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‘Plane’ Speaking: 
In-Flight Networking

By Olivia Fox Cabane

“I don’t have time to network.”
“There’s no way I can spend time at
all the events people tell me I should
go to.” Does this ring true for you? If
so, consider this: Networking doesn’t
just happen when you take time out
of your busy schedule to appear at
an official “networking” event. In
fact, networking can happen any-
time, anywhere. Every minute you’re
around other human beings is a
chance to network. Self-made billion-
aires are known for their tendency to
network everywhere and all the time
— on the golf course, but also at the
doctor’s office, at the health club, or
on a plane. 

Now, I’m far from being a billion-
aire, but planes have always been
one of my favorite places to network.
Admittedly, chances of success
increase when you’re in business or
first class, but you never know. Quite
a few business moguls make it a
point of honor to travel coach, and
many companies have policies that
require their executives to fly coach
on short distances. Some flights sim-
ply have no assigned seating, which
was the case on the Delta Shuttle I
took from New York to Boston a few
months ago. 

As I boarded that flight, I let my
eyes scan over the seated passen-
gers. On these flights, I often board
last, so as to have the most choice in
seating companions. I selected my
flight neighbor: Wearing a suit (pre-
sumably a business person), sitting
alone (easier to approach), and read-
ing a book (as opposed to huddling
over a laptop or report). After a few
tries, the conversation took off. As it
turned out, the gentleman was a
Managing Director from of my target
companies. A few follow-up e-mails
later, we had lunch. Over the follow-
ing weeks, I introduced him to a few
contacts of mine who could help him
expand his network. Three months
later, he arranged a private lunch for
me with his company’s national 

manager, whose division happened
to need my services.

STARTING POINT
So, where can you start? Whether

you’re sitting on a plane, riding in an
elevator, or waiting in a hotel lobby,
you already have quite a bit in com-
mon with people around you. After
all, you’re in the same environment
and going through similar travel
experiences, which gives the two of
you plenty to talk about. Starting a
conversation is as easy as offering a
comment about this common envi-
ronment followed by a related, open-
ended question. Why open-ended?
The problem of closed questions
(answerable by yes or no) is that
once you’ve been given a response,
you’re back where you started —
and you’ll have to think of another
one to keep conversation going. If
you begin your conversation by com-
menting on your immediate experi-
ence or surroundings, it’s easy to
then expand to the next level. For
instance, while waiting for a plane
with other passengers, you can com-
ment on the airline’s service, and
inquire of your neighbors’ final desti-
nation. From there on, it’s easy to
expand the conversation to the pur-
pose of their trip, and then to the
scope of their business. Another
good conversation starter is to notice
something about your target and
offer a compliment followed by an
open-ended question, such as
“where did you get it?” or “what does
it mean?” Without saying so, you’re
sending out the very flattering signal
that they seem interesting to you,
and that you’d like to get to 
know them.

For best results, make sure to listen
far more than you talk; the longer
you keep them talking, the more
captivating they’ll find you, so strive
to keep the spotlight on them during
the conversation. And while you lis-
ten, take note of any difficulties they
mention, or any issues they’re facing,
about which you may know some-
thing. Recommend resources or
books, offer to introduce your con-
versation partner to someone you
know, or (at a conference) to some-
one in the room you think they

should meet. Aim to provide as much
value as you can, and use the back of
your business card to write this infor-
mation — this ensures that your card
will be kept and treasured. 

You can never predict how it’s
going to happen, but it’s likely that
after a few questions, you’ll find
common ground; almost any two
people can find a shared interest or
experience. This is a great base for
building a new networking relation-
ship, because people are comfortable
when they are surrounded by like-
minded souls. Shared beliefs, appear-
ances, tastes and circumstances all
contribute to rapport. 

LET YOUR BODY TALK
Another way to establish rapport is

by synchronizing your body lan-
guage with theirs. When people like
each other, they unconsciously start
to behave in a similar manner, syn-
chronizing their actions. Rapport by
design is established by deliberately
altering your behavior in order to
become like the other person. Their
reaction to you will be: “I don’t know
what it is, but there’s something
about this person that I really like.”
You can either mirror or match their
body language: If they move their
left hand, you move your left hand;
or if they move their left, you move
your right. You can synchronize pos-
ture or particular gestures such as
head tilts and nods, facial expres-
sions, and breathing. You can also
synchronize rhythms: If she taps her
foot, you tap your pencil; if she nods
her head, you pat your arm. One of
the most important things to syn-
chronize is your voice — its tone,
volume, speed and pitch. People
won’t notice that you’re copying
unless it’s truly obvious, because
most people are focused on them-
selves and on the conversation,
much less on you. 

Another important body language
tip is to keep your eyes on the per-
son you’re talking to throughout the
conversation. Profound eye contact
signals trust, knowledge and intelli-
gence. It also makes people feel they
have captivated you. Two more tips
to ensure rapport: First, dress up 
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important, closely scrutinized and
widely disseminated communication
attorneys will have with clients. They
are tremendous, easy and often over-
looked branding opportunities.

An invoice is, first of all, a very
closely scrutinized document. Clients
probably read invoices much more
carefully than the hundreds of other e-
mails, documents and other messages
you send them. After all, an invoice is
the one place where legal work is
clearly, directly connected with a cost.
Invoices receive clients’ full attention.
If you have any doubt about this, take
a look at a returned invoice sometime,
as an object lesson in how carefully
clients review invoices. They always
read them very carefully.

Invoices say a lot about how the
attorney and the firm view the rela-
tionship with  clients. For example, I
was recently undecided about
whether or not to retain a solo trusts
and estates attorney for some fairly
complex and emotionally difficult
estate issues. Although the attorney
was an expert in her field, her expla-
nations were confusing. On the
other hand, she agreed to bill the
introductory meeting at about
25% of her normal rate and seemed
to be very generous with her time.
So, I was undecided. Then her
invoice arrived. 

First, she billed for everything.
Everything. It seemed as if she
timed, and charged for, every con-
ceivable minor activity. It was a 
substantial bill. And it branded her
as someone who was very interest-
ed in maximizing every cent that she
could get from me.

Second, her invoice included
some pretty threatening boilerplate
language stating that she would take
me to court if I did not immediately
pay her bill. Although we both
knew that this was an empty threat,
it branded her as someone with
whom it would be hard to work.

Third, her form follow-up collec-
tion letter confirmed my suspicions.
The letter, which arrived exactly 30
days after her invoice, told me that
she thought about me often and that
she hoped things were going well.
Then it informed me that she noticed
that last month’s bill was not paid
and that she hoped I would be able
to pay it at my earliest convenience.
This was absolutely impersonal, boil-
erplate language that was used to tell
me how interested she was in me
personally. With that letter, she
branded herself as someone I could
not trust or rely on. I responded by
finding another attorney

So, how do your invoices brand
you? How do they measure up as
marketing opportunities? What
impression are your invoices creat-
ing? What attributes do your invoices
have and what do they say about
your firm? Are your firm’s attorneys
careful and meticulous practitioners?
Do you have good command of the
language? Do you use good gram-
mar? Do you tolerate sloppiness and
imprecision? Do your invoices further
the relationship between you and
your client? In essence, what brand

(I kid you not — research has found
that the more elegantly dressed the
person was, the safer people felt
around them). Second, have a book,
magazine or laptop in plain sight —
it shows you have something else to
do and won’t necessarily bore them.
And if they turn out to be boring,
you will have something else to do. 

Aside from these all-purpose tools,
there are specific tools for specific
environments. On a plane, for
instance, you will need to greet your
fellow passenger upon first sight —
an unwritten (and pretty funny, if
you ask me) code makes conversa-
tion quite awkward if you haven’t

acknowledged each other’s presence
from the outset. During the flight, the
easiest time to initiate conversation is
during mealtime — you’re going
through a common experience
together and have something easy to
talk about.

At a conference, you also want to
initiate contact when you first sit
down. It’s the easiest time to do so
since people often expect you to say
“Hi.” After that, the best time to start
chatting is during breaks. If you’re
going to get a coffee, you could ask
if they want one too and ask them to
watch over your stuff while you go
get it. This creates instant bonding
because you’re trusting them with
your possessions. Then, when you
return, it’s easy to thank them and
start the conversation with open-
ended questions, as we’ve seen
above. 

Now, if you really wanted to max-
imize your networking impact, you
could contact a speaker, an expert, a

board member or anyone else you
want to get to know before the con-
ference and invite them to lunch.
Before a key program, you could
introduce yourself to speakers or
panelists, welcome them and let
them know why you chose their ses-
sion. They’re often eager for more
information from their audience.
During the program, find a helpful
question to ask. This will make you
think actively rather than just sitting
passively, and you’ll be remembered
because you have been seen. Don’t
forget to introduce yourself; your vis-
ibility will make it easier for people
to come up to you after the session
and start a conversation. You can be
networking at any point during the
conference: during meals, in eleva-
tors, in sign-in lines. Fantastic con-
tacts can be made everywhere —
women are known to make lifelong
friends in the ladies’ room!
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