
Here are 15 tips to help 
you do just that...

15 Tips from
 Keith Ferrazzi:

Conference Com
m

ando
A conference is a huge opportunity to build relationships
w

ith extraordinary people, people w
ho m

ight have significant
im

pact on your professional or personal success. To m
ake

sure that you m
axim

ize the return on your (and your
organization’s)investm

ent of tim
e and m

oney to attend,
you can’t afford to be a conference com

m
oner. You have

to be a C
onference C

om
m

ando.



15 Tips from
 Keith Ferrazzi,Conference Com

m
ando

Page 2

#1Rem
em

ber the 7 P’s.
Proper Prior Planning Prevents Piss-Poor
Perform

ance. M
ilitary strategists know

 that
m

ost battles are w
on before the first shot is

fired. The side that determ
ines w

here, w
hen,

and how
 an engagem

ent is fought usually
gains an insurm

ountable advantage. So get
focused. Take tim

e w
eeks before the conference

to think through and w
rite dow

n w
hy you

are attending. W
hat do you w

ant to
achieve? W

ho do you w
ant to m

eet? The
m

ore clearly you articulate w
hat you w

ant
and need from

 the 
conference, the m

ore likely you can plan
and execute your 
m

ission. 

#2 
Know

 your targets. 
G

et the list of conference attendees som
e-

how
—

call the conference organizers, ask
your friends w

ho are going if they know
 of

other attendees, or w
hatever it takes. Then

go through the list and note those you w
ant

to m
eet. Keep that list w

ith you at all tim
es 

during the conference (including social
events) so you know

 w
hom

 you’ve m
et and

w
hom

 you still need to m
eet. 

#3G
ather intelligence.

If you w
ant to get to know

 som
eone, the first

thing you should do is figure out how
 you

can help them
. G

oogle them
. O

f course,
their business interests w

ill be m
ost obvious,

but do som
e deeper research to learn about

their hum
an sides. Then find your currency

for them
—

your experience, know
ledge, 

contacts, or resources that can m
ake them

m
ore successful. And get this: the best part

of doing your hom
ew

ork is that it doesn't
have to be a secret. W

hen you m
eet your

target contact, say, "I alw
ays m

ake a special
effort to inquire about the people I'd like to
m

eet." Inevitably, people are flattered.
W

ouldn't you be?

#4Strike early. 
Don’t w

ait for the conference to start your
netw

orking. A w
eek or tw

o beforehand,
pick up the phone and call at least the top
three people you w

ant to be SURE to m
eet.

(And no w
hiny excuses about not being

able to find their coordinates. This is the
inform

ation age!) Begin your conversations
now

 and/or arrange a tim
e for w

hen you
arrive at the conference. C

an’t get past their
gatekeepers? Surprise them

 w
ith a fax or a

voice m
essage w

hen they arrive at the
conference and save them

 from
 spending

the night alone in their room
s—

m
ost likely 

in the very hotel w
here you’re staying! Say,

“I’ll be dow
nstairs at 8 w

ith a few
 people

for drinks and dinner. W
ould you like to 

join us?” 

#5 
N

ever attend a conference.
W

ell, never just attend a conference. You
should be sure to speak, too, even if your
nam

e isn’t on the program
. W

hile keynote
speakers are basically given hour-long
infom

ercials for their brands, you can
acquire a 30 second com

m
ercial for yours

just by asking a thoughtful question during
Q

&A. Stand tall, say your nam
e and w

hat
you do, and then ask a great question. Then
enjoy your tem

porary celebrity status after
the session. People w

ill be eager to
approach you once you’ve been introduced
in a public forum

. 

#6 
Slight the speakers. 
Don't w

aste tim
e standing in line to m

eet a
speaker after his or her song and dance.
There w

ill be so m
any other brilliant people

at the conference; go m
eet them

! If you m
ust

m
eet the speakers, please approach them

before their talks, before they have captivated the
crow

d’s attention and adoration.  
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#7 
G

et a w
ingm

an. 
Just as people lose w

eight m
ore effectively if

they have a w
orkout partner, your start m

ore
of the relationships you w

ant if you team
 up.

You and your buddy can provide each other
m

otivation, guidance, and assistance if you’ll
share w

ith each other your real reasons
for

attending the conference, w
hether it’s to look

for a new
 job, to fill your sales pipeline,or

m
aybe even to seek a rom

antic relationship.
W

ouldn’t it be great to show
 up to the con-

ference w
ith som

ebody w
ho’s actually on

your side, w
ho’s got your back, w

ho’s w
orking

w
ith you?

#8 
Draft off a big kahuna.
G

et to know
 som

e of the m
ost w

ell-know
n

folks at the conference or the conference
organizers them

selves and hang w
ith them

.
The im

portant people w
ill rotate by them

sooner or later. If you’re there, you'll m
eet

everyone w
ho m

atters. And if you need to
reach out to som

eone w
ho doesn’t happen

to sw
ing by, ask your new

 friend—
a big

kahuna—
for an introduction.    

#9Be an info-hub. 
G

et really fam
iliar w

ith the conference program
.

Then pick the brains of conference staff and 

anyone else w
illing to share the ins and outs

of w
hat’s happening in and around the big

m
eeting. If you’re in the loop on the private

parties and after-hours special events, every-
one w

ill com
e to you for the goods.  

#10 
W

ork hard on break. 
Don’t run off to stuff your face or check 
e-m

ail betw
een sessions. You should attend

to your bagel and BlackBerry w
hile boring

speakers like m
e are blabbing on and on,

so w
hen break tim

e com
es, you can get out

there and do w
hat you really cam

e to the
conference to do—

m
eet people! 

#11 
Hijack a dinner. 
True com

m
andos aren’t constrained by the

agendas they receive at registration.
Arrange a dinner at a special place out on
the tow

n you’re visiting w
ith people w

ho
care about a particular topic that m

atters to
you, or m

odify a conference m
eal that’s

already paid for by inviting specific people
to join your table as you m

eet them
 during

the day. There’s usually no assigned seating.
And if there is, just tell a conference organ-
izer that you prefer to reassign yourself.
They exist to m

ake the conference better for
you. 

#12 
Let your guard dow

n. 
W

hen you engage a target contact, don't
you dare talk about the w

eather! It m
akes

no im
pact at all. Skip the sm

all talk and dive
into the stuff that really m

atters to you and
them

: interests, passions, struggles, and
greatest needs. You’ll have to push yourself
to be hum

an and open up enough to get
your acquaintance to start sharing. Then
listen, listen, listen w

ith w
arm

th and sincerity.
And if you are able to help them

, do so.
Intim

acy and G
iving are the tw

o keys to
m

aking quick connections that jum
pstart 

lasting relationships.  

#13 
M

aster the Deep Bum
p. 

O
nce you’ve successfully taken your

conversation
w

ith a new
 acquaintance

dow
n deep, past the shallow

 sm
all talk,

secure an invitation to reconnect later. Then
bum

p! M
ove on and m

eet m
ore people.

Don’t be like the co-dependent ankle hugger
w

ho thinks the first person he m
eets is his

best friend forever.* You’ve invested too
m

uch tim
e and m

oney in this conference not
to take the opportunity to m

eet m
any different

people. You have a lifetim
e to build

relationships w
ith people at the conference,

but only a few
 days to m

eet them
.

*P
ro

file
s
 o

f th
e
 A

n
k
le

 H
u

g
g

e
r a

n
d

 m
o

re
 c

h
a

ra
c
te

rs
 y

o
u

 s
h

o
u

ld
 n

o
t im

ita
te

 o
n

 p
a

g
e

 5
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#14 
Take nam

es (and notes).
Before you conclude the Deep Bum

p, and
m

ove on after m
aking a new

 acquaintance,
be sure to get a business card. O

f course,
you should quickly scan the card and say
the person’s nam

e aloud to help com
m

it it to
m

em
ory. Furtherm

ore, flip over the card and
jot dow

n a few
 w

ords to rem
ind yourself of

w
hat you tw

o discussed, any relevant
personal details you w

ish to rem
em

ber, and,
of course, w

hen and w
hy you’re going to

follow
 up later. 

#15 
Follow

 up or fail. 
Don't w

ait until you return hom
e from

 the
conference to ping people w

hose cards you
collect. Shoot out follow

-up e-m
ails each

night of the event or w
rite them

 during your
flight hom

e. That is, unless you w
ant that

sam
e rubber-banded stack of cards on your

desk a year from
 now, w

hich is probably
the result of last year’s conference if you
w

ent as a com
m

oner and not a com
m

ando.
Either w

ay, best of luck next tim
e! And you’ll

need it if you don’t rem
em

ber the 7 P’s!
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Be a Conference Com
m

ando. 
M

ore im
portantly, don’t be these people. 

TH
E W

ALLFLO
W

ER: The lim
p hand-

shake, the position in the far corner of
the room

,the unassum
ing dem

eanor—
all signs that this person thinks he or
she is there to w

atch the speakers.

TH
E AN

KLE H
UG

G
ER:The ankle hug-

ger is a total codependent and thinks
that the first person they m

eet is their
BFF (best friend forever). O

ut of fear,
they shadow

 their BFF the entire conference.
You’ve spent too m

uch m
oney not to

leverage the opportunity to m
eet m

any
different people. So bum

p! You have a
lifetim

e to build relationships w
ith these

people. C
ollect as m

any follow
-ups as

you can.

TH
E C

ELEBRITY H
O

UN
D:This type of

person funnels every bit of their energy
into trying to m

eet the m
ost im

portant
person at the event. The problem

 is, if
the person they w

ant to m
eet truly is the

m
ost im

portant person at the conference,
that person w

ill be on their guard. And
m

aybe even guarded, literally. 

A young friend of m
ine w

ent to see the
King of Jordan speak recently and
cam

e back ecstatic. H
e had w

aited an
hour or m

ore, along w
ith 500 other

people, for a chance to shake the
King’s hand. I asked him

, “H
ow, 

exactly, did you benefit from
 that

encounter?” “I can say I m
et him

,” he
sheepishly replied. I told him

 that there
w

ere probably at least a handful of
dignitaries and m

em
bers of the King’s

cabinet in that room
 w

hom
 no one

knew
 or w

anted to know. W
ouldn’t it

have been better for m
y young friend

to actually have had a conversation
w

ith one of them
, instead of a hand-

shake w
ith som

eone w
ho w

ill not
rem

em
ber him

 beyond the handshake?
M

aybe he could have struck up a 
relationship. Instead, he got a photo
and a handshake.

TH
E SM

ARM
Y EYE DARTER: N

othing
w

ill give you a bad rap in less tim
e. Be

Bill C
linton instead. If you spend only

thirty seconds w
ith som

eone, m
ake it

thirty seconds of w
arm

th and sincerity.
N

othing w
ill give you a good rap in

less tim
e.

TH
E C

ARD DISPEN
SER/AM

ASSER:This
guy passes his card out like it had the
cure for cancer w

ritten on its back.
Frankly, cards are overrated. If you
perform

the bum
p successfully, and

extract a prom
ise for a future m

eeting,
a piece of paper is irrelevant. This
person gloats over the num

ber of
“contacts” he’s m

ade. In reality, he’s
created

nothing m
ore valuable than a

phone book w
ith people’s nam

es and
num

bers to cold-call.
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