’ve been in operations 
for the last 20 years in the medical device industry. As someone who 
has always relied on a left-brain, results-driven approach, believing 
that if you do the right things, good things will happen, I was initially 
skeptical about the idea of structured networking support.

For about a year, I explored di#erent professional services and 
questioned whether I really needed that kind of help given my 
background (MBA from Purdue) and experience. But I eventually 
recognized that for senior executives today, there’s a broader need 
for strategic networking that goes beyond the usual scope, especially 
for someone looking to advance further in their career.
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When I !nally decided to explore new strategies, I learned how 
critical it was to update my approach. "e process began with 
a candid review of my existing resume and LinkedIn pro!le. I 
realized that my LinkedIn pro!le needed to serve as a dynamic, 
living resume, something that was constantly updated and re!ned. 
"e feedback I received was clear: my network wasn’t extensive 
enough for someone at my level.

What followed was a structured, regimented process that opened up 
new insights for me. I engaged in 40 to 50 high-value networking 
conversations, many with other professionals who shared similar 
journeys. "ese conversations provided di#erent perspectives and 
challenged me to think about my career and personal brand in 
new ways. It wasn’t just about expanding my network, but about 
deepening it with meaningful, strategic connections. "is shift 
has not only increased my value to my current company but also 
positioned me well for future opportunities.

Re%ecting on this experience, I can con!dently say that these new 
insights and strategies have positioned me for a more fruitful career 
moving forward. If you’re thinking about how to step up your game 
and grow your executive presence, consider seeking out guidance 
from someone with a broader set of lenses who can o#er expert 
advice. You might be surprised at what you learn and how it can 
impact your career.
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What Comes Next

Now that you understand the CareerNerds Fast Track Framework, it is 
time to put it into action. In Part C of this book, you will learn how to 
apply each step of the system with practical tools and proven strategies.

Here’s how it works.
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Your 3-step Career Success Plan



76

“If you don’t build your dream,  
someone will hire you to help build theirs.” 

– Tony Gaskins

At CareerNerds, we have cracked the code for career success. Our three-
step process has helped clients land their dream jobs and make bold 
career moves. !is framework drives everything we do, and mastering 
these steps is the di"erence between staying stuck and making massive 
leaps forward. It is more than a strategy, it is a step-by-step system 
designed to unlock hidden opportunities and accelerate your career.

Success comes from combining three essential elements: personal 
branding, strategic networking, and structured conversations. Together, 
they help you stand out, build relationships with key decision-makers, 
and turn interactions into career opportunities. Here are the three steps 
that will help you achieve your goals:

• Step 1: Optimize your personal brand to communicate your 
value clearly.
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• Step 2: Build an elite network that connects you with key 
decision-makers.

• Step 3: Master networking to turn conversations into career 
growth.

How to Apply the Framework

!is section is your playbook: practical, actionable, and results-driven. 
You will get real-world strategies, client success stories, and step-by-
step instructions to apply each phase of the framework.

• Step 1: Optimize Your Personal Brand

It all starts with how you present yourself. Your personal 
brand is more than a resume, it is a story that needs to be 
clear, compelling, and uniquely you. !is is where LinkedIn 
becomes your playground. We are not just talking about a 
polished profile, we are talking about a narrative that shouts 
who you are and what you bring to the table. First impressions 
are made in seconds. Make yours count. It is about building a 
personal brand that does not whisper but roars.

• Step 2: Build an Elite Network

Once your brand is on point, it is time to expand your circle 
strategically. Most people stick to networking with colleagues 
or friends, but that is playing small. !e real power move is 
connecting with decision-makers and influencers who can open 
the right doors. At CareerNerds, we help you target the people who 
matter and show you how to build relationships that truly move 
the needle. !is is about transforming networking from a dreaded 
chore into a game-changing strategy that fuels your success.
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• Step 3: Master Networking

With a strong brand and a powerful network, the final step 
is mastering real-world interactions. !is is where the rubber 
meets the road. Networking calls, interviews, and negotiating 
o"ers are make-or-break moments in your career. We will show 
you how to handle these conversations like a pro, turning every 
interaction into an opportunity to level up.

Why This Framework Works (When Others Fail)

!e winners in today’s career landscape are not just the smartest or 
the most talented. !ey are the ones who know how to leverage their 
brand, build strategic relationships, and seize opportunities before they 
are advertised. !ey think like strategists, build networks before they 
need them, and use technology to stay ahead of the curve. In today’s 
world, you are not just an employee, you are the CEO of You, Inc.

Unlike traditional job searches that rely on applications and job boards, 
this approach empowers you to proactively connect with decision-
makers and unlock hidden opportunities. Instead of waiting and 
hoping, you take control of your career by positioning yourself where 
opportunities arise.

!e CareerNerds Fast Track Framework helps you:

• Become visible to hiring managers and executives before jobs 
are even posted.

• Build relationships with decision-makers who can introduce 
you directly to opportunities.

• Create demand for your skills through strategic networking 
and personal branding.
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By applying these principles, you bypass the competition, access the 
Hidden Job Market, and accelerate your career.

Next Steps: Mastering the Three-Step Framework

!e following chapters will break down each step in detail:

• Step 1: Optimize Your Personal Brand so that you stand out 
and communicate your value clearly.

• Step 2: Build an Elite Network by connecting with key 
decision-makers who can unlock hidden opportunities.

• Step 3: Master Networking to turn conversations into referrals, 
o"ers, and career growth.

By mastering these three steps, you will gain the tools to navigate the 
Hidden Job Market and accelerate your career.
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Optimize your Personal Brand

Your personal brand is the foundation of your career success. It 
shapes how people perceive you, influences opportunities, and 

determines whether decision-makers take notice. A strong brand 
not only opens doors but also builds credibility, positioning you as a 
valuable asset in your industry.

!e following chapters will show you how to:

• Position yourself e#ectively – Define your unique value and 
communicate it with clarity.

• Craft a standout LinkedIn pro"le – Ensure your online 
presence attracts the right opportunities.

• Develop a compelling elevator pitch – Make a strong first 
impression in any career conversation.
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Define Your Brand -  

Craft a Narrative That Sells

“Your brand is what people say about you  
when you’re not in the room.” 

– Je# Bezos

Now that you understand how personal branding fits into the 
bigger picture, it is time to focus on execution. !e career game 

has changed. It’s not just about what you know anymore. It’s about 
how you present yourself, who you connect with, and how well you use 
the tools at your fingertips. !ink of yourself as a product that’s always 
evolving, adapting to meet the demands of a competitive market. In 
a world where millions of professionals are competing for attention, 
standing out in your network isn’t just important. It’s mandatory.

Here’s the reality: You might have the best ideas, the most impressive 
experience, and a track record that should open any door. But that’s like 
running a Michelin-star restaurant hidden in an alley without a sign. If 
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people don’t know where to find you or what you bring to the table, it 
doesn’t matter how great your o"ering is. People want clarity, direction, 
and ease. It’s the same with your career. You can be the most qualified 
person in the room, but if you’re not clearly communicating your value 
or connecting with the right people, you’re gambling with your success.

Personal branding is the secret weapon behind the success of many top 
professionals. In today’s competitive world, it is not enough to rely on 
your skills or past achievements. You need to actively communicate 
your value and make sure it is visible to the right people.

!is chapter explores the principles and practical strategies for 
mastering personal branding without feeling ‘salesy.’ You will learn 
how to craft an authentic narrative, build a standout LinkedIn profile, 
communicate your value in conversations, and ensure consistency 
across all professional touchpoints.

With personal branding, you are not just another employee or 
professional. You are the CEO of You, Inc. Let’s explore how to make 
your brand undeniable and your career unstoppable.

The Myth of “I’ll Just Do Great Work, and It Will Speak for Itself”

Many professionals believe that if they work hard, deliver results, 
and stay out of trouble, success will naturally follow. !ey assume 
that someone, somewhere, will notice their e"orts and reward them 
accordingly. But the reality is di"erent. In today’s crowded and fast-
paced world, people do not have the time or bandwidth to uncover 
your hidden talents.

Your success is not just about being great at your job; it is about making 
sure the right people know why you are great. Consider the current 
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administration of any government or corporate entity. Look at who 
gets the top jobs. It is rarely the person with the longest resume or the 
most polished credentials. Instead, it is the one who has been in the 
room, built relationships, and controlled their narrative over time.

You Are a Brand

Most people cringe at the idea of self-promotion. !ey think it feels 
“salesy,” inauthentic, or even egotistical. But here’s the truth: if you do 
not define your story, someone else will. Personal branding is not about 
bragging; it is about clarity. It is about controlling the narrative of who 
you are and what you bring to the table.

In the competitive marketplace of ideas and talent, those who speak the 
loudest and the clearest are the ones who get noticed. !is is why personal 
branding is no longer optional. It is the foundation for advancing your 
career, building relationships, and creating opportunities.

Success is About Visibility

Success is about visibility, and personal branding is your megaphone. 
It is not about shouting louder than everyone else. Instead, it is 
about delivering a clear, authentic message that resonates with your 
audience. When you define your brand, you take control of your 
career trajectory, ensuring that your strengths and aspirations are 
impossible to overlook.

Defining your personal brand and making it visible to the right people 
is not just a theoretical exercise. It has the power to reshape your career. 
Leon’s experience illustrates how embracing personal branding can 
open doors that previously seemed shut.
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Leon Onofre, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘11

I transitioned from the Army into !nancial services, eventually 
becoming a VP at Wells Fargo. After a few years, I hit a plateau. 
I felt stuck at my current level, and opportunities, both inside 
and outside the company, were becoming scarce. Like many, I 
was applying to roles online, but I felt like just another face in 
the crowd. I knew I was quali!ed for many of those positions, 
but my applications weren’t getting noticed. I realized there was 
a missing piece.

"at’s when I came across CareerNerds. At !rst, I was skeptical, 
I’d always managed to get jobs on my own before, so I wondered 
what they could possibly teach me about networking that I didn’t 
already know. But it didn’t take long for me to see the di#erence. 
I learned that I wasn’t networking intentionally or authentically. 
I was just going through the motions without creating a network 
of advocates, people who would vouch for me and vice versa. Real 
networking, I discovered, is about building genuine connections 
where both parties support each other’s growth.
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But perhaps the most transformative part of the process was 
rede!ning my personal brand. I hadn’t realized how much 
my old pro!le was holding me back. Before, when someone 
looked me up, my LinkedIn pro!le didn’t immediately convey 
what I was about professionally or where I was headed. "e 
methodology helped me reshape my brand so that anyone who 
connected with me could instantly understand my value and 
aspirations. "is was key, not only did it open doors, but it 
made people want to have conversations with me, and those 
conversations led to real opportunities.

In just three months, I went from feeling stuck to having four solid 
opportunities on the table. "e roles were aligned with my career 
goals and allowed me to make a decision that was best for me, my 
career, and my family. "e key was in how I positioned myself and 
how I leveraged my network. Now that I’ve learned these skills, I 
know I’ll use them for the rest of my career. Personal branding isn’t 
a one-time exercise; it’s a continuous process of positioning yourself 
where you want to go. If you’re not doing this, you’re missing out on 
a world of opportunities.

Why Resumes Should Not Lead the Way

One of the biggest mistakes professionals make is relying too heavily 
on their resume. Your resume is not your brand. It is simply a tool. It 
can open doors, but it will not close the deal. It exists to support your 
story, not to tell it. If you lead with your resume, you risk being judged 
solely on your past roles rather than your potential. Instead, focus on 
your personal brand, your story, your pitch, and your network. Let 
your resume play a supporting role.
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Here is a reality check. If you are a Director aiming for a VP role, 
your resume will highlight your success as a Director, but it will not 
necessarily prove you are ready for the next level. !is is why personal 
branding and networking are more powerful than a list of past jobs. 
!ey do not just show where you have been. !ey demonstrate where 
you are going.

A strong personal brand needs the right platform to thrive. LinkedIn is 
one of the most e"ective tools for showcasing your narrative. It is more 
than a digital resume. It is a stage for building your professional presence, 
expanding your network, and connecting with new opportunities. In 
the next chapter, we will explore how to use LinkedIn strategically, 
making it a powerful tool for driving your career forward.
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“Your LinkedIn pro!le is your digital handshake.” 

– Unknown

Think of LinkedIn as your personal stage in the world’s largest 
professional arena. Every day, thousands of recruiters, decision-

makers, and industry influencers log in, looking for talent, fresh ideas, 
or their next big hire. Your LinkedIn profile is more than a digital 
resume; it’s a 24/7 marketing machine that works for you even when 
you’re o$ine. However, this only happens if it is built strategically.

First Impressions Matter

Consider yourself a product, and your LinkedIn profile is your 
packaging, storefront, and sales pitch all rolled into one. When someone 
lands on your LinkedIn profile, you’ve got about seven seconds to 
make an impression, less time than it took you to read this paragraph. 
In those fleeting moments, people assess your value, credibility, and 
whether they want to engage with you.
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To make your LinkedIn profile truly impactful, you need to go beyond 
just filling out the sections. Each part of your profile should reflect your 
personal brand and communicate your value to the right audience.

Use Visual Elements

Visual elements are more important than you may think. A high-
quality, professional headshot establishes credibility instantly. A 
customized banner is prime real estate to visually communicate your 
expertise, achievements, or industry. Use graphics or images that reflect 
your industry, alma mater, or the reputable companies you’ve worked 
for. !ese small but crucial details trigger an emotional response and 
set the stage for how seriously people perceive you.

Craft Your Narrative

Once you’ve nailed the visuals, it is time for the real work: your 
content. Your headline, summary, and experience sections should tell a 
compelling story that draws people in and makes them want to connect 
with you. Your profile is not just a resume; it is your brand, your pitch, 
and your reputation in digital form. Done right, it becomes a powerful 
tool that opens doors and creates opportunities faster than you think.
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• Your Headline is Your Mini Pitch:

Your headline is not just a job title; it is your chance to make 
a killer first impression. !ink of it as your personal elevator 
pitch. Don’t just say ‘VP Sales’; make it punchy, specific, and 
packed with value, for example:

 ○ VP Sales | Led Sales Team to Deliver $50 Million in Revenue

 ○ Director of Operations | Managed $3B+ in Commercial Assets

 ○ Chief Executive O#cer | Start-Up Specialist | Raised $100 
Million in Private Equity Financing

• Your Summary Should Tell a Story:

Your summary is not just a list of facts. It should share who 
you are, what drives you, and the value you bring. Keep it 
clear, concise, and above all, human. !ink of it as the opening 
chapter of your career story that invites people to learn more.

• Showcase Your Experience and Achievements:

Do not just list job titles and responsibilities. Focus on the 
impact you have had in each role. Use hard numbers, such 
as dollars, team sizes, and results. Metrics speak louder than 
any list of responsibilities.Example: Replace “Managed a 
team” with “Led 10 Team Members and Increased Sales by 
$100 Million.”

• Talk About the Future, Not Just the Past:

While past achievements are important, future employers are 
more interested in what you can do for them moving forward. 
Highlight your personal contributions, how you led, the results 
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you drove, and the skills you leveraged, and pivot to how these 
abilities will create value in a new role.

Examples: Why these LinkedIn Headlines work

Here are some real life examples:

Director of Operations ♦ Managed $3B+ in Commercial Assets 
♦ Led $500M+ Capital Investment Program ♦ Managed 13M 
square feet in 20 markets ♦ Led 100 Employees ♦ Experienced 
in Core, Value Add and Opportunistic Strategies

CPO/Procurement Executive ♦ Impacted $15B+ sourcing 
♦ Consultant to leading mid-market and Fortune 500 
companies ♦ $15M P&L ♦ Led 100+ person teams

Chief Executive O$cer ♦ Start Up/Early Stage ♦ Led Global 
Teams of over 300 Professionals ♦ $500MM P&L Responsibility 
♦ $150 million Revenue Growth ♦ Raised $100MM in Private 
Equity Financing ♦ Turn Around Specialist

!ese LinkedIn headlines stand out because they are:

• Speci"c and Measurable: Concrete achievements like 
“Managed $3B+ in Commercial Assets” or “Raised $100MM 
in Private Equity Financing” immediately showcase impact.

• Focused on Leadership and Expertise: Phrases like “Led 
100 Employees” or “Consultant to Fortune 500 Companies” 
emphasize responsibility and specialization.

• Optimized with Keywords: Titles and terms like “Chief 
Executive O#cer” and “Turn Around Specialist” align with 
recruiter searches.
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When creating your own headline, combine your role, measurable 
achievements, and unique strengths to reflect your personal brand.

For more inspiration, take a good look at the screenshots of LinkedIn 
profiles throughout this book. !ese examples demonstrate not only 
strong headlines but also how visuals like profile photos and banners 
reinforce credibility and professionalism.
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Make Every Detail Count

Your LinkedIn profile is not static. It is a dynamic tool to expand your network 
and showcase your personal brand. With the right visuals, storytelling, and 
engagement, your profile becomes a magnet for opportunities.

• Visual Polish: Ensure your profile photo, banner, and layout 
reflect your professional caliber.

• Narrative Depth: Craft your headline, summary, and 
experience to tell a compelling story.

• Engagement Strategy: Build credibility and connections 
through thoughtful interactions. You’ll find more details and 
example messages in Step 2 ‘Build an Elite Network’ (Chapters 
10, 11 and 12).

Dave Yablunosky, U.S. Naval Academy ‘84

I’m the CFO of Embraer Executive Jets in Melbourne, Florida. 
"e biggest challenge I faced, which I didn’t even realize at the 
time, was my market presence. I often say, “I know how to comb 
my hair, why do I need a mirror?” But as soon as you look in the 
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mirror, you realize why you need it. It’s the same situation with a 
job search. I thought my market presence, LinkedIn pro!le, resume, 
and approach were all !ne, I was wrong on all three. "at’s what 
CareerNerds helped me with.

Naturally, in the beginning, I had my doubts. I’d been contacted 
by several career coaches online and wasn’t sure how to proceed. 
But the professionals I worked with stood out as the right ones. 
One thing that resonated with me was their simple approach, 
which they call the Success Framework: the three C’s, Compliment, 
Connect, Call to Action. "e techniques used are tried and true.

In my networking, I learned that sending a short, concise note, 
something like, “Hey, congratulations on your second-quarter 
earnings, we’re both service academy grads, and I’d love to chat 
with you further about your role at your company”, was very 
e#ective. Short and to the point. Even now, on the other side, those 
are the notes I respond to.

"e process helped me develop my online presence, my story, and 
the way I presented myself. Looking back, it’s no wonder that when 
I was going at it on my own, I was struggling. I wasn’t getting 
phone calls or responses to my networking invitations because I was 
approaching it all wrong.

Now, sitting on the other side, when I receive networking 
requests, it’s the ones that are concise and follow the three C’s that 
naturally rise to the top. "ey’re simple, and since it’s impossible 
to reply to every request that comes in, those are the ones that I 
naturally respond to.
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Without a doubt, this framework helped me get my dream job as 
CFO of a publicly traded, one-billion-dollar company. It helped 
me stand out among the 600 applicants who applied for this 
role. My career goal had always been to become a CFO, and 
here I am!

Don’t Just Have a LinkedIn Profile, Leverage It

Your LinkedIn profile is a powerful tool, but it only works if you use it 
strategically. It’s not enough to simply have a profile; you need to leverage it 
to build your brand, expand your network, and unlock new opportunities.

Building your network is just the first step. !en, the real work begins, 
learning how to engage with your connections in a way that builds 
trust, strengthens relationships, and creates real opportunities.

Are you ready to move from being a passive user to harnessing the full 
power of LinkedIn? Stop sitting on the treasure chest and start using it 
to elevate your career. In Step 2 ‘Build an Elite Network’ (Chapters 10, 
11 and 12) I’ll show you how.
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Speak Your Value with Confidence

“You never get a second chance to make a !rst impression.” 

– Will Rogers

Building a magnetic LinkedIn profile is only the first step. To 
unlock real opportunities, you need to know how to communicate 

your value clearly and confidently. Too many professionals connect on 
LinkedIn or meet at industry events, only to miss the chance to leave 
a lasting impression. Without a compelling elevator pitch, those initial 
connections rarely turn into meaningful relationships.

In this chapter, you will learn how to craft a concise, impactful pitch 
that captures attention, communicates your unique value, and opens 
the door to deeper conversations. Whether you are introducing yourself 
online, at networking events, or during interviews, your elevator pitch 
is the key to making every interaction count.
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What is an Elevator Pitch?

Imagine stepping into an elevator with the CEO of your dream company. 
You have 30 to 60 seconds before the doors open. What do you say? !at 
is the essence of an elevator pitch: a concise, impactful summary that tells 
someone who you are, what you do, and why they should care.

Too many people approach this incorrectly, cramming as much 
information as possible into a short time. Instead, think of it as a teaser 
for a movie, a hook that makes the listener want to know more. !e 
goal is not to tell your entire story, but to spark interest.

Making a great first impression is essential, but what you say next 
determines whether a connection leads to new opportunities. Whether 
it is a virtual co"ee chat, a face-to-face meeting, or a quick introduction 
at a networking event, a clear and compelling elevator pitch helps you 
stand out. It is a tool you can use both online and in person to capture 
attention, spark interest, and leave people wanting to know more.

4 Keys to a Winning Elevator Pitch
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1. Keep It Short

Aim for 30 to 60 seconds. If it is longer, you risk losing your 
listener’s attention. Focus on the most compelling aspects of 
your career or business and leave them wanting more.

2. Be Clear and Speci"c

Avoid jargon and buzzwords. Clearly state what you do and 
what makes you unique. For example: Instead of “I’m in 
marketing,” say, “I help tech startups increase user retention 
through data-driven marketing strategies.”

3. Show Your Value Proposition

What problem do you solve? What pain points do you 
address? What can you o"er that others cannot? Answering 
these questions makes your pitch resonate. Instead of “I’m in 
finance,” say “I help organizations manage $10M+ portfolios 
while optimizing risk and increasing returns by 20% annually.”

4. Practice, Re"ne, and Adapt

Your pitch should evolve as your career evolves. Practice until 
it feels natural and conversational, not rehearsed. Tailor it to fit 
di"erent audiences to maximize its impact.

Look to the Future

While it is important to mention where you have been and what you 
have accomplished, the most e"ective elevator pitches focus on what 
is next. Briefly share your current role and past achievements, but 
emphasize your goals and how you aim to create value moving forward. 
!e future is what grabs attention and sparks curiosity.
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Harry Gray, U.S. Naval Academy ‘91

I am the president of a private equity-backed company based in 
Chicago called Advanced Valve Technologies. Alongside my Naval 
Academy education, I have an MBA from Columbia University. 
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My challenge was really telling my story. I have been blessed with 
a wonderfully rich career, but it has been a very broad career. I 
have not spent 10 or 20 years in any one thing. I have had great 
episodes of intensity in many !elds, from Wall Street to executive 
management, private equity, and the military, and I needed an 
expert to help me tell a thematic story of who I am.

I was a leader forged in the military through academy training and 
education, and I became an executive who uses the same principles 
I learned in the military today, combined with the knowledge from 
my MBA. I had a lot of trouble telling that story, and I needed 
to tell it for many reasons. First, it helped me establish credibility 
right away. Second, it made me much more successful in my current 
job because when I was dealing with customers and suppliers, they 
could quickly see I was a serious person with a serious background. 
"ere was something I could tell them in 30 seconds or less.

I had initial trepidation about choosing any service I found online. 
"ere is a lot of noise out there, and it is a highly fragmented o#ering. 
Many people claim to be career experts, but something about Tom’s 
message drew me in. When I pulled those threads, I realized it was 
exactly what I was looking for. I needed someone who understood 
the best of Silicon Valley in terms of digital marketing and social 
media, understood my background as an ex-military o$cer and 
academy graduate, and knew how to capture attention in today’s 
fast-paced world. I got that, and I am thrilled with the results.

"e impact on me has been both professional and social. My general 
networking across industries, even those I have no association with, 
has improved. People pick up the phone and talk to me because 
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they want to learn more. Professionally, it has been indispensable 
for opening new strategic partnerships with companies interested 
in working with my company. I needed a way to say, “Hello, here 
I am. You have never met me before. Take a look at this,” and 100 
percent of the time, it works.

"e most important thing was learning a method that helped me 
capture my story in a clear and compelling way, whether you are 
mid-career, late-career, or early-career. HR directors and recruiters 
are overwhelmed with information. Many people have impressive 
degrees and say the right things, but what makes you stand out is 
being able to communicate the essence of why they should spend 
time with you, why they should do business with you, and why you 
might build great friendships through the process.

My network has expanded multifold, and I pay it back as well. 
I have enjoyed the people I have met and feel like I am part of a 
community now.

"e most fundamental thing you can have in your global messaging 
is a LinkedIn pro!le that captures the right thematic play of who you 
are and the message you are bringing to the market. It is amazing 
that people still hand out business cards, but you really look them 
up on LinkedIn, connect with them, and toss the business card 
aside. LinkedIn is the platform for the world to connect. I have 
been able to harness and grow my network by being part of this 
community with the right pro!le. I did not have it before. To be 
honest, I have some spectacular friends and successful people who 
have horrible pro!les. "ey would all bene!t from this. I am a big 
advocate, and I think this is the way to go moving forward.
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The Importance of Living Your Brand Consistently

Consistency is the cornerstone of personal branding. Your LinkedIn 
profile, elevator pitch, and value proposition must align to tell a cohesive 
story about who you are and what you stand for. When your brand 
communicates a unified message across every platform, it reinforces 
your identity and leaves no room for doubt.

!e best brands are not just built; they are lived. Personal branding is 
not something you switch on when you need a job or promotion. It is 
an ongoing process of defining, refining, and sharing your value with 
the world. It is about showing up consistently, cultivating relationships, 
and adding value in every interaction. When your online and o$ine 
personas are seamlessly integrated, your brand becomes undeniable.

Your personal brand is the foundation of your career. However, even 
the strongest foundation needs a structure to create opportunities. 
!at structure is your network. Networking is not just about making 
connections; it is about building relationships that propel your career 
forward. In the next chapter, we will explore how to turn those connections 
into career catalysts and take your personal brand to new heights.
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Build an Elite Network

Building a strong personal brand sets the stage. Creating meaningful 
connections is what turns visibility into opportunities. E"ective 

networking is not about collecting business cards or adding random 
connections on LinkedIn. It is about building intentional, value-driven 
relationships with the right people, those who can open doors, o"er 
insights, and help you reach your career goals.

In this step, you will learn how to design a networking system that connects 
you with decision-makers, expands your network to 500+ targeted 
professionals, and nurtures relationships that lead to long-term success.

Here is what you will discover in the following chapters:

• Design a Networking System !at Delivers - Build a 
structured, scalable system that aligns with your career goals 
and consistently delivers new opportunities.

• Master the Art of Strategic Networking - Develop the 
skills to connect authentically, o"er value, and build lasting 
relationships with key industry players.
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• Elevate Your Network to the Next Level - Expand your reach, 
leverage mutual connections, and position yourself as a trusted 
expert within your industry.

Building an elite network is the key to unlocking hidden opportunities. 
!e right connections can introduce you to decision-makers, provide 
insider knowledge, and fast-track your career. But simply knowing the 
right people is not enough. A network is only as valuable as the system 
you use to engage with it.
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“Whether you think you can or you think you can’t, you’re right.” 

- Henry Ford

To make networking work for you, you need a system. Random 
co"ee meetings and sporadic LinkedIn messages will not get you 

results. !e most successful professionals use a structured approach, 
ensuring that every interaction builds toward meaningful career 
opportunities. In this chapter, we will break down how to design a 
networking system that consistently delivers results.

Networking is a skill that can transform your career when done 
with intention. Success does not come from collecting hundreds of 
random connections or attending countless events. Instead, it is about 
strategically building relationships with the right people, those who 
can provide insights, guidance, and opportunities.

A strong personal brand needs the right platform to thrive. LinkedIn 
is one of the most powerful tools to showcase your narrative. It is more 
than just a digital resume. It is a stage for building your professional 
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presence, expanding your network, and connecting with the right 
people. Used correctly, it can help position you in front of decision-
makers before opportunities are even posted.

In this chapter, you will learn how to:

• Shift your mindset to view networking as a long-term career 
asset, not just a job search tool

• Identify and categorize your network, starting with people you 
already know

• Use LinkedIn and other tools to expand your network to 500+ 
targeted professionals

• Focus on “lukewarm” connections, those with two or three 
points of commonality, to unlock the Hidden Job Market

• Build a system that makes networking an ongoing, manageable 
part of your career journey

Let’s dive in and create a networking system that consistently delivers 
opportunities.

Networking is a Career Skill, Not a Chore

Networking isn’t just about attending events or sending out a few 
LinkedIn requests; it’s a skill that requires practice, refinement, and 
dedication, much like learning a new sport or language. You wouldn’t 
expect to run a marathon after one jog around the block, and you 
shouldn’t expect to become a networking pro after one or two co"ee 
meetings. It’s about being intentional and consistent. Networking is a 
journey, not a one-time task.
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To truly master networking, you have to shift your mindset from 
viewing it as a transactional chore to seeing it as an essential career 
skill. You need to engage in it consistently and strategically, just like 
any other professional development activity. Building a robust network 
takes time, and the relationships you cultivate today could be the ones 
that lead to life-changing opportunities tomorrow.

By approaching networking as an ongoing, dynamic process, one where 
you continually seek to give value and build authentic connections, 
you not only expand your professional network but also set yourself up 
for sustainable, long-term career success.

Build Relationships Before You Need Them

Most people think networking is like a parachute, something to only 
pull out in emergencies. But real networking isn’t about scrambling for 
connections when you’re in crisis mode; it’s about building a web of 
relationships over time. It’s about planting seeds and nurturing them so 
that when the time comes, those relationships bear fruit.

Start by genuinely connecting with people who inspire you, who work 
in roles or industries you’re interested in, and who might become allies 
down the road. Comment on their posts, share valuable content, and 
most importantly, look for ways to help them first. Networking isn’t a 
transaction; it’s an investment.

Sarah, a marketing director who wanted to pivot into tech, started 
networking long before she needed to make a move. She regularly 
engaged with thought leaders on LinkedIn, attended relevant industry 
events, and shared her insights online. When she finally decided to 
explore new opportunities, she didn’t have to start from scratch, she 
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had already laid the groundwork. Within weeks, she had multiple 
o"ers from companies where she was already known and respected.

CareerNerds Blueprint: Expand Your Network with 500 Execs

Your first step is building your warm network list. Identify 50 people 
you already know: former colleagues, university classmates, and other 
personal connections. !ese are your low-hanging fruit, the people 
who can give you quick wins and open doors.

However, your warm network likely does not include many decision-
makers or executives in your target companies or industries. To unlock 
the hidden potential of networking, you need to create a list of 500 people 
based on specific criteria. LinkedIn’s powerful search filters make this 
process e#cient and precise. Use the following steps to build your list:

• Focus on Key Roles (Executives and Decision-Makers): 
Prioritize individuals with senior titles such as “COO,” “VP,” 
or “Director,” as well as other roles that align with your career 
goals or specialized positions within your target industry. !ese 
are the people who have the authority to influence hiring 
decisions and create opportunities.

• Target Current and Past Companies: Identify key companies 
in your field and include both current employees and 
professionals who have worked at organizations relevant to 
your experience or aspirations.

• Re"ne by Industry: Narrow your search to specific industries 
that match your expertise or where you want to transition.

• Geography Filters: Focus on individuals located in your current 
or target location to increase the likelihood of connecting.
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• School Filters: Use LinkedIn’s school filter to find alumni from 
your alma mater or other institutions you have ties to.

Organize this list into 5–10 target groups, each defined by 2–3 points 
of commonality. For instance, one group might include alumni from 
your school who work in a specific industry, while another could focus 
on professionals in your target geography and role. By breaking down 
your list into manageable groups, you make the outreach process more 
personalized and e"ective.

The Gold Mine: Lukewarm Networking

Most people approach networking with a binary mindset: warm 
contacts (people you know) and cold contacts (where you have no prior 
connection). But just as we introduced the growth zone earlier in the 
book as the middle ground between the comfort zone and the danger 
zone, there is also a middle ground in networking, the lukewarm zone. 
!is is where the real opportunity lies.

Lukewarm networking focuses on people with whom you share two 
to three points of commonality, such as a mutual connection, shared 
school, industry, or geography. Just like the growth zone, lukewarm 
networking pushes you slightly outside your comfort zone, creating 
new possibilities without the discomfort of completely cold outreach.

Why is lukewarm networking so e"ective? It leads to significantly 
higher conversion rates. Typically, 10 to 20 percent of the people you 
reach out to will agree to a call, compared to much lower rates for cold 
outreach. !is approach builds immediate rapport and opens doors 
that might otherwise remain closed.
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Applying the CareerNerds Blueprint

When executed properly, the CareerNerds Blueprint looks like this:

• 50 warm connections: Re-engaging with alumni, former 
colleagues, and mentors.

• 500+ new targeted connections: Expanding your network 
with decision-makers in your field.

• 50-100 networking calls: Conversations that lead to job 
referrals and direct introductions.

• Job o#ers and career acceleration: More opportunities, faster, 
without relying on job boards.

With your list of 500 targeted professionals ready, begin reaching out 
to 50–100 people using personalized messages that highlight shared 
connections and o"er value. Focus on building genuine connections 
through brief calls and follow-up messages. For practical outreach 
techniques, including LinkedIn messaging and optimal follow-up 
timing, see Step 3: Master Networking.
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!e CareerNerds Blueprint is a proven method to build meaningful 
connections, uncover hidden opportunities, and create a clear path to 
your next role. By combining warm and lukewarm networking, you 
can confidently transition to new industries, geographies, or roles, all 
while expanding your professional network in the process.

Mike Harris, U.S. Naval Academy ‘06

I am Vice President of Operations in private equity. For the past 
eight years, I’ve been leading and growing portfolio companies, 
navigating the complexities of driving operational success. When 
I !rst came across the concept of strategic career coaching, I was 
looking to elevate my career to the next level, but doing that while 
balancing a demanding full-time role was a real challenge.

What made a di#erence for me was learning how to leverage 
LinkedIn more strategically. Instead of simply maintaining a 
presence, I adopted a more focused approach to reaching out and 
engaging my network. I learned how to ask for advice in a way 
that felt natural and productive, especially when connecting with 
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my Academy network. "is wasn’t about asking for favors but 
about building meaningful, reciprocal relationships where both 
sides could o#er value.

"e network that I built through this process wasn’t just a list 
of contacts; it became a supportive community of like-minded 
professionals, all willing to help each other succeed. I didn’t just 
receive help, I was also given the opportunity to pay it forward, 
contributing to the growth and success of others.

Ultimately, this approach led me to my dream job, proving that 
the process works. Now, I see networking not as a chore but as an 
ongoing opportunity to connect, learn, and give back. For anyone 
looking to make their next career move, I’d say: invest in a strategic 
approach, see the process through, and you might just !nd yourself 
on a path you never expected.

Build a System That Works for You

Networking is a long-term investment that pays o" when you build 
genuine relationships and approach every interaction with the mindset 
of adding value. Focus on connecting with decision-makers, expanding 
your network to 500+ professionals, and leveraging the power of 
lukewarm networking to increase your response rates.

By applying the CareerNerds Blueprint, you create a system that 
consistently delivers opportunities, helping you access the Hidden Job 
Market and accelerate your career. In the next chapter, you will learn 
how to master the art of strategic networking, developing the skills to 
connect authentically, o"er value, and build lasting relationships with 
key industry players.
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“Give before you get. Networking is about generosity.” 

– Keith Ferrazzi

When I started CareerNerds, I didn’t know exactly where to 
begin. But I knew one thing for certain: networking would be 

the key to unlocking the knowledge and connections I needed. I saw 
it as a force multiplier; an essential way to tap into a group of advisors, 
mentors, and peers who could guide me through the unknown. It 
wasn’t just about making contacts; it was about building a network 
that would fuel everything I did.

Take my experience with the West Point Association of Graduates 
(AOG) Career Services team. What began as a simple interaction (their 
director tried to hire me) turned into something much bigger. I ended 
up helping them hire someone else. !ree years later, all three of them 
became the core part of the CareerNerds coaching team. !ese weren’t 
just surface-level connections; they were built on trust, reciprocity, and 
long-term value.
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The 80-20 Rule for Networking: Quality Over Quantity

You have probably heard of the 80-20 rule, or Pareto Principle, which 
states that 80 percent of your results come from 20 percent of your 
e"orts. !is applies powerfully to networking: 80 percent of your 
opportunities will come from just 20 percent of your connections. !at 
is why being strategic about where you focus your energy is crucial. You 
do not need to connect with hundreds of people to access the Hidden 
Job Market. Instead, focus on building deep, meaningful relationships 
with a smaller, targeted group of key decision-makers.

Think Like an Investor: Build a High-Value Network

Networking is like investing. It is not about having more investments, 
but about having the right ones that deliver the biggest returns. !e 
same principle applies to your professional connections. You do not 
need a thousand surface-level contacts. What you need is a handful of 
deep, high-impact relationships with people who can actually move the 
needle for your career.

How many networking calls would it take to land a job? One of our 
clients guessed 1,000. Another client guessed just 10. !e reality typically 
falls somewhere between 50 and 100 meaningful conversations. !at is 
the real sweet spot.

It is not just about the number of calls. It is about the approach. Some 
people make 100 calls and still struggle to land interviews. In most cases, 
what’s missing is energy and preparation. !e energy you bring into each 
conversation plays a powerful role. When you show up with curiosity, 
optimism, and a genuine desire to connect, people are much more 
inclined to support you. Success comes not just from quantity, but from 
the quality of your engagement.  A well-crafted follow-up message can be 
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more impactful than ten generic ones. When following up, always add 
value, whether by sharing an article, o"ering an introduction, or providing 
relevant insight. Networking is not a numbers game. It is about being 
strategic, intentional, and consistently adding value in every interaction.

Pace Yourself for Success

Don’t try to do everything at once. Even 15-20 minutes a day spent 
on intentional networking can yield significant results over time. 
Consistency matters more than intensity. If you’re actively job 
searching, aim for 3-4 networking calls per week. If you’re currently 
employed, even dedicating 1-2 hours per week to networking can make 
a meaningful di"erence.

!e goal isn’t to become someone you’re not. Even introverts can be 
great networkers. It’s about finding an authentic way to connect that 
works for you while following proven principles.

The Power of Strategic Networking

Mark, a West Point graduate with a top MBA, spent 2 decades on Wall 
Street in investment banking before deciding to pivot into corporate 
finance. Breaking free from the “Wall Street guy” label was not as 
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easy as he thought. Despite his networking experience, he realized he 
needed a fresh approach. CareerNerds helped him reframe his strategy, 
focus on value, expand his network, and build connections that were 
not just transactional. !is mindset shift opened new doors.

While networking, Mark connected with a fellow West Pointer who 
was the CEO of a venture-backed medical device startup. Over several 
months, Mark provided advice and support, nurturing a relationship that 
eventually led to a full-time o"er as CFO. His experience demonstrated 
that networking is not just about landing a job; it is about building 
relationships that unlock opportunities in unexpected ways.

LinkedIn: Build Credibility and Relationships Online

Networking is not just about meeting new people; it is about staying 
visible and engaged in your professional circles. LinkedIn is one of the 
most powerful tools for career growth because it is where decision-
makers, recruiters, and industry leaders are already active. Used 
correctly, it can help you build credibility and relationships that 
strengthen your professional brand and attract new opportunities.

Engage Thoughtfully to Stay Top of Mind

A strong LinkedIn presence is not about passive connections but about 
active participation. Engaging thoughtfully keeps you visible to your 
network and positions you as a valuable professional.

• Share relevant content, industry insights, and personal lessons 
learned from your experiences.

• Comment meaningfully on posts instead of just liking them. 
Adding your perspective or insight makes you more memorable.
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• Participate in discussions and engage with decision-makers 
in your industry. Your name appearing regularly in their feed 
keeps you top of mind.

Focus on Meaningful Connections

Not all connections are created equal. Instead of trying to connect 
with as many people as possible, focus on building relationships with 
decision-makers, influencers, and peers in your industry.

• When sending connection requests, always personalize your 
message. A well-crafted, specific request is far more e"ective 
than a generic one.

• Build relationships before you need them. Many professionals 
only start networking when they need a job, but by then, they 
may have lost the chance to build meaningful connections 
before they’re truly needed.

Leverage Recommendations and Endorsements

Social proof matters. Recommendations and endorsements from 
respected professionals reinforce your credibility and make your profile 
stand out.

• Request recommendations from colleagues, mentors, and 
former managers who can vouch for your expertise, leadership, 
and results.

• Endorsements for key skills add credibility and make your 
profile more searchable. Focus on highlighting the skills that 
are most relevant to your career goals.
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Position Yourself as a Thought Leader

Becoming a known expert in your industry does not require speaking 
at conferences or writing a book. LinkedIn allows you to showcase your 
expertise in simple, e"ective ways.

• Write posts or publish short articles that share valuable insights. 
Even one or two well-written posts per month can establish 
you as a thought leader.

• Share key takeaways from industry events, podcasts, or books 
you have read. !is sparks engagement and positions you as 
someone who is constantly learning.

• When people consistently see your name associated with 
insightful content, they start to recognize you as a trusted 
professional in your space.

Stay Active, Even When You Are Not Job Searching

Many professionals only update their LinkedIn profiles or start 
networking when they are actively looking for a job. !is is a mistake.

• Consistently updating your profile, engaging with your 
network, and sharing valuable content ensures that when 
opportunities arise, you are already visible and well-positioned.

• !e best opportunities often come when you are not actively 
looking, but have built a strong presence that attracts them to you.

A well-maintained LinkedIn presence makes it easier for people to find 
you, remember you, and recommend you when the right opportunity 
comes along. Instead of chasing job openings, your network will start 
bringing opportunities to you.
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The Hidden Power of Unexpected Connections

When it comes to networking, many professionals focus only on their “A” 
contacts, senior executives or people they perceive as directly influential. 
But real opportunities often come from unexpected connections.

Too often, people overlook their “B” and “C” contacts, those who may 
not be in leadership roles but can introduce them to key decision-makers. 
!ese connections often create the biggest career breakthroughs.

Take John, for example. He was introduced to a chaplain, someone he 
initially did not see as a pivotal connection in his career journey. But 
instead of dismissing it, John leaned into the conversation. !at chaplain 
ended up connecting him to a three-star general. And that general? He 
introduced him to an executive at Dish Network. Before John knew it, 
what seemed like a weak connection had fast-tracked him to a job o"er.

!is principle is reinforced by Malcolm Gladwell in "e Tipping Point. 
He argues that weak ties, people you are not in regular contact with, 
are more valuable for career growth than your inner circle. Your closest 
network often knows the same people and opportunities as you do, 
while loose connections bridge you to new circles.

One of the best examples of this is how I met President Ronald Reagan.

It was my senior year at West Point, and I was on an academic trip to Los 
Angeles. On our first night out, I struck up a conversation with a young 
woman at a bar. She mentioned she went to UCLA and casually dropped 
that she worked for Ronald Reagan. I was intrigued but skeptical. She 
pulled out her business card, and sure enough, she was telling the truth.

We kept talking, and I shared how much we admired Reagan at West 
Point. Sensing my enthusiasm, she suddenly asked, “Would you like 
to meet him?”
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I could not believe it. She told me to call her o#ce on Monday. When 
I did, they asked for my social security number and told me to be at 
Reagan’s post-presidential o#ce in downtown LA at 1:30 PM. Just like 
that, I was in.

Walking into his o#ce felt surreal. He greeted me warmly, saying, 
“!ank you so much for taking the time to come meet me.” I was 
floored. !is was Ronald Reagan thanking me. We talked for ten 
minutes, and although his assistant had to repeat some of what I said 
due to his Alzheimer’s, it was an unforgettable moment.

!e takeaway? You never know where a brief, casual interaction might 
lead. I did not have a deep relationship with this woman from UCLA. 
We met once at a bar, had a genuine conversation, and that was it. But 
that moment of authenticity and the loose connection that followed 
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led to one of the most memorable experiences of my life. !at is the 
beauty of networking. You show up the right way, you be yourself, and 
sometimes, magic happens.

Practical Tips for Introverts or Beginners in Networking

Networking can be intimidating, especially if you’re an introvert or 
someone who dislikes the whole idea of “selling yourself.” But here’s 
the good news: Networking doesn’t have to be about extroversion or 
forced interactions. It’s about playing to your strengths, even if that 
means stepping out of your comfort zone.

1. Start Small: Begin by reconnecting with people you know or 
have a loose connection with, former colleagues, classmates, 
or even friends of friends. Reach out to a couple people each 
week. A small, focused approach will build your confidence 
and make it easier to expand your network over time.

2. Connect as if Reconnecting with an Old Friend: Approach 
new connections by focusing on shared experiences, like 
studying at the same university or working in the same 
industry. !is creates an instant sense of familiarity and makes 
the conversation feel natural.

3. Be a Good Listener: Networking isn’t just about talking; it’s 
about listening. Introverts often excel in this area. Ask open-
ended questions that allow the other person to share their story. 
Listening builds rapport and makes the other person feel valued.

4. Leverage Digital Networking: Platforms like LinkedIn make 
it easier than ever to network from the comfort of your own 
space. You can research people beforehand, connect based 
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on shared interests, and engage in meaningful conversations 
without the pressure of face-to-face interactions. Use these 
tools to your advantage.

5. Prepare a Short Introduction: If the thought of talking about 
yourself makes you nervous, prepare a concise and compelling 
introduction. A simple formula is: Who you are, what you do, 
and why you’re reaching out. Practice it until it feels natural 
and authentic.

6. Focus on Building Relationships, Not Asking for Jobs: One 
of the biggest mistakes people make is thinking that networking 
is about asking for a job. It’s not. Networking is about building 
relationships that may eventually lead to job opportunities. 
Focus on the relationship first, and the rest will follow.

Curt Herrick, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘88

I’m the Director of Business Development at NJVC. I’ve got 25 
years of IT operations experience in both the commercial and 
federal sectors, and before that, I was an Army combat engineer 
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for eight years. I was in job search mode and had been using what 
normally worked for me, looking for jobs through my personal 
business network. In the past, many of my jobs came to me, so 
I didn’t have to look for them. However, this time it was taking 
longer than I liked, so I contacted CareerNerds to get new insights 
on how to network for more senior positions.

I was unfamiliar with the process and concerned about the 
investment. I reached out, did the initial consult, and in the !rst 
half hour, I got an introduction to the model and how it works. 
By the end of that conversation, I decided this was exactly what I 
needed, especially for tapping into the hidden job market.

"e !rst thing that helped me was updating my LinkedIn pro!le. 
I had the basics, but this process took it to the next level, making 
it more e#ective. "en came the networking coaching, learning 
how to branch out, connect with people on LinkedIn, especially 
those in the academy network whom I didn’t know, and leverage 
them to get referrals to people they knew. Additionally, I was able 
to connect with people who had already been on the path I wanted 
to follow, and they gave me valuable advice on how to approach it.

"e results were impressive. "is framework helped me reach out 
to upwards of 180-200 academy graduates. Week by week, I had 
over 80 people accept my invitations. I learned how to e$ciently 
set up appointments, and soon I went from one or two meetings a 
week to having four or !ve meetings a day, making it feel like a 
full-time job. At the end of the process, I had three big job o#ers 
come in, and even after landing my new job, o#ers and interest 
continue to roll in.
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"e CareerNerds Fast Track Framework will help you update your 
pro!le, increase your network and target senior leadership positions 
in your industry, improve your networking, and give you the tools, 
practice, and experience you need to take your career to the next level.

Opportunities Are Everywhere If You Are Open to Them

Networking is not about titles, status, or rigid strategies. It is about 
curiosity, generosity, and being open to possibilities. Whether it is a 
planned conversation with a senior executive or a spontaneous chat 
with a stranger at a bar, every interaction holds potential. !e most 
powerful connections often come from unexpected places, and the best 
opportunities do not always follow a straight path.

By now, you have seen how networking is more than just a career tool. 
It is a way of thinking, a way of engaging with the world. !e question 
is not just who you should be connecting with, but how you can 
expand and strengthen your network over time. In the next chapter, we 
will explore how to take your networking skills even further, deepening 
relationships, creating more meaningful connections, and positioning 
yourself at the center of valuable opportunities.
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Building a network is one thing. Turning it into a thriving, self-
sustaining engine that continuously brings you new opportunities 

is another. !e di"erence between casual networking and a truly 
powerful network lies in how you nurture, expand, and leverage the 
relationships you have already built.

In this chapter, we will explore creative ways to expand your network, 
connect with key decision-makers, and position yourself as someone 
they want to know. Whether through alumni connections, industry 
meetups, or online communities, you will learn how to proactively 
build relationships that lead to real career opportunities.

In this chapter, we will look at how to strategically strengthen and 
expand your network so that it works for you, opening doors to 
opportunities you may not even know exist yet.

Think Outside the Box: Creative Ways to Network

When I first left the Army and moved back to Dallas, I knew I needed 
to be creative in my job search. Instead of sticking to familiar territory, 
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I expanded my approach beyond connecting with fellow West Pointers 
but also reaching out to two local universities: SMU and University 
of Texas at Dallas (UTD). I walked into their career o#ces and said, 
“Hey, I didn’t go to this school, but I just got out of the Army and 
would really appreciate your advice.”

It took some nerve to make that bold move, but I was driven by the 
genuine desire to seek guidance. To my surprise, both universities 
treated me incredibly well. I even got the chance to meet professors at 
UTD who specialized in project management. And here’s the kicker: 
those two visits led directly to my first two job o"ers.

It was a clear reminder that sometimes, opportunities come from the 
most unexpected places. You just have to be willing to step outside 
your comfort zone and get creative.

Traditional networking strategies can work, but sometimes you need 
to think outside the box to stand out. Here are some creative ways to 
build meaningful connections that could open doors to the Hidden 
Job Market:

• Attend Niche Industry Events and Meetups: Instead of just 
going to large, generic networking events, focus on niche 
gatherings where you’re more likely to meet people in your 
specific field or area of interest. Smaller events are also more 
conducive to meaningful conversations.

• Leverage Alumni Networks: Your alumni network is a 
goldmine of potential connections. Whether it’s your college, a 
business school, or even a professional certification, alumni are 
often willing to help each other out. Start with those who are 
in roles you aspire to or are connected to the companies you 
want to target.
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• Join Online Communities and Forums: Industry-specific 
LinkedIn groups, professional Facebook groups, and even 
Reddit forums can provide great networking opportunities. 
Engage in conversations, share your expertise, and don’t be 
afraid to reach out to people directly. Remember, everyone is 
online these days, use it to your advantage.

• Be a Connector: One of the best ways to build your network 
is to be the person who connects others. If you introduce 
two people who end up benefiting from knowing each other, 
both will remember you as someone valuable to have in their 
network. It’s a small e"ort that can have huge returns.

Expanding your approach to networking can lead to unexpected 
opportunities, but not all connections will get you closer to your career 
goals. !e next step is to be strategic about who you connect with. 
Instead of simply growing your network, focus on building relationships 
with the decision-makers who can create real opportunities for you.

Build an Elite Network: Connect with Decision-Makers

!e best way to protect your career is by building a strong, diverse 
network. !ink of it as career insurance, a safety net you can rely on 
when things get tough. Many people wait until they need something, 
like a new job, to start networking. But by then, they have missed the 
best window. Relationships take time to build; they cannot be rushed.

Networking is not just about collecting contacts. It is about forming 
real connections based on shared interests and commonalities. !ese 
relationships help you navigate career changes, unexpected setbacks, 
or even pivot into new industries. !at is why it is crucial to start 
now, long before you need to. At CareerNerds, we help clients 
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create and maintain these networks so they are always prepared for 
the next opportunity.

Not all connections are created equal. If you want to access the Hidden 
Job Market, you need to connect with decision-makers, those who 
influence hiring decisions. It is not about reaching out to everyone. It 
is about targeting the right people.

How to Connect with Decision-Makers

1. Identify Your Key Decision-Makers

Start by creating a list of target companies where you would like 
to work. !en, identify the key decision-makers within those 
companies, such as VPs, Directors, and C-level executives. 
LinkedIn is an invaluable tool; use its search filters to narrow 
down by title, location, and industry.

2. Find Common Ground

Connecting with a stranger can feel daunting, but it does not 
have to be. Look for commonalities, such as attending the same 
school, working in similar roles, or having mutual connections. 
Finding common ground makes the initial outreach much 
more likely to succeed.

3. Craft a Personalized Outreach Message

A generic “Can we connect?” message will not cut it. You 
need to be specific and intentional. Mention what you admire 
about their career path, reference a recent article or post they 
shared, or highlight any common ground you identified. Show 
that you have done your homework and that you are not just 
reaching out to ask for a job.
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4. O#er Value First

!ink about what you can bring to the table. Can you share a 
valuable resource? Can you introduce them to someone who 
might benefit them? Approaching networking with a mindset 
of giving rather than taking will make you stand out in a 
crowded inbox.

5. Ask for Advice, Not for a Job

People are more likely to respond positively when you seek 
guidance rather than directly ask for a job. Instead of saying, 
“Are there any open roles at your company?” try, “I admire 
your career path and would love to hear how you transitioned 
into [industry/role]. Any advice you would be willing to share?” 
When you focus on learning, you build relationships that often 
lead to unexpected opportunities.

6. Follow Up with Polite Persistence

If you do not hear back after your first message, do not be 
discouraged. Decision-makers are busy people. Wait a few days 
before sending a polite follow-up that adds additional value 
or context to your first message. Your third message can be a 
simple one-liner such as, “How does next week work for you?”
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Kathy Borkoski, U.S. Naval Academy ‘01

I’m a Naval Academy graduate who pivoted into tech. I’ve been 
at Facebook, and I served as the head of product for a startup. 
"roughout my career, networking was always my go-to for landing 
my next job. But this time was di#erent. I was ready for a bigger role, 
a better opportunity, but I felt stuck. I realized that while I had been 
good at networking at my current level, I didn’t know how to network 
for that next step. I was missing something, but I wasn’t sure what.

When I found CareerNerds, I was skeptical. I already knew how 
to network. What more could they teach me? But what I discovered 
was that there’s a huge di#erence between being good at networking 
and being strategic about it. "ey showed me that it’s not just about 
having a strong network; it’s about having the right network for 
where you want to go next. "ey helped me re!ne my LinkedIn 
pro!le and polish my networking approach. "e result wasn’t that 
people magically started reaching out to me, but when I did reach 
out, my pro!le was so strong that people responded with, “Yes, I 
need to talk to this person.”
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Within two months, I’d had 60 high-impact networking calls and 30 
interviews. By the end, I had four o#ers for roles I never even thought 
I’d be considered for, all at the same time. "e hiring decisions were 
suddenly in my hands, not the recruiters’. I wasn’t just looking for a 
job anymore; I was choosing the career path I wanted.

From Connections to Opportunities:  
Making Your Network Work for You

Building a strong network is just the beginning. !e real challenge 
comes in how you engage with it. It’s not enough to connect with 
decision-makers; you need to turn those connections into meaningful 
conversations that lead to real career opportunities. Many professionals 
make the mistake of collecting contacts but failing to engage with them 
in a meaningful way.

E"ective networking is not about meeting the most people. It is about 
building trust, staying top of mind, and following up strategically.

Now that you know where to find opportunities, it is time to learn how 
to leverage them. In the next step, we will dive into the art of outreach: 
how to initiate conversations, add value, and build relationships that 
lead to career breakthroughs.
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Master Networking

Having a great network is not enough, you need to know how to 
turn conversations into career opportunities. Success comes from 

building genuine relationships, conducting impactful conversations, 
and following up in a way that keeps you top of mind. !is step will 
show you how to apply these skills with confidence, ensuring that your 
connections lead to tangible results.

Here’s what you’ll discover in the following chapters:

• How to Connect With the Right People – Reach out in a way 
that creates real career momentum.

• Mastering the Meeting: Make Every Impression Count – 
Conduct structured conversations that build trust and open doors.

• Follow Up Like a Pro: Keeping the Connection Alive – Maintain 
and strengthen relationships that drive long-term success.
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Building Relationships That Matter

“Give before you get. Networking is about generosity.” 

– Keith Ferrazzi

So far, you have built a strong network and identified key 
decision-makers. Now, it is time to take action. How do you turn 

connections into real conversations? What should you say in a first 
message? How do you ensure your outreach gets a response instead 
of being ignored?

In this chapter, we break down the exact steps for reaching out 
e"ectively. You will learn how to craft compelling LinkedIn messages, 
engage in meaningful conversations, and build relationships that 
lead to real opportunities. With the right approach, networking 
stops being just a numbers game and becomes a powerful strategy 
for career growth.
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Targeted LinkedIn Outreach: How to Connect with the Right People

Most people treat LinkedIn like a digital filing cabinet, a place to stash 
their resume, connect with people they once knew, and occasionally 
browse for jobs. It’s a passive tool, an afterthought, a box to check o". 
But LinkedIn is so much more than that. It’s the ultimate networking 
and career platform, a goldmine just sitting there, largely untapped 
by most. If you’re treating LinkedIn like a resume repository, you’re 
leaving massive opportunities on the table.

Don’t just sit around waiting for connections to fall into your lap, 
make them happen. !e power of your LinkedIn network isn’t about 
the numbers; it’s about the quality and relevance of the people you’re 
connected with.

Here’s how to reach out like a pro:

Research and Targeting: Use LinkedIn’s advanced search filters to zero 
in on the people you actually want in your network, whether they’re 
in your industry, target company, or a specific role. Look for shared 
a#nities like alumni networks, mutual connections, or industry groups 
to increase your chances of a positive response.

Personalized Messaging: Skip the bland, generic connection requests. 
Personalize your outreach by mentioning something specific, whether 
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it’s a shared connection, a post they wrote, or a recent accomplishment. 
Be clear about why you want to connect and what value you bring.

Follow-Up and Engage: Don’t ghost after connecting. Kickstart the 
relationship by commenting on their posts, sending a thoughtful 
message, or sharing something useful. Build the relationship before 
you ask for anything. Trust and rapport come first.

Pro Tips for LinkedIn Messages

Here’s the secret sauce to messaging people on LinkedIn.

Make it short

Keep it to 4 sentences or less. !e shorter it is, the easier it is for the 
other person to read and take action - especially since 60% of people 
check LinkedIn on their mobile devices. Also, remember you’re writing 
on the LinkedIn platform, where your full bio is already visible. !is 
isn’t an email. A LinkedIn message is more like a text: short, snappy, 
and to the point.

Compelling Connection Requests

1) Commonality: focus on 2-3 points of commonality (school, 
industry, past company, geo)

2) Show Interest: say something nice about them
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3) CTA: Call to Action. Make the call to action simple. Never ask 
for a job. Just ask for advice.

4) Signature block: Name + School + Year (if connecting with 
fellow alumni)

Example LinkedIn Messages

Here are some examples of LinkedIn messages that open doors:

Connection Message

Hi John,

Wanted to connect with you as a fellow West Pointer working in 
Financial Services in Boston.

I really like what you’ve done with your career particularly at Bank of 
America.

Let’s connect on LinkedIn.

"anks,
Jason
West Point ‘00

1st Networking Request Message

Hi John,

Glad to be connected to another USMA Grad.

Right now, I’m exploring new roles in !nance and would appreciate 
your advice. It would also be good to share insights on trends and the 
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markets. I am also interested in hearing about how you have successfully 
navigated your own career path.

Do you have time for a quick chat next week?

"anks,
Jason
USMA ‘00

2nd Networking Request Message

(One-liner reminder, usually 9 words)

John, do you have time next Tuesday or Wednesday afternoon?

The 3-Step Networking Process: Connect, Engage, and Follow Up

To turn networking from a chore into a career skill, we use a simple 
three-step process: Connect, Engage, and Follow Up. !is is not just 
about sending LinkedIn requests or collecting business cards, it’s about 
building a strategy that adds value at every stage.

1. Connect: Start with quality, not quantity. Identify and target 
the right people, those who align with your industry, interests, 
and goals. Look for commonalities: shared backgrounds (e.g. 
school, company, industry), mutual connections, or similar 
experiences. When you reach out, make it personal. Mention 
what you have in common, why you’re reaching out, and what 
value you hope to bring to them. Remember, this is not a 
transaction; it’s the start of a relationship.

2. Engage: Once you’ve connected, don’t let it sit idle. 
Engagement is where the magic happens. Start meaningful 
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conversations, ask questions, and seek advice. Show 
genuine interest in their journey, their challenges, and their 
successes. People don’t want to be pitched to; they want to 
be understood. Share valuable insights, o"er help, or connect 
them with someone who could be of value to them. Build 
trust, and make them feel that your connection is more than 
just a LinkedIn number.

3. Follow Up: Most people fail at networking because they 
don’t follow up. But this is where relationships are truly built. 
After an initial conversation or meeting, send a thoughtful 
follow-up note, thank them for their time, highlight 
something valuable you discussed, and suggest a next step. It 
could be another meeting, an introduction to someone else, 
or sharing a resource you think they’d find useful. !e key is 
consistency, don’t let the conversation die. Keep it alive with 
regular, meaningful follow-ups.
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Ty Rose, U.S. Naval Academy ‘06

I am a former infantry Marine living in Dallas, Texas, with a 
background in industrial operations at various levels. My most 
recent position was as a Vice President, overseeing about 4,000 
employees across the Southeast, working in re!neries, chemical 
plants, and other industrial locations.

One of my biggest challenges was translating my operational 
experience into roles beyond direct operations, general management, 
and executive positions. I struggled with networking. It was never 
one of my strengths, and I had not seen it as a necessity in the 
past. When I did reach out, responses were limited. I might get a 
connection or a meeting, but I did not know how to focus those 
interactions, articulate what I wanted to learn or gain, or make 
those connections meaningful. I wanted to build a network I could 
lean on, not just collect connections.

I had a solid resume and pro!le, along with strong networks from 
the service academy, the Marine Corps, and my connections across 
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the South. Still, I wondered if all I needed was a better pro!le or 
a few tweaks to my message. What I did not realize was that there 
was a tremendous amount more I could and should have been 
doing, and in a di#erent way.

When I started working with Tom at CareerNerds, one of the 
!rst things he helped me with was focus. I thought I was focused 
because I had several avenues I wanted to pursue, but after some 
initial networking and feedback, I realized I was not as clear as I 
needed to be. Tom helped me narrow my focus to what was most 
meaningful and the logical next step. He also taught me how 
to brand myself from the start. How do I take that “marketing 
brochure” version of myself and project it so that people understand 
who I am through a simple connection, phone call introduction, or 
networking event?

"is focus helped me clarify what I wanted to do and how to 
communicate it e#ectively. "e details made the di#erence. 
Understanding my message made me more con!dent when 
networking, and the results were signi!cant. I now have a strong 
personal brand and more clarity in my approach. I am much 
more con!dent in reaching out to new networks, cold calling, and 
expanding my connections. "e ultimate success was transitioning 
into a role I never thought possible without prior experience, and I 
do not think that would have happened without Tom’s help.

Moving forward, it is not just about making the transition. It is 
about succeeding in this new role. I have learned how to present 
myself more e#ectively, whether in a networking meeting, on 
LinkedIn, or in other professional settings. I understand how 
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to use the platform, follow up with new connections, and make 
an impact, even when reaching out to a cold network. While 
following up with friends is easy, the real challenge is making an 
impression with people who do not know you, and that is where 
this framework has been a game changer.

I made the transition, which was a great achievement, but now the 
focus is on excelling in this role. I continue to apply what I have 
learned, and I know this approach will have the biggest long-term 
impact on my career.

Pro Tip: Automate Your Scheduling with Tools Like Calendly

If you’re still stuck in the endless email ping-pong to schedule meetings, 
you’re wasting valuable time. Calendly fixes that. It’s one of the easiest, 
most e"ective ways to streamline your networking and job search 
e"orts by automating the scheduling process.

Instead of exchanging endless emails, you just share a link to a custom 
calendar with your availability, and others pick a time that works for 
them. It’s not just about saving time, it’s about boosting productivity 
and keeping the momentum in your networking calls, interviews, or 
team meetings. Calendly keeps your calendar full and flowing without 
the hassle of micromanaging every interaction.

How to Use Calendly Efficiently:

1. Set Up Multiple Meeting Types: Tailor your meeting links 
based on the kind of interaction you’re aiming for, a quick 
15-minute intro or a deeper 30-minute networking chat. Make 
it easy for people to connect on your terms.
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2. Integrate with Your Tools: Calendly syncs with your Google 
calendar and platforms like Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and 
Google Meet. It generates meeting links automatically and 
sends reminders so you never have to lift a finger.

3. Add a Personal Touch: Just because it’s automated doesn’t 
mean it has to feel robotic. Use the confirmation or follow-up 
messages to make the interaction feel real and human. You can 
automate without losing that personal touch.

Calendly lets you take the friction out of scheduling, so you can focus 
on what matters, building relationships and keeping your career or 
business moving forward.

From Scheduling to Success: Making Every Meeting Count

Scheduling a meeting is only the beginning. A booked call means 
nothing if you do not know how to turn it into a real opportunity. 
What you say, how you present yourself, and the way you engage in 
that conversation can determine whether a simple introduction leads 
to a powerful connection.

!is is where networking truly comes to life. It is not just about showing 
up. It is about making a strong impression, asking the right questions, 
and leaving people genuinely interested in staying connected. A well-
run meeting can turn a casual chat into a career-changing opportunity.

Now that your calendar is filling up, let’s shift the focus to what 
happens next. How do you make every conversation count? How do 
you ensure that people remember you and want to help? In the next 
chapter, we will break down the strategies that transform meetings 
from transactional to transformational.
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Master the Meeting:  

Make Every Impression Count

“People will forget what you said,  
but they will never forget how you made them feel.” 

– Maya Angelou

So you got a meeting. Now what?

Securing a networking meeting is a major step, but what you do in 
that meeting determines whether it leads to real opportunities. A 

well-executed conversation can strengthen relationships, open doors, 
and provide valuable insights that shape your career. A poorly handled 
one, however, can feel like a wasted opportunity.

!e key is to approach each meeting with purpose, structure, and 
preparation. !is is not about asking for a job. It is about making a strong 
impression, learning from experienced professionals, and positioning 
yourself for future opportunities. Every meeting should be a meaningful 
conversation that feels natural, productive, and beneficial for both sides.
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In this chapter, you will learn how to structure a networking meeting 
for maximum impact, what makes a conversation truly valuable, and 
how to avoid common mistakes. Whether in person or over video, 
applying the right approach will help you build relationships that 
support not just your next career move but your long-term goals.

How to Conduct an Effective Networking Meeting

A successful networking meeting is not just about having a conversation, 
it is about making the most of the opportunity. Without structure, 
meetings can become unproductive, leaving both parties feeling like 
little was gained. A clear framework keeps the discussion focused, 
ensures a smooth flow, and maximizes the value for both sides.

One of the most e"ective approaches is the 20-Minute Networking 
Meeting framework, popularized by Marcia Ballinger and Nathan 
Perez. !is method provides a structured way to build professional 
relationships while respecting time constraints. It helps you make a 
strong first impression, engage in meaningful discussions, and leave a 
lasting impact without overstaying your welcome.

A well-prepared meeting with thoughtful questions is important, but 
how you engage in the conversation matters just as much. Beyond 
structure, your ability to connect on a personal level plays a crucial role 
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in making a networking meeting successful. People help those they like 
and trust, which means your energy, attitude, and presence influence 
how you are perceived.

!e best networking meetings are not only well-organized but also 
built on trust and rapport. Emotional intelligence, the ability to read 
and respond to others e"ectively, can determine whether a conversation 
feels natural and engaging or forced and transactional. Mastering this 
skill will help you stand out and build lasting professional relationships.

Lead with Emotional Intelligence

Many professionals focus so much on what they want to say that they 
forget the most important part of networking: human connection. 
Emotional intelligence, the ability to read, understand, and respond to 
others, is often more important than technical skills or experience. A 
well-structured meeting means nothing if the conversation feels cold, 
forced, or one-sided.

People approach networking meetings with positive expectations. 
!ey want to engage in meaningful discussions, not just exchange 
information. Your energy and attitude play a bigger role than you 
might realize. Smiling, maintaining eye contact, and showing genuine 
curiosity can transform a conversation. We often see clients struggle 
with networking because they approach calls with stress or desperation 
instead of confidence and openness. !ose who succeed are the ones 
who enjoy the process rather than focusing only on the outcome.

People help those they like and trust. It is not just what you say, 
but how you make the other person feel. !ink about the most 
memorable conversations you have had. !ey were probably not 
with the most technically qualified person, but with someone who 
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made you feel heard, valued, and understood. Building trust through 
authentic conversations makes people more likely to introduce you 
to others, opening doors that might otherwise remain closed. !at 
trust is what makes networking one of the most powerful tools for 
career advancement.

Even if emotional intelligence isn’t something you’ve focused on 
before, it’s entirely possible to build and strengthen it through practice. 
AI-powered tools, such as the ones introduced in Chapter 17, can help 
you refine your communication style, practice engaging conversations, 
and receive feedback on elements like tone, eye contact, and pacing. By 
using these tools, you can build confidence and strengthen your ability 
to connect with others in a way that feels natural and authentic.

The 5 Steps to a Perfect 20-Minute Networking Meeting

A well-structured networking meeting keeps the conversation focused, 
ensures a smooth flow, and makes the most of the time available. 
Without a clear plan, discussions can become unfocused or run longer 
than necessary. !e 20-Minute Networking Meeting framework 
provides a simple and e"ective way to keep the conversation engaging, 
e#cient, and meaningful.

!is five-step approach helps you make a strong first impression, guide 
the discussion with insightful questions, and leave a lasting impact. 
!is framework ensures clarity, trust, and focus throughout the 
conversation, allowing you to maximize each networking opportunity 
while respecting the other person’s time.
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1. Strong Beginning (2–3 minutes)

• Start strong with a warm introduction.

• Express gratitude for their time and quickly establish rapport.

• Clearly state your agenda: why you are meeting and what you 
hope to gain.

• Make eye contact, whether in person or via Zoom. If on 
Zoom, look at the camera when speaking to simulate direct eye 
contact. !is enhances connection and engagement.

• Example: “!ank you so much for your time! I have admired 
your work in [industry] and am eager to learn from your 
experience.”

2. Elevator Pitch (1 minute)

• !is is where you can use your elevator pitch (as discussed in 
Chapter 9)

• Provide a concise summary of your career that aligns with 
your goals.

• Tailor it to the person you are meeting, focusing on what is 
most relevant to them.

• Keep it brief and to the point, avoiding unnecessary details.

• Example: “I have been working in [field] for [X years] and am 
currently exploring a transition to [new role/industry]. Your 
insights would mean a lot to me.”
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3. Core Conversation (14 minutes)

• !is is the heart of the meeting.

• Make it a dialogue, not a monologue.

• Show that you have done your research on their background 
and industry.

• Every conversation provides an opportunity to learn from 
real-world experiences, o"ering insights that help refine 
your career approach and uncover paths you may not have 
considered. !e more perspectives you gain, the better prepared 
you will be to make informed decisions about your next steps.

• Ask engaging, industry-speci"c questions, such as:

 ○ “What inspired your transition into this industry?”

 ○ “What skills or experiences helped you stand out when you 
made your last career move?”

 ○ “What skills are most critical in your field?”

 ○ “What trends do you see shaping the industry?”

 ○ “What lessons have you learned in your career that you 
wish you had known earlier?”

 ○ “For someone looking to grow in this industry, what are 
the biggest obstacles they might face?”

 ○ “If you were in my position, what steps would you take next?”

• Avoid questions with answers that are easily found online. 
Focus on insights and personal experiences.
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4. Wrap-up (2–4 minutes)

• Acknowledge the time: Show respect for the agreed timeframe. 
Example: “I want to be mindful of your time, we’re coming up 
on 20 minutes.”

• Reinforce appreciation: Express sincere gratitude. Example: 
“!is has been extremely helpful. !ank you for sharing your 
experience and advice.”

• Recap key takeaways: Mention one or two helpful insights 
they shared to show you were listening.

• Signal your interest in staying connected: “I’d love to keep in 
touch and share how things progress based on your suggestions.”

5. Next Steps

• Send a thank-you message within 24 hours. Reference 
something specific from the conversation to make it personal.

• Follow up on any referrals or advice they gave. Show that you 
take action and value their input.

• Keep the relationship warm: Occasionally share updates, 
relevant articles, or notes of appreciation.

• O#er value back: If you come across something that could 
benefit them (article, contact, idea), don’t hesitate to send it.

Following this structure will help you run an e"ective networking 
meeting, but success is not just about the steps you take. How you 
prepare, listen, and engage in the conversation determines the quality 
of your connections and the long-term impact of your meetings.
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Essential Ingredients for Success

Preparation: Take time to research the person you are meeting. Review 
their background, career path, and recent work. Prepare thoughtful 
questions that demonstrate genuine curiosity and help guide the 
conversation. A well-prepared approach shows professionalism and 
respect for their time.

Listening: Focus on their story, experiences, and advice. !e goal 
is to learn, not to promote yourself. Show active listening by asking 
follow-up questions, summarizing key points, and engaging with 
their insights. A conversation where they feel heard will leave a 
lasting impression.

Relationships: Networking is about long-term connections, not 
immediate results. Approach each conversation with the mindset 
of building a relationship rather than extracting quick benefits. A 
meaningful connection today can lead to unexpected opportunities 
in the future. Many of the best roles in the Hidden Job Market are 
never advertised, but rather filled through trusted recommendations 
and strong professional relationships. Building and maintaining these 
connections gives you access to career advancements that job boards 
and cold applications will never provide.

Speci"city: Tailor your questions to their area of expertise. Asking 
about trends in their industry, their career journey, or key lessons they 
have learned makes for a far more engaging discussion than general 
inquiries. A precise and well-thought-out question can turn a brief 
meeting into a valuable exchange.
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Biggest Mistakes to Avoid

Being unprepared: Generic questions or vague conversation topics 
signal a lack of e"ort. Preparation sets the right tone and leads to a 
productive discussion.

Talking too much about yourself: Keep your introduction brief and 
shift the focus to them. !e goal is to gain insights and build rapport, 
not to dominate the conversation.

Asking for a job: A direct request for a job makes the interaction 
transactional rather than relational. Instead, ask for guidance, industry 
knowledge, or introductions to others who may o"er di"erent perspectives.

Not following up: A great conversation is wasted if you do not maintain 
the connection. Sending a quick thank-you email and keeping in touch 
over time solidifies the relationship and increases the chances of future 
opportunities.

Zoom and Video Conferencing: Mastering Professional Communication

In today’s remote work world, how you handle yourself on a video 
call is just as important as how you perform in an in-person meeting. 
Whether it is a job interview, networking chat, or team collaboration, 
tools like Zoom have become your new o#ce. Here’s how to make the 
most of them.

Professional setup: Your environment matters. Make sure your 
background is clean and distraction-free, your lighting is solid, 
and your camera is at eye level. Want to level up? Invest in a good 
microphone and camera. Small tweaks can have a big impact on how 
you come across.
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Preparation is everything: Just like a face-to-face meeting, being 
prepared is non-negotiable. Research who you are talking to, know 
your key points, and anticipate any questions. Preparation shows 
respect and boosts your credibility right from the start.

Be engaging and concise: On video calls, attention spans are even 
shorter than in person. Get to the point quickly, keep your answers 
tight, and ask engaging questions. A good rule is to keep answers under 
two minutes and avoid rambling.

Follow-up is key: After the call, send a follow-up email or LinkedIn 
message. !ank them for their time, recap key takeaways, and propose 
next steps. !is reinforces professionalism and keeps the momentum 
going. More about this in the next chapter.

Like with everything else in life, practice makes perfect. !ere are great 
AI tools to practice and get feedback on your calls. In Chapter 17, we 
present a couple of them and show how to use them e"ectively.

Don’t Forget to Ask for Referrals

Asking for a referral is not an awkward afterthought but a natural 
conclusion to a meaningful conversation. When done well, it 
strengthens relationships and expands your network without 
feeling transactional.

Reframe the Ask: A Referral is an Opportunity, Not a Favor

Instead of treating a referral as a request for help, frame it as an 
opportunity to extend value. If your conversation was insightful and 
engaging, the other person will often be happy to introduce you to 
someone in their network. !e best referrals come when both sides see 
mutual benefit.
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When to Ask: Timing Matters

!e best time to ask for a referral is during the call, not afterward. If 
you wait, the opportunity may be lost, and following up later can feel 
forced. If they do not have a name ready, they will at least start thinking 
about it, making a follow-up request feel more natural.

How to Ask: Keep It Simple and Direct

Once you have built rapport, express appreciation for their time and 
insights, then ask if they know someone else who might be open to a 
similar conversation. A simple way to phrase this is:

“I really appreciate your time today. Who else do you think it makes 
sense for me to reach out to?”

If they are unsure, suggest a specific type of person:

“I’m particularly interested in connecting with people in [industry/
role]. If anyone comes to mind, I’d appreciate an introduction.”

Make Referrals a Habit

!e more you integrate referrals into your networking approach, the 
easier and more natural it becomes. Position yourself as someone who 
adds value rather than just seeking favors. Networking is not just about 
who you know, but about who they know. And the more you ask, the 
more doors you open.
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Bill Lawrence, U.S. Naval Academy ‘92

I was a !ghter pilot, %ying Tomcats for about 20 years. I have a 
major in computer science. After leaving the Navy, I transitioned 
into cybersecurity, working with the electricity industry at NERC 
(North American Electric Reliability Corporation), where 
I was promoted to Chief Security O$cer. I then became Chief 
Information Security O$cer at SecurityGate.io, a software-as-a-
service company based in Houston, Texas.

My challenge was that I had only held one job after leaving the 
Navy and had limited experience with job hunting. My LinkedIn 
pro!le was not optimized, and I needed to improve my networking 
skills. Additionally, I needed help with interview techniques, 
especially during the pandemic, when everything was done 
remotely. Working with CareerNerds, I received valuable tips on 
optimizing these aspects of my career search.

"e main bene!ts were gaining a fresh perspective on how to 
establish and enhance my personal brand, which increased my 
visibility and attracted interest from organizations with positions I 
wanted. It also helped me refresh relationships, not only within the 
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Naval Academy network but across all service academies. I tapped 
into resources that eventually led me to my current role, where my 
boss is a West Point graduate.

"e framework provided helped me maximize the time I spent 
networking and focus on learning how to communicate more 
e#ectively about the positions I was targeting. It was not just about 
asking if someone had a job. It was about making each networking 
call productive and meaningful. "e 20-minute networking call 
strategy was especially helpful, ensuring that my conversations with 
busy professionals were focused and valuable.

"e results included hundreds of networking calls and connections. 
Toward the end of the process, I had two very competitive job o#ers, 
both from CEOs who were West Point graduates looking for talent 
from the Navy. I accepted the role of Chief Information Security 
O$cer at SecurityGate.io, where I help protect the company’s cyber 
infrastructure and collaborate with the critical infrastructure 
community to address cybersecurity threats and risks.

Speak with people in your circle of trust. Someone you know probably 
knows someone who can help. If needed, you can !nd me on 
LinkedIn, and I would be happy to share more about my experience.

Every Meeting Moves You Forward

Networking meetings are one of the most e"ective ways to advance 
your career. When done right, they build relationships, uncover 
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opportunities, and help you refine your professional direction. !e 
more meetings you conduct, the more confident you become in 
communicating your value. Each conversation builds your ability to 
navigate professional discussions with ease, making future meetings 
and career decisions feel more natural and e"ective. Confidence is 
not something you either have or do not have, it is a skill that grows 
with experience. Each interaction strengthens your ability to present 
yourself, connect with others, and take control of your career.
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Follow Up Like a Pro -  

Keeping the Connection Alive

“"e fortune is in the follow-up.” 

– Jim Rohn

Most people assume that a great networking conversation is 
enough to build a lasting connection. !ey exchange insights, 

leave a strong impression, and expect the relationship to grow on its 
own. But without follow-up, even the best conversations fade away.

Networking is not a one-time interaction, it is about building 
relationships over time. !e people who truly benefit from networking 
are those who stay engaged, provide value, and keep in touch. 
Follow-up is what transforms a single conversation into a long-term 
professional connection.

!is chapter will show you how to follow up e"ectively, so your e"orts 
lead to real relationships and career opportunities.
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Why Consistent Follow-Up Is Your Secret Weapon

Most people never follow up. !ey have a great conversation, make 
a valuable connection, and then let it slip away. Do not be like most 
people. Consistent follow-up is what separates professionals from 
amateurs. It turns a single interaction into a long-term, mutually 
beneficial relationship.

A follow-up does not have to be complicated. Send a note after your 
meeting, reference something specific you discussed, and suggest a clear 
next step. Stay in touch by sharing relevant articles, congratulating 
them on an achievement, or simply checking in. A small e"ort can go 
a long way in keeping the connection alive.

By focusing on quality over quantity and mastering the art of thoughtful 
follow-up, professionals prove that the Hidden Job Market is within 
reach for those willing to be strategic and intentional.

Networking is not a sprint, it is a marathon. !e relationships you 
build today could be the ones that change your career tomorrow.

Consistent Engagement: The Key to Staying Top-of-Mind

One mistake I see people make all the time is assuming that 
networking is a one-time e"ort. !ey send a connection request, 
maybe exchange a few messages, and then let the relationship fizzle 
out. But real networking is about consistent engagement. You need to 
stay on people’s radar, not in an annoying way, but by being genuinely 
helpful and valuable.

Regular Check-Ins: If you have connected with someone who could be 
pivotal in your career, make it a point to check in periodically. Instead 
of just reaching out for the sake of it, make your message relevant. 
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Follow up on a topic you previously discussed, share an interesting 
article, or congratulate them on a recent accomplishment.

Value-Driven Interactions: Every interaction should have a purpose. 
A vague “How’s it going?” does not add much value, but a message like, 
“I saw your post about the latest industry trends, and it reminded me of 
this article. "ought you might !nd it interesting,” shows you are engaged 
and paying attention.

Stay Updated on !eir Work: Pay attention to what is happening 
in their world. Did they just get a promotion? Did their company 
announce a new project? Knowing these details will allow you to make 
your follow-ups more relevant and meaningful.

!ere are many ways to stay in touch while adding value:

• Sharing relevant articles or insights

• Congratulating them on achievements

• Making valuable introductions

• O"ering help before asking for it

Staying in touch does not mean reaching out constantly, it means 
making interactions count. When your follow-ups are intentional and 
add value, people will remember you and be more likely to think of 
you when opportunities arise.

Track Your Progress and Take Action

Networking is not just about making connections, it is about maintaining 
and growing them over time. To do this e"ectively, you need a system 
to track your outreach, follow-ups, and relationship-building e"orts. 
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Treat your networking like any other professional project, with clear 
goals, strategies, and measurable actions.

Keeping track of your interactions helps ensure that no opportunities 
slip through the cracks. A simple spreadsheet or CRM can be a great 
way to stay organized. Monitor key details such as:

• Number of outreach attempts

• Response rates

• Meetings scheduled and completed

• Follow-up actions and results

• Introductions made and received

Tracking is not just about logging activity, it is about learning from 
patterns. Notice what works and what does not. Which messages get 
the best responses? What times of day do people tend to engage more? 
Which types of follow-ups lead to meaningful conversations? !e more 
you analyze your e"orts, the better you can refine your approach.

!e goal is not to turn relationships into numbers, but to stay strategic 
in your follow-ups. A well-maintained network is built on consistency, 
not chance. By keeping track of your outreach and adjusting based on 
what works best, you will maximize every networking opportunity and 
build lasting, valuable relationships.

Networking as a Value Exchange: Building Relationships That Matter

Networking is not just about what you can get, it is about what you 
can give. Too many professionals approach networking as a one-way 
street, focused only on extracting value, whether it is a job lead, an 
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introduction, or advice. But the most impactful networks are built on 
reciprocity and genuine intent.

!ink about the last time you helped someone in your network 
without expecting anything in return. How did it feel? Did it change 
the dynamics of your relationship? Chances are, it did. Real networking 
is a value exchange where giving as much as you receive strengthens 
relationships and builds trust over time.

One of the best ways to create a strong professional network is to be 
a connector, a resource, and a supporter. Introduce people in your 
circle, share useful insights, and o"er help where it matters. Small 
actions like forwarding a relevant article, recommending a great 
resource, or introducing two people who might benefit from knowing 
each other can make a lasting impact.

For instance, some of my closest friends in Dallas started as clients. What 
began as a professional relationship evolved into something much deeper 
because we took a genuine interest in each other’s lives. When you provide 
value without immediately expecting something in return, you build a 
foundation of trust that leads to long-term, meaningful relationships.

!e more you give, the more trust, credibility, and goodwill you build. 
!is does not just strengthen your network, it transforms it. Over 
time, your professional relationships will evolve from transactional 
interactions into a community of colleagues, mentors, and advocates 
who are eager to help you succeed.

When you approach networking as a long-term value exchange rather 
than a series of one-o" interactions, you create lasting relationships 
that benefit both you and the people around you. Opportunities flow 
naturally when people see you as someone who adds value, not just 
someone who takes.
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Patrick Sargeant, U.S. Air Force Academy ‘04

After my time in the Air Force, I transitioned into the corporate 
world and spent 14 years at USAA, where I worked my way up 
to becoming a product and marketing executive. I had a great 
experience there, building my career and networking with peers 
and superiors who were invested in my growth.

However, I eventually hit a ceiling and knew it was time for 
a change. "at’s when I realized I needed to master the art of 
networking beyond the familiar walls of my organization.

I sought guidance from CareerNerds on how to strategically expand 
my network outside of the company, a new terrain for me. "e 
focus was not just on making connections, but on positioning myself 
e#ectively for opportunities that aligned with my skills and career 
aspirations. I was looking to make a move that would o#er not 
only a fresh challenge but also a meaningful trajectory for growth.

"rough this process, I learned how to navigate networking in a 
more purposeful way. It wasn’t about meeting as many people as 
possible but about understanding how to present myself and engage 
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with the right individuals. "is approach gave me a newfound 
con!dence in managing my career path. I became more proactive, 
deliberate, and comfortable in reaching out, starting conversations, 
and exploring roles that were a natural !t for my experience.

"e results were tangible. By the end of this focused e#ort, I secured 
a role as a marketing director at Charles Schwab, a position that 
perfectly aligned with my background and o#ered the growth 
potential I was seeking. Beyond the new job, the biggest takeaway 
was the intangibles: the con!dence I gained in my ability to 
network strategically and the clarity to take control of my career 
journey moving forward. "e con!dence, and skills I acquired in 
this process are tools that will serve me well for years to come.

Follow-Up as the Key to Long-Term Success

Mastering the art of follow-up is what separates casual networkers from 
those who build lasting, meaningful professional relationships. It is not 
just about staying in touch, but about being intentional, providing 
value, and positioning yourself as someone worth knowing.

!e people who consistently follow up, engage thoughtfully, 
and track their progress are the ones who gain access to the best 
opportunities. !ey do not wait for luck, they create it by building 
strong connections over time.

You now have the tools to follow up like a pro, but networking does 
not stop here. In the next section, we take things to the next level. You 
will learn advanced techniques to deepen your influence, expand your 
reach, and maximize the opportunities within your network.





D) ADVANCED TECHNIQUES

Accelerate Your Career  
with Advanced Strategies and AI Tools
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In today’s hyper-competitive professional landscape, the standard rules 
of career advancement no longer apply. !e corporate ladder is more of 
a jungle gym than a straight path, filled with lateral moves, unexpected 
detours, and opportunities that demand new ways of thinking. !e old 
strategies of waiting for promotions, relying solely on past achievements, 
or sticking to what you know are no longer enough. To accelerate your 
career and leap ahead, you need to adopt a mindset that combines 
innovation, strategic networking, and the power of technology.

!ink about this: !e world’s most successful professionals don’t just 
wait for the right opportunity; they create it. !ey use every tool at their 
disposal to stay ahead, whether that means tapping into the Hidden 
Job Market, cultivating relationships with key decision-makers, or 
leveraging the latest digital tools and AI to make data-driven moves. 
!ey don’t just play the game; they redefine it.

If you’re ready to push beyond the conventional and embrace what’s 
next, this part of the book is for you. Here, we’ll explore three powerful 
strategies that can transform your career trajectory. We’ll dive deep into 
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the art of high-impact networking, moving beyond casual connections 
to build an elite network that opens doors to opportunities most people 
never see. You’ll learn how to harness the game-changing potential of AI 
and other digital tools, not just as conveniences, but as strategic assets 
that give you an edge over the competition. Finally, we’ll look at the 
importance of investing in your long-term growth, from personalized 
coaching to continuous skill development, ensuring you stay ahead in 
an ever-evolving job market.

We’re not talking about small, incremental changes. We’re talking about 
bold moves and decisive actions that position you as a leader, a thought 
influencer, and a sought-after professional. !e strategies and tools we’ll 
cover in this section are not just nice-to-haves, they are essential for 
anyone looking to achieve extraordinary results in their career.

Whether you’re a seasoned executive aiming to pivot into a new 
industry, a mid-career professional ready to break into the C-suite, or 
someone looking to reinvent yourself in a rapidly changing world, this 
section will provide you with the roadmap to get there. It’s time to 
accelerate your career with advanced strategies and AI, and to redefine 
what success looks like on your own terms.

As you read on, be ready to challenge old assumptions, embrace new 
technologies, and think creatively about your career path. !e future 
belongs to those who are prepared to act boldly, stay curious, and use 
every tool at their disposal to carve out their unique path to success.
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Master Advanced Skills  

to Keep Networking Working

“"e best way to predict the future is to create it.” 

– Peter Drucker

When I first started CareerNerds, I didn’t know exactly where to 
begin. But I knew one thing for certain: networking would be 

the key to unlocking the knowledge and connections I needed. I saw 
it as a force multiplier, an essential way to tap into a group of advisors, 
mentors, and peers who could guide me through the unknown. It 
wasn’t just about making contacts; it was about building a network 
that would fuel everything I did.

And that approach paid o". A great example is my experience with 
the West Point Association of Graduates (AOG) Career Services team. 
What began as a simple interaction, their director tried to hire me, 
turned into something much bigger. I ended up helping them hire 
someone else. !ree years later, all three of them became a core part 
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of the CareerNerds coaching team. !ese weren’t just surface-level 
connections; they were built on trust, reciprocity, and long-term value.

Many people mistake networking for a transactional process, something 
you do only when you need a job or a favor. But real networking runs 
much deeper. It’s about creating a network that continually adds value 
to your career and life, even when you’re not actively seeking it.

In this chapter, we’re going to dive into advanced networking strategies 
that go beyond the basics. You’ll learn how to build a network that 
serves as your personal board of advisors, opens unexpected doors, and 
even leads to lifelong friendships. !is isn’t just about landing the next 
opportunity, it’s about creating a system that enriches your career and 
life in unpredictable and powerful ways.

Just like my experience with AOG Career Services, the most valuable 
networking relationships are the ones built over time, not in moments 
of urgency. !is chapter explores how to take your networking to the 
next level, making it an ongoing, strategic force in your career.

Sustain Career Momentum

A successful career is not just about landing the next job, it is about 
maintaining long-term momentum. Too many professionals focus 
only on immediate goals without a plan for what comes next. But 
careers, like businesses, need continuous investment to stay relevant 
and competitive.

By actively developing your skills, expanding your network, and 
positioning yourself for future opportunities, you create career security 
that goes beyond any single job. !e professionals who thrive are the 
ones who think ahead, adapt, and invest in their long-term growth.
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Invest in Your Long-Term Career Growth

I once met a seasoned executive named Earle who thought he had his 
career all figured out. He was a few years from retirement, comfortable 
in his role, and had no plans to make any significant moves. But then, 
the unexpected happened, his company was acquired, and most of the 
team, including him, was laid o". At 62, Earle found himself back in 
the job market, unprepared and without a network to lean on. It was a 
wake-up call and he came to CareerNerds for help. !rough persistence 
and strategic networking, Earle ended up making 150 networking 
calls, and despite his age, he received four job o"ers. He accepted one 
as the president of a consulting firm, proving that it’s never too late to 
pivot when you’re prepared. Earle’s story is a powerful reminder that 
career growth isn’t just about what you do today; it’s about what you’re 
preparing for tomorrow.

Most people spend more time planning their next vacation than they 
do planning their career, their primary source of income and wealth 
generation. Why? Because planning a vacation is fun. It’s easy to get 
excited about picking a destination, booking flights, and imagining 
yourself relaxing on a beach. But what’s more important: a week away 
or the trajectory of your professional life?

Even experienced professionals fall into the trap of focusing only on 
their next promotion or job move without a broader strategy. A well-
managed career is not just about what role you land next, but about 
the skills, relationships, and personal brand you build along the way. 
!ose who think ahead, adapt, and position themselves for long-term 
opportunities are the ones who thrive.

Even the most stable careers face unexpected twists and turns, economic 
downturns, company restructures, or unexpected layo"s. Too often, 
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professionals get too comfortable in a role or company, assuming that 
their career path is secure. !is can be a costly mistake.

!e reality is that your current job is never guaranteed. What if your 
company gets acquired, like in Earle’s case? Suddenly, he was in the job 
market again, but with no network to lean on. We helped Earle build 
his network from scratch. His success story shows that it’s never too 
late to pivot when you’re prepared.

Your Career is Your Most Important Investment

Your career is the most significant investment you’ll ever make, more 
important than stocks, real estate, or even your next vacation. It’s 
the foundation for your financial stability, personal growth, and 
professional fulfillment. At CareerNerds, we’re here to help you 
make that investment wisely, ensuring you’re not just moving from 
job to job but building a meaningful career that grows and evolves 
with you.

Remember, the key to long-term success isn’t luck, it’s preparation, 
strategy, and a commitment to continuous growth. Whether you’re 
looking to land a new role, pivot into a new industry, or build a network 
of influence, the journey starts with the choices you make today. Invest 
in yourself, build your career insurance, and never stop learning. Your 
future self will thank you.

Expand the Purpose of Networking

Networking is often seen as a tool for job searching, but its impact 
goes far beyond landing a new role. !e strongest professionals use 
networking to grow in their current positions, solve challenges, and 
stay ahead of industry trends.
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Beyond making connections, networking is about building 
relationships that provide ongoing value. By engaging with the 
right people, you gain access to valuable insights, mentorship, and 
opportunities that can accelerate your career in unexpected ways. 
Whether you are looking for strategic advice, peer support, or business 
opportunities, expanding the way you approach networking can open 
doors you never knew existed.

One of the best ways to ensure continuous career growth is by creating 
a personal board of advisors; a trusted group of professionals who can 
o"er guidance, challenge your thinking, and help you navigate career 
challenges at every stage.

Build a Personal Board of Advisors

Networking isn’t just about finding your next job, it’s about leveling up 
in the role you’re in right now. As you climb the ladder, the challenges 
get bigger, and that’s when you need a personal board of advisors: a 
handpicked group of people you can trust for advice, insights, and 
support. !ink of it like your own private mastermind.

Take one of our clients, a newly appointed Chief of Sta". She didn’t stop 
networking once she landed the role, she kept building connections with 
other Chiefs of Sta", trading best practices and strategies on how to be 
more e"ective. She wasn’t just playing the career game; she was mastering 
it by surrounding herself with people who had already walked the path.

!en there’s Steve, stepping into his first CTO role. He joined a group 
called 7 CTOs, a professional mastermind that meets for four hours 
every month. !is isn’t just surface-level chit-chat; they dive deep into 
both personal and professional challenges, giving him a safe space to 
work through issues and come out stronger. !e group has seasoned 
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CTOs who’ve been through the trenches, and they o"er real, actionable 
advice. !is kind of networking isn’t just about moving up, it’s about 
becoming bulletproof in your current role.

Find Mentors, Coaches, and Advisors

No one can climb the ladder of success alone. Having mentors, coaches, 
and advisors is crucial for providing perspective, accountability, 
and guidance. !ey o"er valuable insights that can help you see 
opportunities where you might see challenges and encourage you to 
stretch beyond your comfort zone.

Many executives we work with at CareerNerds have benefited from having 
a “personal board of advisors”, a small group of experienced professionals 
who provide candid feedback and support. !is is not just about seeking 
advice when something goes wrong, but about proactively building 
relationships that help you see around corners and anticipate the next move 
in your career. We assist our clients in identifying and connecting with such 
mentors and advisors, leveraging their expertise to drive long-term growth.

Use Networking to Gain Investors, Build Teams, and Find Clients

Networking can also be a powerful tool for more than just career moves; 
it can help you build your business or personal brand. For example, 
at CareerNerds, we’ve worked with over ten startup CEOs who have 
used networking not just to find new roles but to gain investors, 
build executive teams, and attract clients. When you stop viewing 
networking as a chore and start seeing it as an essential component of 
your professional growth, the possibilities are endless.

If you begin treating networking as an opportunity to exchange insights, 
collaborate, and build long-term partnerships, you will open doors to 
career advancements and business growth you never anticipated.
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Networking as a Long-Term Strategy

Treating networking as something you do only when you need a 
new job is a short-sighted approach that limits opportunities and 
relationships. !e most successful professionals build and maintain 
their network continuously, ensuring they are always prepared for the 
next step in their career.

When you see networking as an ongoing process rather than a series of 
one-o" interactions, every connection becomes part of a larger, strategic 
career pipeline. Instead of scrambling when change happens, you will have 
a strong foundation of relationships that support you in any transition.

Build a Career Pipeline: A Continuous, Strategic Approach to Networking

Networking is often treated as a series of one-o" interactions, a collection 
of random connections that may or may not lead to something useful. 
!is sporadic, on-again, o"-again approach is a huge mistake. Networking 
is not something you do intensely when you need a job and then abandon 
once you have landed one. It should be a continuous, ongoing process 
that aligns with your long-term career strategy, forming a career pipeline. 
Every connection you make should be purposeful, contributing to a well-
thought-out plan that supports your professional aspirations.

Even in my own team of 20, only one person was hired through a 
job ad. !e rest came through networking. Before I even had a single 
client, I was introduced to the Director of West Point Association 
of Graduates (AOG) career services. He spent two hours trying to 
convince me to work for West Point on his team. Fast forward a few 
years, the entire former AOG team, including that director, now forms 
the core of CareerNerds’ coaching team. !is was not coincidence, but 
the result of long-term relationship-building and strategic networking.
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!ose connections did not just happen by chance, they were 
cultivated intentionally, with a focus on mutual value and long-
term collaboration. You never know where things will lead, but by 
approaching networking with a pipeline mentality, you open yourself 
up to countless possibilities. !ink of networking like planting seeds. 
You do not plant a seed and expect a tree to grow overnight. You water 
it, give it sunlight, and patiently wait for it to grow. Likewise, you need 
to nurture your network continuously, not just when you are looking 
for a new job, but as a regular, strategic habit.

Take Dom, for example. After 14 years in software sales, he wanted to 
make the leap into the crypto world. Initially, he went at it solo and 
hit a wall, receiving 100 percent rejection. !e feedback was always 
the same: “You don’t have the credibility.” Realizing his mistake, he 
changed his approach with our guidance. Instead of asking for jobs, 
he asked for advice. On his 26th call with Service Academy Grads in 
crypto, he connected with a West Point ‘06 grad, and that connection 
led to a VP of Sales role at a crypto company. !e secret was that Dom 
built trust and showed genuine interest, turning his network into a 
career pipeline that opened the right doors.

When you build your network with intention and consistency, you 
stay top of mind for opportunities, advice, and collaborations. When 
layo"s happen, industries shift, or new roles emerge, you will not 
be caught o" guard. You will be prepared, with a network ready to 
support you. Networking is not just about finding a job, it is about 
cultivating relationships that continuously provide value throughout 
your career journey.

Unlike reactive networking, where you only reach out when you need 
something, a well-maintained career pipeline ensures that when the time 
comes for a new opportunity, your network is already working for you.
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Build a Network: Your Career Insurance

!e best way to protect your career is by building a strong, diverse 
network. !ink of it as career insurance, a safety net you can rely on 
when things get tough. Many people wait until they need something, 
like a new job, to start networking. But by then, they have missed the 
best window. Relationships take time to build; they cannot be rushed.

Networking is not just about collecting contacts, it is about building 
real connections. !ese relationships help you navigate career changes, 
unexpected setbacks, or even pivot into new industries. !at is why it is 
crucial to start now, long before you are in a pinch. At CareerNerds, we 
help clients create and maintain these networks, ensuring they are always 
ready for what is next. Networking is about being proactive, not reactive. 
When things change, you are not scrambling, you are already prepared.

A well-built network is not something you create overnight, it 
is something you nurture over time. !e strongest professionals 
continuously invest in their relationships, staying engaged and o"ering 
value, so their network is always active when they need it most.

Strategies for Sustaining Long-Term Career Success and Satisfaction

Long-term career success isn’t just about achieving a title or a salary, it’s 
about maintaining a trajectory that aligns with your values, passions, 
and strengths. It’s about ensuring that each step you take in your career 
is intentional and serves a greater purpose.

1. Keep Your Personal Brand Up to Date: Your personal brand is 
your reputation, your story, and your unique value proposition. 
It evolves over time, so it’s essential to keep it current. !is 
means updating your LinkedIn profile regularly, sharing your 
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insights through articles and posts, and continually showcasing 
the skills and experiences that set you apart.

2. Maintain and Grow Your Network: Don’t let your network 
grow stale. Regularly engage with your contacts, share valuable 
information, and o"er your help. Building a network is not a 
one-time e"ort but a continual process that requires genuine 
interest and investment.

3. Stay Curious and Keep Learning: Never stop learning. 
Stay curious about new trends, industries, and skills. Attend 
workshops, take courses, and read books that challenge your 
thinking. Lifelong learning keeps you adaptable, relevant, and 
ahead of the curve.

4. Be Open to Change and Pivoting: Don’t get too comfortable. 
!e most successful executives are those who are willing to pivot 
when necessary. Whether it’s taking on a new role, moving to 
a new industry, or even starting a new venture, staying flexible 
and open to change is critical for long-term success.

5. Build a Backup Plan: Always have a backup plan. Whether 
it’s a side hustle, a professional certification, or a network you 
can lean on, make sure you’re never caught o" guard. A well-
thought-out backup plan provides peace of mind and ensures 
you can navigate uncertainty with confidence.

The Importance of Lifelong Learning and Investing in Yourself

!e world is changing at an unprecedented pace. Technology evolves, 
industries shift, and new skills are required to stay relevant. Lifelong 
learning isn’t just a nice-to-have; it’s a necessity. Whether it’s mastering 
new technology, learning leadership skills, or understanding the 
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nuances of a new industry, the executives who continue to grow and 
learn are the ones who stay ahead.

At CareerNerds, we believe that career growth is a continuous journey. 
We help executives like you navigate this journey by focusing on the 
skills and strategies that matter most. For example, personal branding 
is something many executives struggle with, how to present themselves 
authentically while standing out in a competitive market. We help 
by doing the heavy lifting: crafting compelling narratives, managing 
networking outreach, and sending strategic messages.

George Stone, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘80

After 30 years in the Army, moving from enlisted to o$cer and 
ultimately serving as Director for Army Modeling and Simulation, 
I transitioned to roles such as Chief Technology O$cer, research 
scientist, and program manager for modeling and simulation within 
the Department of Defense and Homeland Security. When it came 
time to !nd a new position that truly matched my experience and 
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passion for advanced technologies, I needed to !nd a way to navigate 
the job market that aligned with my unique skill set.

"e challenge wasn’t just !nding a job, it was !nding one that I 
genuinely liked, that also took advantage of my skills in simulation 
and advanced technologies. "rough CareerNerds strategic 
approach, I learned to craft a LinkedIn pro!le that wasn’t just 
a summary of my career, but a targeted tool designed to attract 
the right kind of attention. It was all about having the right 
information in the right places, enough to entice someone to read 
on without overwhelming them. "is approach helped me uncover 
an opportunity before it was even advertised, positioning me as a 
leading candidate for a role perfectly suited to my background.

But the bene!ts went beyond just landing a role; the strategies I 
adopted also enhanced my e#ectiveness in my current position. 
LinkedIn became more than just a networking site, it was a powerful 
tool for business development and competitive analysis. As I engage 
with various businesses to create opportunities, I use it to identify 
potential teaming partners and even analyze competitors. It’s a 
platform that helps in strategically navigating market landscapes, 
!nding companies that complement our capabilities, and forming 
partnerships that can ful!ll all components of an opportunity.

"is journey showed me the value of patience and persistence in 
career transitions. No matter how long the process takes or how 
complex the steps may seem, having a strategic approach and a 
clear process can make a signi!cant di#erence. From crafting a 
compelling pro!le to engaging with the right people, the focus 
should always be on aligning your digital presence and networking 
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strategies with your career goals. It’s about being prepared, staying 
active, and making meaningful connections that support your 
long-term objectives.

Make Networking a Game-Changer

Advanced networking is not about rigid strategies or purely 
transactional goals. It’s about building genuine relationships, being 
open to unexpected opportunities, and seeing every interaction as a 
potential game-changer. By cultivating a career pipeline, practicing 
reciprocity, recognizing the hidden value in “C” contacts, and 
leveraging networking for continuous growth, you’ll turn networking 
from a mere task into a powerful tool for career acceleration.

Networking is more than just a means to an end, it’s a journey that, when 
approached with the right mindset, can bring transformative benefits 
to your professional and personal life. Now that you’re equipped with 
advanced techniques, it’s time to put them into action and see where 
this new level of networking can take you.

Networking opens doors, but to walk through them with confidence, 
you need to be prepared. !e most successful professionals now combine 
traditional networking with cutting-edge tools that enhance their reach 
and e"ectiveness. In the next chapter, we’ll explore how AI-driven 
strategies can refine your approach, sharpen your skills, and give you the 
data-driven insights needed to elevate your career. Let’s take a closer look.
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Digital Tools , Supercharge  

Your Career with Technology

We’re in an era where technology evolves at breakneck speed. If 
you’re not using it, you’re already behind. !e way we work, 

communicate, and grow our careers has completely transformed. Cold 
applications, resumes, and sitting back hoping someone notices you? 
!at’s yesterday’s playbook.

Today, AI and digital tools give you a serious edge. !ey let you work 
smarter, not harder, and be far more strategic in how you navigate 
your career. !e executives and professionals who embrace these 
advancements are not just staying relevant, they are moving ahead.

More than ever, career success is about leveraging technology as 
an ampli"er of skills and decision-making. !e right AI tools 
enhance personal branding, optimize networking, and sharpen 
communication. In this chapter, we will explore three key AI-driven 
tools that are transforming careers and making professionals sharper, 
faster, and more e"ective:
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• ChatGPT serves as your personal strategist and content 
assistant. Use it to plan career moves, draft LinkedIn posts, and 
create thought leadership that builds your brand.

• Grain records and transcribes calls so you can capture insights, 
spot patterns, and share highlights from key conversations.

• Yoodli is a powerful communication coaching platform. It 
helps you refine your executive presence, improve storytelling, 
and master high-stakes conversations—whether you’re leading 
meetings, interviewing, or networking.

!ese are just a few examples, new AI tools will continue to emerge 
and improve. !e point is not to chase every new technology but to 
develop a mindset that embraces AI as a strategic career amplifier.

Why Digital Tools Are Essential for Executives

!e workplace has changed. Career advancement is no longer just about 
experience or credentials. !e most successful executives are those who:

• Communicate with clarity and impact. AI tools provide 
structured feedback, helping professionals refine their 
messaging for maximum e"ectiveness.

• Adapt quickly and stay ahead. In a constantly evolving 
market, professionals who embrace AI insights can make real-
time adjustments to their approach.

• Stand out in a competitive job market. AI-driven hiring 
processes are becoming the norm. !ose who integrate cutting-
edge tools into their strategy will consistently outperform those 
who rely on traditional methods.
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!ese tools are not about replacing human intuition; they enhance 
executive decision-making, strengthen networking, and ensure 
continuous improvement. !ose who integrate AI into their career 
strategy will consistently outpace competitors who rely solely on 
traditional methods.

Now that we’ve established why AI is a game-changer for career 
growth, the next step is understanding how to put it to work for 
you. !e key to leveraging AI e"ectively isn’t just knowing it exists, 
it’s integrating the right tools into your daily workflow. While 
technology will continue to evolve, the professionals who embrace 
AI as an amplifier of their skills will always stay ahead. In the next 
section, we’ll explore three of the most impactful AI tools, ChatGPT, 
Grain, and Yoodli, and how they can enhance your communication, 
networking, and career strategy.

AI as Your Digital Assistant: ChatGPT and Beyond

!e best executives do not just react to opportunities. !ey create 
them. AI-powered assistants like ChatGPT, Claude, and others act as 
on-demand advisors that provide insights, refine messaging, and help 
make better career decisions.

Why Executives Should Leverage ChatGPT

ChatGPT and similar AI tools aren’t just for automating repetitive 
tasks. !ey enhance your strategic thinking, communication, and 
career planning. Imagine having a 24/7 assistant that can:

• Optimize your personal branding e#orts by analyzing job 
descriptions and suggesting tailored updates to your resume 
and LinkedIn profile
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• Streamline content creation for thought leadership by 
generating LinkedIn posts, articles, and thought pieces aligned 
with your expertise

• Prepare you for high-stakes meetings and negotiations by 
simulating Q&A sessions and structuring your talking points

• Craft personalized outreach and follow-ups to ensure 
networking e"orts are professional and e"ective

• Stay ahead with real-time insights and data by summarizing 
market trends, company news, and industry reports

Optimize Your Personal Branding Efforts

Your resume and LinkedIn profile are more than just digital business 
cards; they are your brand’s storefront. ChatGPT can analyze job 
descriptions and suggest tailored updates to your resume and profile, 
ensuring you hit all the right notes. Unlike generic templates, this 
AI-driven approach presents your brand as unique, relevant, and 
compelling to potential employers. !e result? A refined personal 
brand that not only gets noticed but also positions you as a trusted 
expert in your field.

Streamline Content Creation for Thought Leadership

Establishing yourself as a thought leader is key for career growth, but 
consistently creating high-quality content can be a heavy lift. ChatGPT 
can help you draft LinkedIn posts, articles, or thought pieces that align 
with your expertise and strategic goals. Instead of staring at a blank screen, 
let your digital assistant provide you with a solid first draft that you can 
quickly tweak and publish. !is keeps you visible in your network and 
demonstrates your knowledge and leadership in your industry.
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Prepare for High-Stakes Meetings and Negotiations

Before you walk into an important meeting or negotiation, preparation 
is key. ChatGPT can act as your rehearsal partner, helping you anticipate 
questions, draft responses, and structure your talking points e"ectively. 
It can even simulate a Q&A session, allowing you to practice your 
answers to tough questions in a low-pressure environment. !is kind 
of preparation boosts confidence, ensures you’re articulate, and helps 
you walk into the room ready for anything.

Craft Personalized Outreach and Follow-Ups

Networking remains one of the most critical components of career 
advancement. However, reaching out to potential contacts or 
following up after meetings can feel daunting. ChatGPT can help 
you draft personalized outreach messages that strike the right balance 
between professional and authentic. Whether you’re sending a cold 
LinkedIn message or a follow-up email after a networking event, 
your digital assistant can craft a compelling note that stands out. !is 
tailored approach fosters meaningful connections and opens doors to 
new opportunities.

Stay Ahead with Real-Time Insights and Data

Understanding market trends, company news, and industry shifts is 
crucial for any executive looking to stay competitive. ChatGPT can 
provide summaries and insights from the latest news, research papers, or 
financial reports, giving you a quick and comprehensive understanding 
of the topics that matter most to you. !is kind of proactive approach 
ensures that you’re always ahead of the curve, ready to capitalize on 
emerging opportunities.



D) ADVANCED TECHNIQUES

192

Why ChatGPT Is More Than Just a Tool

!ink of ChatGPT not just as a tool, but as a versatile digital assistant 
capable of amplifying your impact. It doesn’t replace your expertise 
or intuition; it enhances them. It’s about using AI to do the heavy 
lifting, whether that’s drafting content, preparing for meetings, or 
sifting through data, so that you can focus on strategy, leadership, 
and growth.

By integrating ChatGPT into your daily routine, you’re not only saving 
time but also ensuring that every step you take is calculated, informed, 
and e"ective. !e future of work belongs to those who embrace smarter 
tools. With ChatGPT as your digital assistant, you are not just keeping 
up. You are staying ahead.

Grain: Sharpen Your Messaging with Real-Time Feedback

Grain is an AI tool that transforms how executives and job seekers 
refine their networking and interview calls. Instead of leaving these 
critical conversations to chance, Grain records, analyzes, and provides 
insights that help you improve every interaction.

How You Can Use Grain to Improve Networking and Interviewing

• Record and replay networking or interview calls Capture 
your Zoom or Google Meet conversations to review exactly 
what you said, and how the other person responded.

• Highlight what worked Tag strong answers, key rapport-
building moments, or powerful stories you told. Use these 
highlights to refine and repeat what’s e"ective.
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• Spot missed opportunities Review parts of the conversation 
where you didn’t ask a strong question, missed a chance to 
connect, or lost the flow, so you can improve next time.

• Build a library of your best moments Turn strong segments 
into short clips to revisit before future interviews or networking 
calls, so you’re always ready with your best material.

• Transcripts for self-review and coaching Use detailed 
transcripts to reflect on your language, structure, and delivery. 
Share them with your coach for more targeted feedback.

Instead of going into meetings or networking calls blind, Grain allows 
you to track, measure, and refine your communication skills with data-
driven precision.

Yoodli: Master Networking and Interviews Through AI Role-Playing

For executives who want real-time, scenario-based practice, Yoodli is an 
AI-powered communication coach that allows professionals to simulate 
conversations, refine responses, and strengthen their executive presence.

Whether preparing for high-stakes meetings, investor pitches, 
interviews, or networking calls, Yoodli provides instant feedback on 
clarity, pacing, and confidence.

Five Ways Yoodli Gives Executives a Competitive Edge

1. Enhance communication skills. Yoodli helps executives refine 
how they speak, from pacing and tone to clarity and confidence. 
AI-driven feedback allows users to correct weaknesses and 
develop a commanding presence in professional settings.
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2. Perfect your elevator pitch. A strong elevator pitch defines 
your professional brand in seconds. Yoodli helps executives 
refine their introductions, ensuring each word adds value and 
creates a lasting impression.

3. Build con"dence for virtual and in-person meetings. With 
more networking and leadership interactions happening over 
video, Yoodli helps professionals strengthen virtual presence by 
improving eye contact, posture, and voice modulation.

4. Master di$cult questions. Whether in interviews, media 
appearances, or executive meetings, Yoodli simulates tough 
Q&A scenarios and provides structured feedback to help you 
stay composed under pressure.

5. Develop stronger listening skills. Networking is not just 
about talking, it is about listening. Yoodli trains executives to 
recognize when they interrupt, dominate, or need to engage 
more actively.

The Power of AI in Career Growth

!e beauty of tools like Grain and Yoodli lies in their ability to dissect 
and analyze real-world scenarios, whether it is a networking call, a 
pitch, or a high-stakes presentation. !ey do not just capture what you 
say; they dig deep into how you say it, giving you a clear picture of your 
strengths and pinpointing areas for improvement.

!is level of analysis allows you to turn every professional interaction into 
a learning opportunity, creating a continuous loop of practice, review, 
and optimization. Instead of flying blind, you are navigating your career 
with a personalized GPS, guiding you toward success with precision.
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Executives who leverage AI tools like Grain and Yoodli are not just 
improving their communication, they are transforming their ability to 
lead, network, and influence.

Embrace AI to Stay Ahead of the Curve

Technology will continue to evolve, and new AI tools will emerge. Some 
will fade away, while others will completely redefine how professionals 
build careers. !e specific tools are not the point, the willingness to 
embrace and adapt to AI is.

Key Takeaways:

• AI is an essential tool for career advancement, providing 
on-demand feedback in many areas, a game-changer for those 
who want to grow faster and stand out.

• ChatGPT and similar AI assistants help refine personal 
branding, networking, and strategic decision-making.

• Grain enhances networking calls by recording, transcribing, 
and highlighting key moments to help you review 
conversations, share insights, and improve over time.

• Yoodli o"ers AI-driven role-playing, helping professionals refine 
their delivery, master interviews, and strengthen executive presence.

• Technology will continue to evolve, embracing AI as a mindset 
shift is more important than the tools themselves.

!e workplace is evolving faster than ever. AI is not a trend, it is the 
future of career development. !e executives who integrate these tools 
today will not only consistently outperform their competition but 
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will also stay ahead of industry shifts and emerging opportunities. 
!e choice is clear: those who master these tools will lead, while 
those who ignore them will struggle to keep up.

Dom Scha#er, U.S. Military Academy  
at West Point ‘94

I’ve been in software sales for almost 20 years and have served 
as VP of sales at companies such as IBM, Salesforce, and several 
startups. I was looking to transition from !ntech and !nancial 
services sales into blockchain and crypto. "e key challenges I faced 
were having few !rst-degree contacts in the blockchain and crypto 
space and knowing that my LinkedIn pro!le and background were 
not optimized for that transition.

CareerNerds helped me in a few key ways. "e overall goal was 
to achieve both scale and quality in my networking e#orts by 
leveraging the academy network to reach out to professionals in the 
blockchain industry and connect with second-degree contacts. "e 
two critical aspects of the process were redoing my LinkedIn pro!le 
and improving my networking skills.
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Revamping my LinkedIn pro!le had many bene!ts. At !rst, I 
did not fully appreciate the importance, but once I saw the big 
picture, I understood the strategy. "e update helped me re!ne 
my message, highlight key accomplishments and attributes, and 
clearly communicate my value proposition. Once my LinkedIn 
pro!le was ready, the scale aspect came into play. Tom’s team 
helped me reach out and set up multiple networking calls each 
week, sometimes !ve or six or more, which allowed me to expand 
my network.

Having e$cient 20- to 30-minute networking calls was essential. 
I made sure to get the information I needed from each call while 
also o#ering to be a resource for the person I was speaking with. 
"is approach helped me connect with the right people and build 
relationships that will bene!t me throughout my career.

As a result, I landed the sales leadership role I wanted in the 
blockchain industry. "e process also boosted my con!dence in 
who I am and how to communicate my value proposition, which 
came through during interviews. CareerNerds provided interview 
coaching that was a tremendous bene!t and contributed to my 
success in getting the job I wanted.

"is process pushed me out of my comfort zone and helped me 
recognize that I do not have to do everything on my own. If I 
encounter a problem, I can ask for help. Someone might o#er a 
tool, process, or resource that can assist. Sometimes, I found that I 
had the answer all along, but the process opened up new options for 
solving problems and achieving my goals.
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What’s Next?

So why wait? Set up your Grain and/or Yoodli, and start using ChatGPT 
to supercharge your career. Embrace the tools now, and watch the 
opportunities roll in. !ose who master these tools will be leading the 
pack, not following it.

Leveraging advanced strategies can propel your career forward, but 
it is just as important to avoid common pitfalls. Many executives 
unknowingly make mistakes that stall their progress, from networking 
missteps to failing to adapt to market changes. In the next chapter, we 
will break down the ten most common career mistakes and how to stay 
ahead of them.
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“Wise men learn from their mistakes,  
but wiser men learn from the mistakes of others.”

Success is not just about what you do right, it is also about avoiding the 
mistakes that can hold you back. Many professionals unknowingly sabotage 
their career growth by neglecting their network, failing to communicate 
their value, or relying too heavily on traditional job search methods.

!is section highlights the most common pitfalls that stall careers and, 
more importantly, how to avoid them. Learning from these mistakes 
will help you stay ahead, remain adaptable, and keep your career 
momentum moving forward.
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Chapter 18  
Ten Most Frequently Made Career  
Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

“It’s !ne to celebrate success, but it is more important to  
heed the lessons of failure.” 

– Bill Gates

Many talented professionals work hard, deliver results, and still find 
themselves stuck in their careers, wondering why their hard work 

is not translating into the opportunities they deserve. !ey assume that 
strong performance alone will lead to promotions, new opportunities, or 
job security. But in today’s professional world, success is not just about 
what you know, it is about who knows you, how well you communicate 
your value, and how strategically you navigate your career.

Over the years, I have worked with thousands of executives and 
professionals, helping them accelerate their careers by avoiding 
common pitfalls that keep people stuck. !rough this experience, I have 
identified the ten most frequent career mistakes that professionals 
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make. !ese mistakes can stall progress, limit opportunities, and keep 
even the most talented individuals from reaching their full potential.

You do not have to navigate this journey alone or learn through trial 
and error. !e smartest professionals advance faster by recognizing and 
avoiding common pitfalls before they happen. !is chapter highlights 
these ten common career mistakes and, more importantly, how to avoid 
them. If you are looking to take control of your career, land high-level 
roles, or advance faster than your competition, mastering these lessons 
will give you an immediate advantage.

1. Failing to Take Ownership of Your Career Journey

Probably, the most common mistake is assuming that your career path 
will be shaped by your employer, manager, or even your network. 
Waiting for someone else to guide your development or push you 
toward advancement can leave you stuck and stagnant. !e harsh truth 
is, no one is as invested in your growth as you are. You need to act like 
the CEO of your own career, making strategic decisions and taking 
deliberate actions to get where you want to go.

Taking ownership means setting clear career goals, regularly seeking 
feedback, and actively managing your development. Start by identifying 
what you want from your career in the next year, three years, and 
five years. !en, map out a plan that includes acquiring new skills, 
expanding your network, and positioning yourself for roles that align 
with those goals. One actionable step: find a mentor who’s where you 
want to be, and ask them for insights into how they got there. !is 
provides both guidance and accountability.

When you stop waiting and start driving your career, you’ll find more 
opportunities coming your way. Remember, nobody cares more about 
your career than you do, so take the wheel.
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2. Thinking That Your Work Speaks for Itself

Many professionals fall into the trap of believing that exceptional work 
alone is enough to get noticed and lead to career advancement. !e idea 
that “my work will speak for itself ” is comforting but misguided. In a 
busy and crowded professional landscape, no one has the time to dig 
into your achievements if you don’t bring them to the forefront. It’s not 
about being boastful; it’s about being visible. !e truth is, people often 
rise in their careers because they’ve learned to strategically showcase 
their contributions and strengths to the right people.

To counter this mindset, think of personal branding as a tool to amplify 
your impact. Regularly share your successes with key stakeholders 
and decision-makers, whether through a well-crafted email update 
or a quick mention in meetings. !is isn’t about bragging but about 
ensuring your work doesn’t go unnoticed. A practical tip: schedule a 
quarterly review with your manager to discuss your accomplishments, 
get feedback, and align on future goals. !is simple habit keeps your 
achievements top of mind and opens the door for future opportunities.

Remember, the corporate world isn’t a meritocracy; it’s a visibility 
game. !e ones who move up are those who are seen. Take control of 
your narrative by consistently showcasing your achievements. If you 
don’t communicate your value, people will assume it doesn’t exist.

3. Staying in Your Comfort Zone and Being Hesitant to Promote Yourself

Comfort zones are seductive; they o"er safety and familiarity. But 
staying within them often means missing out on growth opportunities. 
If you only network within your existing circles or avoid challenging 
conversations, you’re limiting your potential. !e same goes for 
being reluctant to promote yourself. Fearing that you’ll come across 
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as bragging can keep you from sharing your successes and thus, from 
being seen as the high-impact professional you are.

!e key is to embrace a growth mindset and step out of your bubble. 
Approach networking as an evolving skill rather than a daunting task. 
Start small, reach out to someone new for a virtual co"ee chat, or share 
a recent achievement on LinkedIn. When you feel a bit uncomfortable, 
it’s a sign you’re pushing your boundaries, which is exactly where 
growth happens. Similarly, learn to articulate your value confidently. 
Practice a 30-second elevator pitch that highlights your achievements 
without sounding self-centered.

Remember, networking and self-promotion aren’t about boasting; 
they’re about making sure your skills, experience, and potential are 
visible. !e more you step out and speak up, the more opportunities 
you’ll create for yourself.

4. Relying Mostly on Job Ads and Recruiters

It’s tempting to think that the right job will magically appear on a job 
board or that a recruiter will have the perfect opportunity waiting for 
you. While these channels can be helpful, they are often overused and 
oversaturated. !e reality is, many of the best roles never get advertised; 
they exist in the hidden job market, filled through personal networks 
and referrals. Relying solely on job ads and recruiters can mean missing 
out on these unadvertised opportunities.

Instead of waiting for a job to be posted, focus on building and nurturing 
relationships with decision-makers in your industry. !ink of networking 
as planting seeds that will grow into future opportunities. Reach out to 
industry leaders, former colleagues, and even competitors, not with an 
immediate ask but with genuine curiosity and a willingness to learn. A 
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simple, “I’d love to hear more about your experience transitioning into 
your role” can open doors you didn’t even know existed.

By diversifying your approach beyond the obvious channels, you tap 
into a wealth of opportunities that are o" the beaten path. !e best 
roles are filled before they are even posted. Instead of waiting for a job 
to appear, focus on building relationships that ensure decision-makers 
think of you first when the right opportunity comes up.

5. Not Realizing That Networking is a Numbers Game

Networking often gets misinterpreted as needing to build a few 
“perfect” connections. While deep, meaningful relationships are 
crucial, there’s also power in numbers. Limiting your networking to 
a handful of people is like casting a single line when you should be 
casting a net. !e more connections you have, the more opportunities 
can come your way, both expected and unexpected.

!ink of networking as an ongoing process rather than a one-time event. 
Set a goal to reach out to five new contacts a week through LinkedIn, 
industry events, or mutual connections. Keep track of your responses 
and follow up with those who engage. Over time, this consistent e"ort 
will expand your network and increase your opportunities. Don’t get 
discouraged if some don’t respond; remember, it’s a numbers game. !e 
more people you engage with, the higher your chances of stumbling 
upon valuable insights, leads, and even job o"ers.

Balancing quantity with quality is key. You want to expand your 
network broadly, but also make sure you’re following up and deepening 
relationships with those who could be pivotal in your career journey.
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6. Directly Asking for a Job When Networking

A common networking mistake is leading with a request for a job. 
Approaching networking as a transaction rather than relationship-
building can be a major turn-o". !ink about it: would you enjoy being 
asked for a favor by someone you barely know? E"ective networking is 
about creating mutual value and trust first. It’s not about what you can 
take but what you can give.

Shift your mindset from “asking” to “o"ering.” When you connect 
with someone, focus on how you can help them, whether it’s sharing 
industry insights, making an introduction, or providing a di"erent 
perspective. Genuine curiosity about the other person’s experience will 
often lead them to ask about you in return. One practical tip: in your 
initial conversation, don’t bring up job openings. Instead, focus on 
understanding their journey, challenges, and goals. !e opportunities 
will naturally follow as the relationship builds.

Remember, networking is about building bridges, not burning them. 
!e more value you provide to others, the more inclined they’ll be to 
support you when the time is right.

7. Not Updating Your Personal Brand Regularly  
(LinkedIn, Elevator Pitch and Resume)

Your digital presence is often the first impression you make, and in 
today’s world, LinkedIn is the new resume. Yet, many professionals 
neglect to keep their profiles updated and compelling. An outdated 
profile can signal to potential employers or connections that you’re not 
actively managing your career. It’s like handing someone a five-year-old 
resume at an interview, hardly impressive.
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Keep your LinkedIn profile fresh and aligned with your career goals. 
Start by refining your headline to reflect your current role and future 
aspirations. Use the summary section to tell your story, not just list your 
job titles. Quantify your achievements to provide concrete evidence of 
your impact. Make it a habit to update your profile every few months, 
especially after major projects or role changes.

!ink of your LinkedIn profile as a living, breathing document that 
evolves with you. Keep it dynamic and current, so you’re always ready 
to seize new opportunities that come your way.

8. Relying Only on Your Existing Network Instead of Expanding It

It’s easy to get comfortable with the network you already have, but 
complacency can limit your growth. Relying solely on your existing 
connections is like staying in a small pond when the ocean is right 
next to you. To advance your career, you need to constantly expand 
your network and bring new people into your circle. Fresh connections 
bring new perspectives, information, and opportunities.

Make it a point to engage with people outside your immediate network. 
Join industry groups, attend events, and use platforms like LinkedIn 
to reach out to people in roles or industries you aspire to be in. Even 
reaching out to second-degree connections (friends of friends) can 
be incredibly valuable. Start conversations with, “I noticed we have 
mutual interests, would love to chat and share insights.”

Remember, the most powerful networks are not static but continually 
evolving. Your next big opportunity is likely to come from someone 
you haven’t even met yet.



E) STAY AHEAD & AVOID PITFALLS

210

9. Not Fully Utilizing New Technology Tools

Technology has revolutionized networking, yet many professionals are 
not taking full advantage of tools like LinkedIn, Zoom, or Calendly. 
!ese platforms are designed to make connecting easier and more 
e#cient, but if you don’t use them properly, you’re missing out. It’s like 
having a powerful tool in your toolbox but never picking it up.

Mastering these tools can streamline your networking e"orts. Learn how 
to use LinkedIn’s advanced search filters to find key decision-makers, or 
use Zoom to set up quick, face-to-face meetings no matter where you 
are. Calendly can help automate meeting scheduling, eliminating the 
endless back-and-forth of finding a mutually available time. Dedicate 
time to familiarize yourself with these tools, and use them to optimize 
your networking process.

When you leverage technology e"ectively, you can scale your networking 
e"orts, reaching more people faster and leaving a stronger impression.

10. Not Asking for Help When Needed

Too often, professionals view asking for help as a sign of weakness 
or incompetence. !e fear of appearing vulnerable stops many from 
seeking the support that could accelerate their career growth. But here’s 
the reality: the most successful people aren’t afraid to ask for guidance. 
!ey know the value of leveraging the expertise of others who have 
been where they want to go.

Seek out mentors, career coaches, or advisors who can provide objective 
feedback and guidance. Having an external perspective can help you 
see blind spots, refine your strategy, and stay accountable. Start by 
reaching out to someone whose career you admire and ask them for 
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a 20-minute chat. You’d be surprised how willing people are to help 
when approached respectfully and sincerely.

Remember, it’s not about doing it alone; it’s about doing it smartly. 
Seeking help is not a weakness, it is a strategy. !e right advice at 
the right time can be the di"erence between career stagnation and a 
breakthrough opportunity.

!is book contains all the insights, strategies, and real-world examples 
you need to navigate your career challenges and land the job you 
deserve. By understanding these common mistakes and learning 
how to avoid them, you are already ahead of the game. However, 
if you feel you need a helping hand to accelerate your progress or 
tackle specific hurdles, we at CareerNerds are here to support you. 
Our proven methodologies and personalized coaching provide the 
guidance, accountability, and strategy you need to accelerate your 
career. Whether you need support in networking, career transitions, 
or personal branding, we are here to help. Visit www.careernerds.com 
to take the next step.

Take Control and Take Action

Mark’s story is a perfect example of what happens when you shift your 
mindset, refine your approach, and take action. He realized that even 
with years of experience in investment banking, he needed to adjust 
his networking strategy to open new doors. Once he did, opportunities 
that once seemed out of reach became accessible, leading him to a 
career transition that aligned with his skills and aspirations.

Reading about these mistakes is only the first step. !e real 
transformation happens when you apply these lessons, take control 

http://www.careernerds.com
http://www.careernerds.com
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of your career, and actively shape your professional future. !e most 
successful executives and professionals are not just aware of what holds 
them back, they take action to correct course and accelerate forward.

By avoiding these common career pitfalls, you will position yourself 
ahead of the competition, open doors to new opportunities, and build 
a network that continuously supports your growth. !e next step is 
yours to take.

In the final chapter, we will bring everything together and focus on 
what matters most. Taking action. It is time to apply what you have 
learned, step out of your comfort zone, and put these strategies into 
motion to create the career you truly want.
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Your Turn to Take Action Now

“"e best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago.  
"e second-best time is now.” 

– Chinese Proverb

You have reached the end of this book, but your journey is just 
beginning. Whether you have followed every chapter in detail or 

skimmed the key lessons, one thing is clear. !e strategies you have 
learned will only work if you put them into action. You now have the 
tools to unlock the Hidden Job Market, build a personal brand that 
stands out, network authentically, and leverage advanced strategies to 
accelerate your career and land the job you deserve in 90 days.

But knowledge alone will not create change, action will.

!e truth is, success doesn’t come from waiting for the perfect 
opportunity or endlessly planning every step. It comes from showing 
up consistently, taking small, deliberate actions every day, trusting the 
process – and most important of all, believing in yourself.
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What’s Next?

1. Start Where You Are

You don’t need to wait for the stars to align. Take the first 
step today. Update your LinkedIn profile. Reach out to a new 
connection. Schedule your first networking call. Every action 
you take moves you closer to your goals.

2. Stay Consistent

Transformation happens over time, not overnight. Set aside 
time each week to apply what you’ve learned. Whether it’s 
networking, refining your personal brand, or exploring new 
opportunities, consistency is the key to success.

3. Embrace the Unexpected

Not every e"ort will yield immediate results. Some doors 
will close, and others will open unexpectedly. Stay curious, 
adaptable, and open to opportunities you might not have 
considered.

4. Get Support When You Need It

You have everything you need to succeed, but if you feel stuck, 
overwhelmed, or simply want to accelerate your progress, 
you don’t have to do it alone. Sometimes having a mentor or 
a coach for a fresh perspective and accountability can make 
all the di"erence. At CareerNerds, we’ve helped hundreds of 
professionals like you unlock their potential and achieve results 
faster than they thought possible. If you ever need help, we’re 
here to support you.
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Growth happens when you take consistent action, embrace challenges, 
and remain open to new possibilities. Every e"ort you put in today 
builds the foundation for future opportunities. !e more intentional 
you are, the more control you will have over your career path.

William Jones, U.S. Naval Academy ‘90

My journey over the last three months has been nothing short of 
amazing. When I started this process, I was upfront about how 
I’d spent 2020 pretty much DIW. For Navy guys out there, they 
understand what that means, dead in the water. I’d tried a lot 
of things on my own, pursuing di#erent paths, but I reached a 
point where I didn’t know what was working and what wasn’t. 
I needed a benchmark and some validation, but most of all, I 
needed velocity. I needed to be in front of more people to know if 
my strategies were e#ective, and I certainly wasn’t getting that.

While I’ve always had the gift of gab and knew how to connect 
with people, what I was missing was con!dence. You can lose 
con!dence when you’re not sure if what you’re doing is working. 
But the more I talked to people and engaged with them, the more 
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con!dence I gained in telling my story. In the past three months, 
I’ve conducted over 100 calls, something I never imagined doing. 
I remember hearing about another client who’d done over 100 
calls, and I thought it was unbelievable. But I’ve done it, and I’ve 
enjoyed each one. I’ve learned new things, made new contacts, and 
even gained some evangelists along the way. It gave me a comfort 
level and helped me tell my story better.

It really is a numbers game. You need to talk to a lot of di#erent people 
before the right opportunity comes along. For me, it happened around 
call 87 or 88 when the job o#ers started popping up. It’s also about 
practice. I re!ned my process and the way I engaged with people within 
the 20-minute networking call structure. Over time, I developed ways 
to adjust the conversation if it went in an unexpected direction, and 
I always had something to say if it wasn’t going according to plan. It 
became a natural conversation. You need those calls to practice, re!ne, 
and tell your story to as many people as possible.

Before starting with this methodology, my networking approach 
was passive. In 2019, I sent out a lot of connection requests and got 
many in return, but I didn’t follow up or ask for a chat. I hoped 
we’d eventually connect and have a meaningful conversation, 
but that didn’t happen. "e 20-minute networking call structure 
changed all that. It allowed me to turn those connections into 
actual conversations, gather information, make new contacts, and 
uncover potential opportunities.

"ese networking calls brought three main bene!ts: I gathered 
valuable information through informational interviews, got 
introduced to new contacts, and even found evangelists. Some 
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people even sent me thank-you notes because they felt they got value 
from our conversations. It became more of a genuine dialogue 
rather than a one-sided request.

My LinkedIn pro!le was another major transformation. Before, it 
was all over the place. I thought I knew what I was doing, but I 
didn’t have a clue. "e process helped me organize it by removing 
irrelevant information and adding what was necessary for me to 
get my dream job. My pro!le now appeals to both the right and left 
brain, compelling visuals, solid information, and real numbers. 
It’s !lled with stats and achievements that prove my value, not just 
state it. I also learned how to tell my story e#ectively. Now, when 
someone asks for my resume, I direct them to my LinkedIn pro!le, 
which is a comprehensive showcase of my background, making it 
easier for others to connect me with the right people.

"e updated pro!le gave me credibility and instant impact. Before, 
I’d see people visit my pro!le and not connect. Now, I’m proud to 
have people look at my pro!le because it tells a complete story. It’s 
a great sales %yer that gives people a quick understanding of who I 
am and what I bring to the table.

One key aspect of this journey has been focusing on the small details 
that make a big di#erence. "ings like using a good microphone, 
having the right lighting, or even considering how I present myself, 
down to how I wear my hair. All those little details contribute to 
making a strong impression and can lead to big opportunities. It’s 
those nuances that build up to create a powerful personal brand.

It took exactly three months to land an amazing job o#er. If I 
were to give advice to someone looking to do the same, it would 



E) STAY AHEAD & AVOID PITFALLS

218

be to set a clear goal and time constraint. I started this process on 
March 1st and set a goal to have a job o#er within three months, 
and it worked out. I committed fully to the process, doing 20-plus 
calls per week at one point, and I found it enjoyable. Networking 
helps you tell your best story, build con!dence, and practice for 
interviews. Finally, I’d say always ask, “How can I help you?” 
People appreciate it, and it adds value to the conversation.

Networking is essential, it’s a full-time job in itself, something you 
need to keep doing no matter where you are in your career. And 
one thing is for sure, I’ll never be caught dead in the water again. 
Networking is ongoing; it keeps you ready for whatever comes next.

Your 90-Day Career Acceleration Plan

William’s story is proof that the Executive Fast Track Framework 
works. His success did not come from luck. It came from showing 
up every day, trusting the process, and taking action. He refined his 
approach, built real connections, and positioned himself for the right 
opportunity. !at same approach led to an incredible career move.

But William’s story is not unique. !e same strategies that worked for 
him can work for you too, if you commit to taking consistent action. 
!e key is having a structured plan that keeps you focused, intentional, 
and moving forward.

Now that you have the tools and strategies, the next step is 
implementation. !is 90-Day Career Acceleration Plan provides a 
structured approach to help you take action, one step at a time. Follow 
this roadmap to systematically build your network, gain visibility, and 
create new career opportunities:
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Week 1–2: Clarify Your Brand & Goals

• Define your career goals and ideal roles

• Craft your personal brand story and refine your LinkedIn profile

• Identify key strengths that position you for the next level

Week 3–6: Expand & Strengthen Your Network

• Map out your existing network and categorize key connections

• Reach out to lukewarm connections and start strategic 
conversations

• Identify and engage with decision-makers in your target industry

Week 7–10: Access the Hidden Job Market

• Build a system for maintaining and growing professional 
relationships

• Increase your visibility through LinkedIn content and thought 
leadership

• Leverage introductions and referrals to access unadvertised roles

Week 11–12: Take Strategic Action & Track Progress

• Set up weekly networking targets and track responses

• Fine-tune your positioning based on feedback from 
conversations

• Continue refining your approach, ensuring long-term career 
momentum
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Start today by reaching out to one new connection on LinkedIn and 
updating your profile to reflect your career goals.

A Final Thought

Your career is not just about finding the next job. It is about creating a 
life that reflects your values, skills, and ambitions. Every decision you 
make is an investment in your future, and the actions you take today 
will shape the opportunities available to you tomorrow.

Success does not come from waiting for the perfect moment. It comes 
from taking consistent, intentional steps forward, even when the path is 
uncertain. Every connection you make, every conversation you initiate, 
and every opportunity you pursue brings you closer to the career and 
life you want.

You already have the tools, the strategy, and the roadmap. Now, it 
is time to take action. Apply what you have learned, commit to the 
process, and trust that the work you put in will open doors you never 
even knew existed.

The next 90 days can change everything.

Opportunities are not found, they are created.

Take the first step today and start building the future you deserve.
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Ready to Take the Next Step?

You’ve just read the Executive Fast Track, but your journey is only 
beginning.

If you’re ready to take action, we’ve got you covered with practical 
resources and inspiration:

! Get exclusive content, case studies, and tools at
" www.careernerds.com

! Subscribe to our YouTube channel for weekly videos on personal 
branding, networking, and interview mastery:

▶ CareerNerds on YouTube

We’d love to hear your story.

Whether you’re actively searching or just exploring possibilities, you 
don’t have to go it alone.

See you on the fast track,

T%& K'() * )+' C,-''-N'-./ T',&
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CareerNerds Team in Action

The CareerNerds team works remotely and regularly meets in person to 
build deeper connections and strengthen our bond.
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Dallas | Meeting General Petraeus (former CIA Director) at SMU
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Austin, Texas | Interviewing Craig Cummings (USMA ‘93) Co-Founder of 
Moonshots Capital
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Dallas, Texas | Recording a podcast episode with our Head Coach, Miguel 
Gutierrez (USMA ‘80), former Director of West Point’s AOG Career Services 
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On Zoom, your background is just as noticeable as you are.



232

#7

West Point graduation day was where it all began.
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