
In every sector, in every movement, in every organization, there are people who seem to

know everyone — who intuitively see the potential in bringing two people together, who

make introductions that change careers and launch collaborations, who hold relational maps

of entire ecosystems in their heads and deploy them generously in service of shared goals.

These are connectors. And in the civil society sector, they are among the most consequential

actors in the entire ecosystem — often more so than the leaders of the largest organizations.

This guide is about the art, the discipline, and the strategic practice of being a connector. It is

written for NGO practitioners who want to develop this capacity more deliberately — who

understand intuitively that their network is valuable but have not yet thought systematically

about how to build it, how to deploy it ethically, and how to develop an organizational

culture that values and rewards connector behavior.

Being a connector is not about collecting contacts. It is about building genuine relationships,

developing a deep understanding of what different people need and offer, and exercising the

judgment to make introductions that create real value for all parties. It is, at its best, a form of

service — not self-promotion. And it is a learnable skill, not just a personality trait.

This guide provides a conceptual foundation for connector practice: what connectors do and

why it matters, the different types of connections that matter most in social change

ecosystems, the ethical dimensions of connector work, and how to begin building connector

capacity deliberately. Guide 2 covers the practical skills of connection: building and sustaining

a purposeful network, the craft of the effective introduction, and managing the ongoing

work of a connector role. Guide 3 addresses organizational connector culture: how

organizations can build, recognize, and sustain connector capacity as an institutional

competency rather than leaving it to individual personality.

Key Finding Strength NGO Implications

"Weak ties" — connections to people in different

social circles — are more likely to provide new

information, opportunities, and resources than

strong ties within existing networks.

High (Granovetter,

1973; extensively

replicated)

The most strategically valuable

connections are often not your closest

colleagues but your bridges to

different communities.

Connectors and "network brokers" who bridge

disconnected groups have disproportionate

influence on information flow and resource

allocation across ecosystems.

High (network

science research)

Connector roles in civil society

networks are structurally powerful

positions that benefit from deliberate

investment.
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Key Finding Strength NGO Implications

Women and people from underrepresented

groups in professional contexts often face

structural barriers to connector networks,

reducing the equity of network-based

opportunity.

High (organizational

equity research)

Connector practice must be

consciously inclusive — actively

building bridges to people excluded

from dominant networks.

Organizations with strong internal connector

culture report faster knowledge sharing and

higher innovation rates.

Moderate

(organizational

behavior research)

Connector culture is a measurable

organizational asset, not just a social

nicety.

The most effective connectors are motivated by

genuine interest in the people and problems

they connect — not primarily by transactional

benefit.

High (qualitative

network research)

Authentic relationship motivation is

the foundation of sustained connector

practice; performative networking

burns out and produces poor results.

Introductions made without establishing

mutual benefit and relevance for both parties

are perceived negatively and damage the

introducer's credibility.

High (professional

networking

research)

The quality of introductions matters as

much as their quantity — a bad

introduction is worse than no

introduction.

The term "connector" was popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in The Tipping Point (2000),

where he described connectors as people with unusually large and diverse networks who

play an outsized role in spreading ideas and creating change. Network science has since

provided a more rigorous vocabulary: connectors are "network brokers" who bridge

"structural holes" — gaps between groups that do not otherwise interact.

But what do connectors actually do, day to day? Several things:

They make introductions. The most visible connector action is introducing two people who

should know each other: "I think you and Maria should talk — you are both working on

corporate engagement strategy in Southeast Asia and approaching it from very different

angles." A well-made introduction creates value for both parties and builds the introducer's

reputation as a trusted connector.

They hold relational maps. Connectors maintain a mental model of who is doing what, who

needs what, and who can help whom — not just within their own organization or sector but

across the broader ecosystem. This map is continuously updated through genuine curiosity

and genuine attention to the people they meet.

They create spaces for connection. Many connectors convene people — through events,

gatherings, email introductions, online communities, or informal social occasions. The

convening is not primarily self-promotional; it is an act of hospitality that generates

connection value for participants.

They share information generously. Connectors route relevant information to the people who

need it: "I saw this research and thought of you immediately." This is a low-barrier connector

Step-by-Step Framework

Step 1: Understand What Connectors Actually Do



action with high cumulative effect.

They advocate for people. Connectors use their social capital to open doors for others —

recommending people for opportunities, speaking on behalf of someone who deserves a

chance they might not otherwise get, and making visible the work of people who are

underrecognized.

They translate between worlds. Connectors who bridge multiple communities or sectors

become translators: able to explain the logic of one world to another, reducing the friction

that prevents collaboration between groups with different languages, cultures, and

assumptions.

Effective connector practice begins with a deep understanding of the ecosystem you operate

in. This is not a simple contact list — it is a dynamic map of: who is doing what, what they need,

what they offer, how they connect to each other, and where the gaps and bridges are.

Community mapping : Identify the key communities within your ecosystem: issue areas,

geographic regions, functional roles (campaigners, researchers, funders, communicators,

lawyers), organizational types (large NGOs, small grassroots groups, academic institutions,

government agencies, private sector). Who are the key players in each community? Who are

the connectors within each community?

Gap analysis: Where are connections missing that should exist? Which communities operate in

silos that harm their effectiveness? Which individuals would benefit enormously from

knowing each other but are separated by structural barriers (geography, sector, institution,

language)?

Bridge mapping : Where do you currently sit in this ecosystem? Which communities are you

already connected to? Which are you positioned to bridge that few others can? Your unique

bridging potential — the connection between communities that only you can make — is your

distinctive connector value.

Power-aware mapping : Whose voices and contributions are missing from the networks you

participate in? Which communities are underrepresented in the rooms where decisions are

made? Which individuals are doing important work that goes unrecognized because they lack

access to dominant networks? A power-aware connector deliberately builds bridges to these

communities and individuals.

The foundation of effective connector practice is not a large contact list — it is a portfolio of

genuine relationships. The difference matters enormously: a large contact list produces

transactional introductions that feel hollow and do not stick. A portfolio of genuine

relationships produces warm introductions that create lasting value.

What makes a relationship genuine in connector terms?

Step 2: Map the Ecosystem You Operate In

Step 3: Build the Foundation of Connector Practice — Genuine Relationships



Mutual knowledge: You understand what this person cares about, what they are working on,

what they need, and what they uniquely offer. They understand the same about you.

Trust: They trust that you have their interests in mind when you make an introduction or

share information. You have demonstrated reliability: you follow through on what you say,

you respect confidentiality, and you do not make introductions without thinking about what

is valuable for both parties.

Authentic interest: Your interest in this person is genuine — in who they are, what they think,

what they are building — not purely instrumental. The most durable professional

relationships have a dimension of genuine human connection.

Reciprocity: The relationship is not purely one-directional. You both contribute something ;

neither is purely the giver or the receiver.

Building genuine relationships takes time and intentionality. It is not primarily about

attending networking events — it is about genuine conversations, expressed interest, follow-

through on commitments, and the long-term investment of attention.

Practical relationship-building habits:

Follow up meaningfully after initial meetings. Not just "great to meet you" but "I was

thinking about what you said about X and I wanted to share this..."

Stay in touch with your most important relationships on a regular cycle — even a brief

annual catch-up maintains connection.

Share relevant information proactively — articles, opportunities, events, people —

without waiting to be asked.

Be genuinely interested in what people are working on. Ask good questions and listen

carefully to the answers.

Celebrate and amplify the work of people in your network. Sharing their work,

recommending them for opportunities, and publicly acknowledging their contributions

builds both their reputation and your relationships.

The introduction is the connector's signature act — and it is a skill that can be developed,

practiced, and refined. Most professional introductions are either too vague to be useful ("I

thought you two should know each other") or too one-sided to create mutual value (the

introduction serves one party but not the other).

The best introductions have the following characteristics:

Specific and relevant: The reason for the introduction is specific and clearly relevant to both

parties. "I'm introducing you because you are both working on corporate supply chain

advocacy and I think your approaches are genuinely complementary — Maria is doing this in

the EU context and José is doing this in Latin America" is specific and relevant. "I thought you

should both know each other" is neither.

Step 4: Develop Your Introduction Craft



Balanced: The introduction serves both parties. Before making an introduction, ask yourself

honestly: what does each person gain from knowing the other? If the answer is only clear for

one party, either reconsider the introduction or explicitly address what you are asking the

other party to offer.

Opt-in: Where possible, warm an introduction before making it — ask each party whether they

would welcome the introduction before sending it. This is especially important for busy senior

leaders whose time is limited and who receive many introduction requests.

Low-friction: Make it easy for the introduced parties to follow up. Provide enough context

that they can have a productive first conversation without extensive back-and-forth. Suggest

a specific topic, question, or opportunity as a starting point.

The double opt-in introduction (standard format):

1. Contact Person A: "I know someone I think you should meet — [brief description]. Would

you welcome an introduction?" Wait for an affirmative response.

2. Contact Person B: Same question.

3. Send the introduction: an email or message to both, briefly introducing each person to the

other, explaining specifically why you thought they should meet, and then stepping back

to let them take it from there.

After the introduction: Follow up briefly with each party after a few weeks to see if they

connected. This demonstrates care for the outcome, not just the act.

Connector practice is not ethically neutral. The power to route information, open doors, and

make introductions is real power — and like all power in the civil society context, it needs to

be exercised with intentionality, equity, and accountability.

The ethics of introduction: Who do you introduce to whom? Whose doors do you open? The

research is clear that professional networks in most contexts systematically advantage

people who are already advantaged — people with access to elite educational institutions,

people from majority social groups, people in major cities and in the Global North. A

connector who simply routes their connections through existing network patterns

reproduces these inequities. An ethical connector actively works against them: deliberately

building relationships with and making introductions for people who are doing important

work but who lack access to dominant networks.

Confidentiality and discretion: Information shared in the context of a trusting relationship

carries an implicit confidentiality expectation. Connectors who share sensitive information

without permission — even with good intentions — damage trust and harm the people whose

information they share. Develop a strong internal discipline around what you share, with

whom, and under what circumstances.

Transparency about interests: Connectors sometimes have interests in the connections they

facilitate — financial, organizational, or personal. These interests should be transparent, not

hidden. An introducer who has a stake in the outcome of a connection should disclose it.

Step 5: Navigate the Ethics of Connection



The "connector tax" on time: People who are known as connectors in their ecosystems are

often subject to a disproportionate volume of introduction requests, help requests, and

"quick coffee" requests. Managing this gracefully — honoring genuine requests while

protecting the time needed for quality connector work — requires both clear personal

policies and the ability to decline non-aligned requests respectfully.

Credit and recognition: Connectors often enable outcomes — publications, collaborations, job

placements, advocacy wins — without receiving credit for the enabling connection. While

genuine connectors are not primarily motivated by credit, building a culture that

acknowledges the role of connectors in producing outcomes is both fair and strategically

important for sustaining connector investment.

Connector capacity develops through consistent practice, not through periodic intensive

effort. Building connector habits into your daily and weekly working life is more effective

than sporadic networking events or connection campaigns.

Daily habits:

When you encounter relevant information (a job posting, a grant opportunity, a research

publication, a news story), take 30 seconds to ask: "Who in my network should know

about this?" Send it.

When you meet someone new, take a moment to ask: "Who in my network should this

person know?"

Weekly habits:

Review your current project work and ask: "Is there someone in my network who could

help with this challenge? Is there someone I know who is working on something similar

and from whom I could learn?"

Make at least one introduction per week — a specific, bilateral, opt-in introduction.

Monthly habits:

Reach out proactively to a selection of your most important relationships — not to ask

for anything, but to share something relevant and maintain the connection.

Identify one person in your ecosystem whose work deserves more visibility, and find a

way to amplify it.

Annual habits:

Review your network map: who are you genuinely connected to? Who are you losing

touch with? Who should you be building a relationship with that you are not yet

connected to?

Identify the communities that are underrepresented in your network and set a deliberate

intention to build bridges to them in the coming year.

Step 6: Build Connector Habits into Your Working Life



Ecosystem Map Template: A visual tool for mapping your sector ecosystem: communities

(issue areas, functional roles, organizational types) |  key players within communities |  your

current connections |  gap analysis |  bridge potential.

Relationship Investment Planner: A simple tracker for managing relationship maintenance:

contact name |  relationship type |  last contact |  next planned contact |  current

projects/interests |  what I can offer |  what they are currently seeking.

Introduction Quality Checklist: A brief checklist to apply before making any introduction: Is

this specific and relevant? Does it serve both parties? Have I checked with both parties

(double opt-in)? Have I provided enough context? Have I made it low-friction to follow up?

Connector Practice Reflection Guide: A quarterly self-reflection tool: What introductions

have I made this quarter? What value did they create? Who did I amplify? Who should I have

connected that I did not? What community is underrepresented in my connections?

One of the most consequential connectors in the farmed animal advocacy movement of the

past decade was not the leader of a major organization — she was a mid-career policy

advocate who had worked across both the animal welfare NGO sector and the food systems

policy world. Her unique position gave her a relational map that few people possessed: she

knew the senior advocates in the leading animal welfare NGOs, the food policy researchers

at major universities, the civil servants working on agricultural policy, and the executives at

several major food companies who were privately more sympathetic to welfare reforms than

their public positions suggested.

For years, she made quiet introductions that produced significant outcomes: connecting a

welfare researcher with a food company executive whose internal team was looking for

credible scientific guidance on cage-free transition; introducing a policy advocate to a civil

servant who had the authority to initiate a regulatory review; connecting two animal welfare

organizations who had been working on the same corporate target without knowledge of

each other's campaign plans.

She was not the visible face of any campaign. She received limited public credit. But the

advocates who knew her ecosystem well identified her introductions as the catalyst for

multiple significant outcomes.

Key lessons: (1) The most consequential connectors are often not the most visible people in an

ecosystem. (2) Cross-sector positioning — straddling the animal welfare NGO world and the

food policy world — gave her an irreplaceable bridge value that same-sector connectors

could not replicate. (3) Quiet, consistent introduction work over years produces more

cumulative impact than periodic high-profile networking.

Tools and Templates

Case Vignettes

Case Vignette 1: The Bridge Builder — Cross-Sector Connector in Animal

Advocacy



A program officer at an international animal welfare funder noticed a persistent pattern in

the networks she observed: the most connected practitioners in global animal advocacy were

overwhelmingly from organizations in the United States and United Kingdom, while

practitioners from Asia, Latin America, and Africa — where the majority of the world's farmed

animals live — were systematically underconnected to each other and to the resources that

could accelerate their work.

She made a deliberate decision to use her connector position to actively bridge this divide.

Over three years, she: systematically sought out leading practitioners in underrepresented

regions and introduced them to each other and to influential practitioners in dominant

network hubs ; created a small informal peer network for animal advocates in Asia and Latin

America that gave them a peer community independent of Northern-led networks ;

advocated within her funder organization for grants that required Northern NGO partners to

share resources and credit with Southern partners ; and regularly amplified the publications,

analyses, and speaking contributions of practitioners from underrepresented regions in her

own communication channels.

The outcomes were not dramatic or immediately visible — but five years later, several of the

practitioners she had connected were leading the most significant corporate campaigns in

their regions, and the informal peer network had evolved into a formal organization.

Key lessons: (1) Connector practice can be explicitly equity-oriented — not just networking

within existing patterns but actively bridging across power divides. (2) Small, consistent

actions (introductions, amplifications, network invitations) accumulate over time into

significant structural change. (3) A funder's connector position carries particular power and

particular responsibility — the relationships you build and the doors you open have outsized

effects.

Metric / KPI What It Measures How to Measure

Introductions made (monthly/quarterly) Connector activity Self-tracking log

Introduction quality score
Value created per

introduction

Follow-up check with introduced

parties

Cross-community bridges built Ecosystem diversity Relationship map analysis

Underrepresented community

connections
Equity of connector practice Relationship map equity audit

Information shared proactively Information routing activity Self-tracking log

Relationships maintained (active) Network health Relationship investment planner

Outcomes attributable to introductions Connector impact Periodic ecosystem tracking

Case Vignette 2: The Equitable Connector — Building Bridges Across Power

Divides

Metrics and KPIs



Risk: Connector burnout from over-extension — too many requests, too little reciprocity.

Mitigation: Develop clear personal policies about what introduction and connection requests

you will and will not honor. Prioritize depth over breadth. Accept that declining non-aligned

requests is compatible with being a generous connector.

Risk: Reproducing existing inequities by routing connections through dominant network

patterns.

Mitigation: Apply a deliberate equity lens to connector practice: who am I not introducing?

Whose work am I not amplifying? What communities are underrepresented in my network?

Risk: Confidentiality breach — sharing sensitive information without permission.

Mitigation: Develop a clear internal discipline about information shared in trusting

relationships. When in doubt, ask before sharing.

Risk: Introduction quality declining as volume increases.

Mitigation: Apply the Introduction Quality Checklist consistently. Fewer, better introductions

are more valuable and more sustainable than high-volume, low-quality connection activity.

Risk: Connector role being appropriated for self-promotion rather than service.

Mitigation: Regular self-reflection on connector motivations. The Introduction Quality

Checklist's bilateral value test is a useful discipline.

[ ] Ecosystem map drafted for primary sector/issue area

[ ] Relationship investment planner established with key relationships

[ ] Bridge potential identified: which cross-community connections can I uniquely enable?

[ ] Introduction Quality Checklist adopted for all introductions

[ ] Equity audit of current connections: who is underrepresented?

[ ] Daily, weekly, and monthly connector habits established

[ ] First deliberately planned cross-community introduction made

[ ] Quarterly connector practice reflection scheduled

Bridge / Broker: In network science, a person who connects two or more groups that would

not otherwise be connected. Brokers have disproportionate influence on information flow

and opportunity distribution across ecosystems.

Double Opt-In Introduction: An introduction practice in which the introducer confirms with

both parties that they welcome the introduction before making it. The gold standard for

professional introductions.

Risks and Mitigations

Implementation Checklist

Glossary



Ecosystem Map: A visual representation of the key communities, players, and relationships in

a sector or movement. The foundation of strategic connector practice.

Relationship Investment Planner: A simple tool for managing the intentional cultivation and

maintenance of key relationships over time.

Structural Hole: In network science, a gap between two groups or communities that are not

connected to each other. Connectors who bridge structural holes have access to diverse

information and strategic influence.

Weak Ties: In network sociology, connections to people in different social circles from one's

own. Weak ties are disproportionately valuable for accessing new information and

opportunities (Granovetter, 1973).
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