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SOAR LIKE GEESE: 

Building
Developmental
Network
Relationships for
Scholarship
M A X I N E  A D E G B O L A

ave you ever wished you
knew someone who

could help propel your career,
or new idea, to the next level?
Who could support your next
grant initiative or otherwise
direct you toward your pro-
fessional goals? Most of your
moments of wakefulness are
preoccupied with thoughts
such as, “If I could meet only
a seasoned researcher who is
an expert in pain genetics,
then by association and osmo-
sis I would excel beyond
expectations!”  •  Well,
wishes are unfilled dreams. 
If you can dream it, you can
make it happen, with strategic
networking and scholarly
tailgating. The major ingre-
dients in actualizing dreams
are getting started and
responsibly taking charge.
Robert Louis Stevenson wrote,
“Don’t judge each day by the
harvest you reap, but by the
seeds you plant.” Increment-
ally planting relational seeds
will foster a harvest of 
relationships that can propel
you to the realization of your
professional dreams.

Scholarly Tailgating  

Like geese, people who share a

common direction or relation-

ship can get where they are

going quicker and easier than

those who try to go it alone.

Geese migrate in V formation.

As each bird flaps its wings,

uplift is created for the birds

that follow. This formation adds

at least 70 percent more flying

range than if each bird flew

alone (Lissaman &

Schollenberger, 1970).

Benefiting from another

scholar’s uplift is scholarly

tailgating, the process of net-

working to create an aerody-

namic lift for one’s career and

capitalizing on the expertise

of others to help professional

dreams materialize. Realized

dreams for nurses and other

scholars are established by

creating relationships where

individuals bond, share com-

mon characteristics, beliefs,

and values (Higgins,

Chandler, & Kram, 2007),

wherein “birds of a feather

flock together,” network, and

benefit from each other’s

aerodynamic uplift. 

My purpose in writing this

article is to inspire and moti-

vate doctoral students and

graduates to include network-

ing in their repertoire of pro-

fessional relational skill sets.

Throughout this discussion, I

use the terms developmental

networks for developmental

relationships and connectors for

developers interchangeably to

represent social networking

interactions at work.

Practical Suggestions

The lived experience of the

doctoral nursing student who

yearns for mentors and profes-

sional identity development

has been reported in the litera-

ture (Heinrich, 2005). To

achieve continued success, it

becomes necessary for doctoral

students to develop diverse

network relationships.

Networking must begin the

moment there is a need or

desire. An old proverb states

that when the student is ready,

a teacher appears. The yearn-

ing, expectant student must

actively pursue the desire. 

My pursuit was activated

during the early period of my

doctoral education. Our pro-

fessors encouraged our cohort

of doctoral students to partici-

pate in a regional research

conference offered by Southern

Nursing Research Society.

After I committed to attend the

conference, my goal was to

meet at least three individuals

who could become spring-

boards for my professional and

research endeavors. That was

the beginning of a conscious

awareness of professional

development networking. 

I updated my business

cards to include doctoral stu-

dent status and my research

interests and took cards with

me to distribute at the confer-

ence. I worked the conference

floors, interacting and sharing

research interests and contact

information. I returned from

the conference with multiple

business cards and three major

leads to researchers in my area

of interest. Within two days of

returning from the conference,

I sent emails to my new

friends, thanking them for

sharing their expertise and

offering to share my expertise

with them. For those who

requested bibliographies and

other information, I sent those

items promptly. This response

reminded my new colleagues

of our meeting and led to the

exchange of a mail distribution

list. On the back of received

business cards, I put the date,

type of meeting, and other rel-

evant comments prior to filing

the cards in a folder. 

Over the years, I have

maintained ties with these

seasoned researchers. The

strength of the ties has varied

relative to the closeness of

the relationship or need at

the time. I constantly use

electronic media to maintain

contact and transcend the

barriers of distance and time;

it is easier and economically

prudent to keep in contact

this way. I find that the early

morning is the best time to

send emails, before the rest

of the world is awake. When

using the telephone to con-

tact network partners, one

must be mindful of hemi-

spheric time zones. 

The importance of network-

ing became evident when my

dissertation plans and selected

research site did not material-

ize. My database of developers

in my research area became

the catalyst for successfully
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recruiting subjects for the

research study. Having main-

tained both strong and weak

ties with individuals from the

first research conference I

attended, I was able to suc-

cessfully revisit my disserta-

tion plans with these contacts.

Simply, the strategic network-

ing and developmental rela-

tionships I nurtured proved

beneficial during this and

other critical times of need.

The Sidebar offers suggestions

for networking when your

needs require action that can

best be described as scholarly

tailgating.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical underpinning

of developmental network

relationships and scholarly

tailgating is based on social

network theory. Kram’s (1985)

early work described mentor-

ing as a constellation of rela-

tionships, wherein individuals

rely not just on one, but multi-

ple individuals for develop-

mental support during their

career. Beyond mentoring,

networking results in develop-

mental relationships that sup-

port, strengthen, and enhance

career mobility (Higgins &

Kram, 2001). 

SOCIAL NETWORKS/

DEVELOPMENTAL NETWORKS

Social networks are benefi-

cial for doctoral scholars who

must be prepared to respond

innovatively to global health

issues (Aday, 2001; Ketefian,

Davidson, Daly, Chang, &

Srisuphan, 2005; Ketefian &

Redman, 1997) and take the

initiative to use their experi-

ences in areas beyond the

institutional walls of acade-

mia. Social networks are con-

glomerates of dynamic rela-

tional entanglements and webs

in which people or entities are

connected and engaged in

multiple roles with “multi-

plexity of ties” between them

(Quatman & Chelladurai,

2008, p. 347). Networking is a

strategically designed process

of building relationships and

sharing information and serv-

ices among individuals with

common interests. Byproducts

of networking are relationship

development, increased visibil-

ity, and career advancement. 

DOCTORAL EDUCATION/

NETWORKING

Doctoral students desire to

network professionally, build

relationships that are helpful

in scholarly identity (Heinrich,

2005), get expert input into

their research trajectory, and

receive capital for professional

marketing strategies (Perlmutter

& Porter, 2005). In Heinrich’s

2005 study, doctoral students

or new doctorates were eager

to have expertise and direc-

tion from mentors, but, at

times, mentors were few and

unavailable. 

Doctoral students should

learn to develop professional

relationships that help shape

their scholastic achieve-

ments. Having a variety of pro-

fessional and multidisciplinary

relationships enhances the doc-

toral student’s ability to develop

sound professional identity,

enables social role modeling

(Trocchia & Berkowitz, 1999),

and prevents blighted profes-

sional role development

(Sweitzer, 2007, 2008). 

Sidebar.
Networking Strategies and
Suggestions

Purpose of building networking

relationships

• Foster relationship building with other
professionals

• Enhance survival in academia and practice

• Activate desire to help others with their
career path

• Propel professional identity

• Establish global partnerships

• Forge collegial and collaborative relation-
ships to tackle and solve global issues and
problems

Helpful tips for networking

• Capitalize on all opportunities to 
network.

• Maintain a desire to meet others.
Seek, pursue new territories and collabora-
tive relationships.

• In delicate situations, use a frame such
as, “If I can be of assistance in the future, call
me. Here is my contact information.”

• Move away from groups already known
to you. Meet others from other depart-
ments or disciplines. 

• Establish business card exchanges and
follow up to maintain ties.

• Build electronic networks of contacts.

• Speak up at meetings or public forums.

• Write/submit manuscripts for publication.

• Tell mentors about your interests and 
networking needs.

• When you do not know anyone else in 
the circle, introduce yourself and think of 
appropriate ice breakers.

• When you would like to meet a col-
league, email or call the individual and self-
introduce. Discuss common interests and
let the leader know of your interests.

• Prior to attending a conference, request
a meeting with speakers whose work is of
interest to you. 

• Suggest meeting your developer for
lunch or refreshments and offer to pay.
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It is imperative for doctoral

students to develop profes-

sional relationships outside of

mentored dyads. To benefit

from professional development

from a variety of sources, doc-

toral students must take con-

trol and pave their own profes-

sional course, actively and

strategically networking to

craft and develop their profes-

sional identities, connections,

and relationships (Heinrich,

2005). Walker and colleagues

(2008) describe this type of

initiative as synthesis of schol-

arship, wherein the formative

process includes both techni-

cal training and professional

growth of the learner who is

seeking development. It is

essential to soar to scholarly

heights with others who have

similar directional goals for

success.

Conclusion

Strategic developmental net-

working should start now. You

may never again have the

opportunities you have now to

network with colleagues and

build invaluable relationships

that, if managed correctly, can

assist in your professional

growth. Each day, plant seeds in

your network relationships. The

rewards you reap will exponen-

tially increase the harvest of

benefits. The key is to plant

seeds and take deliberate

actions each day. 

Always have your business

cards or other take-away con-

tact information in your hand or

pocket. Once you have estab-

lished networks, it is essential 

to cherish and balance the

ranges of ties, including weak

as well as strong ties, in your

reciprocal relationship circle.

These network relationships

should include developers from

various social systems such as

peers, community developers,

and those inside and outside the

organization. 

Strategic planning is neces-

sary to establish and maintain

developmental relationships.

As you build relationships in

your area of influence, a worth-

while lesson can be learned

from geese. While flying with

your fellows, honk and encour-

age others to soar with you!

Network relationships can pro-

pel scholars, provide aerody-

namic lift, and enable scholarly 

tailgating. Soar to the heights of

your scholarly dreams!

About the Author 

Maxine Adegbola, PhD, RN, 

is an assistant professor at the

University of Texas at Arlington

College of Nursing. 

She introduced the concepts and

terms presented in this article at

a presentation titled

“Networking: Building

Relationships” at the doctoral

students’ luncheon at the

College of Nursing in October

2008. Contact Dr. Adegbola at 

adegbola@uta.edu.

NLNNLN




