
 

 

 

THE  CONNECTION  PROJECT  

Building relationships and re-establishing connections with friends, family 
and colleagues beyond the digital realm. 
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How It All Started 

THE POWER OF MAILCHIMP 

January is a wonderful time to start something new. It’s a fresh, crisp blank sheet of paper 

waiting for you to create something wonderful. A shiny new calendar to mark your many 

accomplishments. Goals and resolutions to give you that motivation that convinces you of 

the greatness that THIS year will bring. 

And how long does that glow actually last? It’s a matter of days before we settle into 

routines that we committed to changing. We tweak the goals as reality hits that they are 

actually unattainable. We settle. Until we don’t. 

I can’t explain the rationale behind that nagging in my mind that told me I had to do 

something more. Something better. Something REAL. All I know is that it all started with 

Mailchimp. 

Email marketing is considered part of almost every small business marketing 

communication arsenal. It’s a cost effective way to stay in touch with customers and 

prospects and it’s also a valuable tool to help get the word out about new products and 

drive traffic to your website. In January of this year I was poised to create a newly 

designed monthly newsletter to connect with the folks on my list. I had come to the 

realization that it’s been a few months since I last sent out an email and there may be 

people on my list that may or may not want to receive my message. I struggled with the 

idea of sending out a ‘re-opt-in’ email but it was a scary prospect since no one might sign 

back up. That would be a disaster for my confidence and I wanted to come up with 

something different. The logical thing in my mind was to go over the list and take a look at 

who is actually opening and clicking on my emails and come up with a plan to focus on 

reaching them.  

It’s normal to be on an email list and not bother to open and read. I have plenty of ebooks 

and white papers to prove that over the years I’ve cheerfully handed over my email 

address in exchange for something that seemed important at the time. Eventually, the 

inbox gets overwhelmed and a rash of unsubscribes are in order just to salvage my sanity. 

You have likely done this yourself. 



HOW IT ALL STARTED 

Page 2 

First order of business was to go over the list. Mailchimp collects several data points for 

each email you send and it also tabulates data per subscriber. This is valuable to see who 

is opening and clicking on your emails and what they are clicking on. It makes sense to 

have this knowledge so that you can customize your messages to be appropriate to the 

audience. Why not provide them with what they are interested in? 

That’s when it happened. 

In reviewing the 

unfiltered list, I found 

myself thinking ‘I 

wonder what she’s up 

to’ or ‘Gee, I haven’t 

talked to him in a 

while’. This kept going 

through my mind as I 

scanned down the list. 

That’s when I had the 

‘ah ha’ moment of 

realizing I had been 

treating the people on 

my list as email 

addresses to send my message to. I looked at past emails and thought that I was talking 

about the things I wanted to talk about and I hadn’t really asked what the recipients 

wanted to hear about. I had lost touch with the people on the list (even though there are 

hundreds that I don’t know personally, the fact that I was treating them all as numbers 

was disturbing to me). So I decided to try an experiment and bring it offline. The 

Connection Project was born. 

The first step was to create the parameters. What exactly was I going to do? How was I 

going to execute it? Would I invite everyone on the list to be a part of the Connection 

Project? I decided that the best approach would be to sort the list by the level of 

engagement. In doing that, there were just over 100 names that had a 4 or 5 star rating 

meaning that they usually opened my emails and quite often clicked on the links. To me, 

this represented the people who at least were interested in what I was sharing. They 
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would be my test group. They might be my only group, depending on how the response 

goes. 

In January, I sent an email to that group of people asking if they were interested in being a 

part of the Connection Project. Essentially, the Connection Project is an opportunity to 

reach out in person wherever possible with people who have been enjoying the emails. 

Many are friends and colleagues but there are quite a few that have stumbled upon my 

newsletter or had it forwarded to them and they have remained interested. This 

introductory email was an invitation to participate. It outlined that I would be contacting 

them to arrange a coffee, lunch or other meeting date and we’d connect in real life. For 

some of the folks it would only be a phone call because of distance, but still a notch above 

just an email. 

The response floored me. 

Within minutes of the email going out, I received a pile of replies saying ‘count me in!’, 

‘love this approach’, ‘can’t wait to see you’ or ‘hell ya!’. It felt so great to know that I wasn’t 

alone in thinking that this digital age of connectedness wasn’t really connecting us to 

people, it was connecting us to devices. Now I had a team of people wanting to share the 

ride. 

This story is dedicated to all the people who participated in the Connection Project and to 

all those who wish they had. It’s a story of what happens when you put your device down 

and go talk to people. It’s a reminder to us all that the best way to build relationships does 

not involve a screen. I invite you to try your own method of connecting and share your 

story with others. 

Marnie Hughes 

Communication Artistry 

December 2016 
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Mapping Out the Project 

Here I was with a list of 100 names of people who wanted to connect. With a busy 

schedule, how was I going to execute this? It was still January and I had committed to 

making 2016 the year of the connection so I had several months over which to accomplish 

the mission. I decided that I’d mark November as the end of the project so I would have 

time to write about the experience. In a perfect world I’d write about it all year long so 

that by the time November rolled around I’d have most of the story written. And I truly 

wanted this to be more of a story than a report, so I hope it reads that way. 

From there it became simple math. February to November is 10 months. There are 100 

names on the list so the objective is to connect with 10 people each month. This is more or 

less how it transpired with a few interesting additions to the mix that expanded the list by 

a couple hundred more people. 

In an attempt to be organized, I put the names into a spreadsheet and sorted them by 

month so I had a list of names to contact each month. This was just a guideline, of course, 

because circumstances would come up that enabled me to reach more people or different 

folks during the month. It sort of evolved from there. 
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Start With Friends 

Although this project is meant to encourage ‘in person’ interaction, it doesn’t mean I’m 

knocking email. It’s the backbone of my business and my primary form of communication. 

I get a TON accomplished through email. In fact, I used email to get the ball rolling with 

each of my connections. Simply put, here are the steps I took during the project: 

• First, I reached out via email to those who had expressed interest in connecting 

(starting with people I knew best), 

• Next, we set a coffee or lunch date if possible, 

• Finally, if schedules didn’t permit an in-person meeting, I picked up the phone and 

called the person to catch up.  

 

Coffee dates were preferred 

because it is tough to find 

enough time to get together 

and grabbing a coffee can be 

brief but enjoyable. Time is a 

premium for all of us. Lunch 

dates were preferred for 

meeting with those who were 

farther away or people that I 

had a longer term connection 

with and knew really well. It 

was a guarantee that these 

conversations would go long and I didn’t want to end them prematurely. 

The conversation focused on how they are doing and what they are up to. I would ask 

what would make things better for them and what they need to meet their goals. In some 

cases, I was able to make a recommendation or offer to help them find what or who they 

were looking for.  

 

My intent going into this was not one of business. It was never my plan to try and sell my 

services to the people I talked to or met with. I think that if I had approached it wearing a 
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‘sales’ hat, it would not have been as casual and natural a process for me. Reflecting on 

how the year has unfolded, I think people were a lot more open because of this. My 

objective was clear from the start – I just want to know how you are. I may not necessarily 

be able to provide what people need, but I might be able to connect them with someone 

else who can help them. Or maybe all they really need is a good chat with an old friend. 

 

One of the biggest challenges, and one I still struggle with, is trying to find a way to stay in 

touch. Getting better at connecting will be an ongoing effort. 
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Going Places 

ONTARIO CHAMBER EVENTS 

Although the Project was originally intended to connect with people on my list, my 

existing connections, the universe had something else in mind. I had placed myself in an 

open frame of mind and welcomed opportunities to connect with new people as often as I 

could. This added a dimension to the project I did not intend. 

My role at the Chamber exposed me to some unique and fascinating situations where 

connections happened on a grand scale. In April, I went with the General Manager from 

the Halton Hills Chamber of Commerce to Queen’s Park where leaders from chambers 

across the province were invited to engage with different ministers to present topics of 

concern. In this small group session I was able to speak one on one with the Deputy 

Minister of Labour and her assistant. I was able to hear what other chambers were 

experiencing and the challenges they faced. I was given this opportunity to see beyond my 

own community yet feel a kindred relationship with my fellow leaders. I think the more 

we hear of other people’s problems, the more creative we become in seeking and 

developing solutions to our own. 

 

This experience put me in a place where I was participating in the development of ideas. I 

was becoming a part of the political process. I wasn’t just quietly absorbing whatever slant 

of the message the media gave me. I was asking questions and learning details that gave 

me clarity to understand process. About a month later I was part of the policy 
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development process at the Ontario Chamber of Commerce AGM where democracy was 

hard at work. About 80 delegates were there and we all voted for the policies put forward. 

It was a real thrill to be a part of that. In addition, I met many of my contemporaries who 

were also representing their chambers for the first time. We talked about common 

challenges and approaches to issues we faced. And in the evenings we had a lot of laughs! I 

felt fully engaged with this entirely new network of people and felt it opened a door to 

many new potential relationships. 

Throughout 2016 there have been multiple local chamber events that I’ve participated in 

because of my position as board chair. This has been a great chance to learn more about 

business, practice leadership skills and develop presentation skills. All of these events 

where I’m called upon to speak have helped we feel more comfortable in that 

environment. The chance to conduct some training has revealed that teaching and 

mentoring are new passions of mine. I’ve volunteered with two groups outside the 

Chamber, a local BNI group and the VPI employment center, to get more presentation and 

speaking practice. I’ve now added this as a service offering on my new website. If people 

want me to do a speaking engagement, I am now offering this as a professional service. 

FAMILY REUNION 

Another extension of the Connection Project that was introduced from outside the original 

list was a family reunion. I know this may not have anything to do with business but this is 

the year of connection and all possible opportunities to connect for business or pleasure 

were being explored. 

The reunion organizing team were five diligent cousins who planned the details and 

executed the communication beautifully. I helped a bit by setting up a Facebook page 

where any news would be posted to keep people up to date. Not everyone engaged there 

but the event itself was a rousing success. There were about 75 in attendance and we were 

grateful to have Uncle Harry get up and give the crowd a little history lesson as he told 

about his parents emigration from Holland and listing the arrival and birth dates of each 

of his siblings (he is one of 10). It was an intergenerational gathering with wonderful 

stories and a lot of laughs. We all felt compelled to keep this energy alive and plan the next 

one. We also had agreed that getting together for fun and not just funerals was extremely 

important.  
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Collaboration and Becoming a Team 

For several years I’ve worked with a team of marketing and communications professionals 

at Communication Associates where we combine our skills to service a wide range of 

customers. Early in 2016, our team at Communication Associates partnered with another 

local group called Studio 14 with the goal of seeking out larger clients for our more 

broadly skilled collective. From the outside it appeared that two competitors found a way 

to collaborate while in reality it was a large pool of talent recognizing the skills of each 

other and the solutions we could provide. 

OUR FIRST TRADE SHOW 

One of the first activities the CA+14 team 

participated in was the Halton Hills Health 

Home and Happiness Show put on by the 

Halton Hills Chamber of Commerce. Many of 

us were members of the Chamber for our 

own businesses but we decided to give this 

new entity a chance to showcase at the trade 

show. It was amazing to see the team put 

together a concept, brand and booth within a matter of weeks and pull off a very 

successful show. It was a wonderful opportunity to network with local businesses and we 

continue to nurture those leads. 

PRESENTING TO BRAMPTON ENTREPRENEURS 

In the summer, CA+14 was invited to do a presentation for the Entrepreneur Connects 

project run by the City of Brampton. Our team put together a presentation on the top ten 

marketing communication tips to a sold out crowd. Following the presentation, the 

audience was split into several groups where we fielded specific questions. This was a 

terrific opportunity for our team from Halton Hills to connect beyond our borders with 

neighbouring entrepreneurs. 

Collaboration is the ultimate form of connecting. There is a give and take aspect to it that 

brings out another level of creativity. It is definitely true that the collective effort is much 

more than the sum of its parts. 
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Disconnections 

I think it’s important to note that with connection and relationships there is also 

disconnection. I had started 2016 with a new part time contract that I thought was going 

to supplement my income and give me much needed additional experience and 

opportunity, which it did for a time. While it lasted several months, the project was not 

what we had intended and after a few months it evolved and became less productive. We 

agreed to wind things up and go our separate ways. In this case, amicable disconnecting 

was the healthiest thing for all involved. 

 

LETTING GO 

This year saw us pack up our second son and send him off to university. While we had 

already gone through this process once before, the emotional challenge of letting go was a 

powerful distraction and certainly not an easy one. I felt that somewhat hollow feeling of 

loss that goes with watching your child launch. 

And then there was a paradigm shift. 
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As I watched my son light up with anticipation of this next chapter, I knew that he would 

be fine. Truth is, he’s been ready to take this next step for quite some time. He was 

committed and enthusiastic with a laser-focused vision of what he was going to do and 

how he was going to get there. I couldn’t be more proud. My fear dissolved quickly and left 

behind an uncommon sense of freedom. I had replaced a feeling of loss with a feeling of 

opportunity and began to plan and participate in a variety of new activities that I never 

had time for. I hadn’t really expected to find new connections when this disconnection 

happened. My attitude has changed to one where opportunity is embraced and my eyes 

are facing forward. As great as yesterday’s memories are, there are still many more to 

create today and tomorrow.  
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Connecting After They Are Gone 

This was perhaps the most surprising of the connections that I enjoyed this year. One day 

out of the blue I received a phone call from a man who asked if Paul Knapper was my 

father. I said that he was. The man proceeded to tell me that Paul’s parents had taken him 

into their home back in the 1940s when he had first immigrated to Canada from Holland. 

For a few years this young man, Mr. S., was helped by my grandparents to find a job and to 

get connected with the local church while becoming a part of the broader Dutch 

community in Windsor at the time. He had such lovely things to say about my 

grandparents and was so appreciative of the support they gave him at a vulnerable time in 

his life. 

A few years later, the 

tables were turned as 

my father had become 

an elementary school 

teacher in Leamington 

and was in need of a 

place to stay. He was 

welcomed into the S. 

home where he boarded 

for a few years while 

starting his teaching 

career. The two young 

men became friends 

during that time yet within a few short years Paul met Elaine, got married and moved to 

Windsor. Although they had seen the S. family a few times after that, distance and life saw 

them travel in separate directions. 

Fast forward fifty years and it turns out that the S.’s ended up living not far from where I 

live now. By some kind of providence, Mr. S. was thinking about how the Knappers had 

been so kind to him and he started to wonder what Paul might be up to now. An online 

search revealed my dad’s obituary where Mr. S. learned that Paul had a daughter named 

Marnie Hughes and she lived in Georgetown. From there he looked me up and gave me a 

call. 
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I was shocked and delighted to get that call. It was a moment to speak to someone who 

knew my dad a long time ago that could shed some light on his character as a young man 

from a perspective I had never seen. I remembered my dad mentioning the S. family with 

great fondness and he was so thankful to have been able to live in their home as he got his 

career started. He would be so delighted that we were meeting now. 

I visited with Mr. S. and his wife to share stories and connect. Mr. S. wanted to know what 

became of my grandparents and my dad and his siblings, so I did my best to fill in the 

blanks wherever I could. I brought some pictures and they showed me pictures of my 

parents at their wedding. I was about 3 months old at the time.  

The conversation was a mixture of making new friends based on one thin connection and 

visiting my dad and learning new things about him from someone in his history. Even 

though he’s been gone for seven years, I feel that he’s sharing the tea with us and laughing 

at the stories. The loss of my father was a heart wrenching time in my life that I will never 

forget nor recover from. It has reminded me to continuously make connections especially 

with those we care about and to not waste time on negativity or complaint. This moment 

in time of getting to know my dad and hang out with him again (even if it is in memory 

with new stories) was a connection I never dared hope would happen.  

One of the things that Mr. S. wondered was how Dad’s life had unfolded since he saw him 

last. I promised to bring more pictures next time that would help draw out the story of 

what Dad had done over all those years and meet with them again. I thought it might be 

fun to bring my mom along so that she can enjoy the experience as well (although I 

suspect it might be heart breaking at the same time for her).  The S.’s will be travelling 

south for the winter and when they return we’ll get together again to talk about Dad. I find 

myself at peace somehow, like this opportunity to bring Dad to life by telling his story is a 

way to honour him that I haven’t yet done since his passing.  An unusual and blessed 

opportunity. 
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Remembering a Friend 

This project has illuminated what it means to be connected and the fact that we forge and 

break connections all the time. Our relationships are alive and pulse as they develop and 

grow or fade. 

I met my very dear friend Donna in the early 80s when we both worked at a bar in 

Hamilton called Mellows. I had just started college and needed a night time job to help 

support me. Donna has a lovely sense of humour and the warmest heart of anyone I’ve 

ever met. I was a country girl new to the city and she and her family took me under their 

wing. I lived in a basement apartment only a few blocks from them but because Donna and 

I worked late shifts together, her 

father often drove me home. They 

welcomed me for dinner on many 

occasions and our famous go-to meal 

was meatloaf and scalloped potatoes. 

Oh George was so proud of his 

meatloaf! Considering I was a poor 

student/waitress, I welcomed those 

home cooked meals and they were 

the best thing I had ever tasted! 

Many years ago, George passed away 

and although I had moved away I had 

to be there for Donna. When my dad passed away, she travelled far to be there for me 

because she knew how terribly broken I would be. Recently, Donna’s mom, Irene, passed 

away at the ripe age of 91 and Donna is sad yet comforted in the fact that her mom finally 

gets to be with her dad. 

The reason I’m going down this path of grief and remembrance is because there is no way 

I would miss this funeral. For me it is an important moment to say goodbye to my friend’s 

mother and to show my friend how truly valued she is to me even if we rarely see each 

other anymore. The history we share and the story of our lives at that moment in time will 

forever be etched in our hearts and we are connected. Now and always. 
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What This Project Taught Me 

The year has brought many opportunities to connect with friends and colleagues as well 

as new acquaintances. As with so many New Year ideas, this project didn’t go exactly as 

planned. I didn’t meet with all of the 100 people on my original list. I hope to continue the 

effort, though, and find a way to have conversations with everyone. I guess the project will 

never really be over and I’m glad about that. 

 

So what have I learned? I guess what this project has taught me can be summed up like 

this: 

  

1) It is always best to connect in person. That could be because I’m not much of a 

phone person or it could be that I appreciate the multiple ways someone can 

communicate when they are sitting in front of me. A laugh, a frown, expressive 

hands, tone of voice…all great ways to add to the conversation. 

 

2) It’s ok to change directions even if you’ve got a plan. Being open to include 

additional people and activities as part of the project has broadened my 

perspective on communication and connection. 

 

3) Technology is a useful tool. But it’s still just a tool. I’ve become more attentive 

to my distraction with devices. Being fully present wherever possible has reminded 

me that switching off the device is as important to connecting as sending that text 

or email. 

 

4) Connection never ends. Although this year is coming to a close and the formal 

part of this project is completed, the connection will continue. My perception has 

changed. I’m more attentive to connection opportunities and they are abundant! 
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Let’s Connect 

If we didn’t get a chance to connect in 2016, I’d love the opportunity to do so in 2017. Call 

or email and let’s connect! 

MARNIE HUGHES 
WRITER 

  

 

  

 

Tel 905-702-4266 

marnie@communicationartistry.ca 
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