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Networking
You’ve heard the old saying:

“When it comes to looking for a job, it’s not what you know, it’s who you know.”

Well, there are a couple of major problems with that little nugget of wisdom: 

If you know a lot of people, but they are not aware of (a) the collection of skills, experience 
and talent you offer or (b) the types of employment you are seeking, they can’t help you. 

If you know a lot of people, but you don’t have personal credibility with these people, they 
won’t help you.

Contacting everyone you know and saying “I’m looking for work, let me know if you hear of anything” is not 
networking. It’s lazy! It’s asking your contacts to do the hard work for you; that is, figuring out what kind of work 
you want and identifying who the best networking contacts for you might be. Defining that information is your 
job. Using that information, you can help your contacts help you find a job.

Why you need to Network
According to US Labor Department statistics:

•	 70%	of	all	jobs	are	found	through	networking (personal/professional contacts and research) 
• 15% are through search firms (and these are primarily managerial and executive positions, not entry-level)
• 10-12% through want ads/classified ads
• 4% by people going into business for themselves/creating their own jobs 
• 2% by blindly sending out resumes 

That means that 85% of people are hired as the result of networking or some other type of referral or personal 
contact. The primary resource for these referrals is your job-search network, so 85% of your job search efforts 
should be focused on developing and nurturing your network. Only 15% should be focused on responding to ads 
or blindly sending out resumes.
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Effective networking is a combination of three things: What you know; Who you know; and How effectively you 
use what you know and who you know to learn about new opportunities, make new contacts, and connect with 
potential employers. Building and maintaining your professional network is a five-step process:

Step	One:	Identifying	what	you	know
Step	Two:	Identifying	who	you	know
Step	Three:	Connecting	with	those	you	know	and	those	you	want	to	know
Step	Four:	Asking	good	questions
Step	Five:	Maintaining	your	network

Step One: Identifying what you know
If you think about it, looking for a job is a lot like selling a product or service. Successful sales people know their 
product inside and out and can effectively match their product’s benefits with their target customers’ needs.

Similarly, in a job search you will be most successful when you can match what you are offering and seeking with 
what employers are offering and seeking. Take this approach and you will also be able to effectively evaluate 
potential opportunities and employers based on how well they fit you.

So, what is your core message? What are you selling and who are your target customers? What do you want 
prospective employers to know about you, your background, your experience, your accomplishments? How are 
you marketing yourself to prospective employers? 

Sometimes, this core message gets crafted into a summary of qualifications and used at the beginning of a 
resume. More importantly, it serves as the litmus test for all information you might put in your resume, share with 
networking contacts, or use in an interview.

If you know your core message, you can determine which elements of your experience are most relevant to your 
current job search and highlight these in your resume, your correspondence, your networking and, of course, in 
your job interviews.
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Step Two: Identifying who you know
Try to come up with a list of at least 15 people you would consider “strong contacts” - people who know you and 
whom you believe would be willing to offer you advice and assistance.

Start with these 15 personal contacts. If each of those 15 contacts introduces you to three additional people you 
will have 45 contacts. If each of those 45 contacts introduces you to three additional people, you will have 135 
contacts. And, if each of those 135 contacts introduces you to three additional people, you will have 405 total 
contacts. 

Okay, so the process isn’t quite that mathematically clean, but you get the picture: People who know you know 
lots of other people, too; many of whom might be valuable contacts for you if you can connect with them. 
Sociologist Mark Granovetter calls this the “strength of weak ties.” Your closest friends and family are your strong 
ties (people you know and who know you very well). Your acquaintances, and other friends and colleagues of your 
friends and your family are your weak ties (people you don’t know and who don’t know you, but who know people 
you know and might be working in fields or companies that interest you).

 For example:

• Your best friend (a strong tie) doesn’t work for a company you are targeting, but your best friend’s next 
door neighbor (a weak tie) does. If your friend introduces you to the neighbor, you will have a contact in that 
company.

• Your mother (a strong tie) doesn’t work in event planning, but one of her co-workers (a weak tie) is a certified 
meeting planner and plans events for her company. If your mom connects you with her co-worker, you now 
have a contact who is a professional event planner.

As you can see, networking is a relationship-building process. It takes time, energy and attention, and it is an 
essential part of your search for employment.

Who are your strong ties? They might be:

Family Members Friends/Colleagues of Family Members Current/Former Professors

Parents of Friends Internship Supervisors Fellow Students

Neighbors Fellow Fraternity/Sorority Members Professional Association Members

Pastor/Priest/Rabbi/Imam Current/Former Bosses & Co-workers College Alumni
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Step Three: Connecting with those you know and those you want to know
There are many ways to connect with those you know and those you want to know, including using social media, 
traditional media, and good, old-fashioned person-to-person contact!

Using Social Media: 

You are very likely connected to most of your Strong Ties via some form of social media (Facebook, Google+, 
Twitter, LinkedIn, etc.), which means that you are also connected to your Weak Ties through these same social 
media. For professional purposes, we recommend connecting with contacts via professional social media like 
LinkedIn. 

Join	the	LinkedIn	groups for alumni of your college or university, members and alumni of your fraternity or 
sorority, relevant professional organizations, etc. There are thousands of groups on LinkedIn. Join those that are 
closely aligned with your professional interest and see who you might find in these groups.

Follow	recruiters	and	other	industry-specific	professionals	on	Twitter. Many recruiters use Twitter to promote 
job and internship opportunities, recruit candidates and build general awareness of their companies and 
employment opportunities. 

Subscribe	to	blogs	that	are	relevant	to	your	job	search	and/or	professional	interests. The possibilities to 
connect that exist in social media are endless. You just have to pursue them. But, social media is not the “end all-be 
all” solution for networking and professional relationship building. Sometimes going “old school” and using more 
traditional media is the right way to go.

Using Traditional Media: 

The telephone, email and postal mail are also still good ways to connect and communicate with people. Don’t 
hesitate to pick up the phone and call (even if it’s a cold call!), send a targeted email, or deliver materials by postal 
mail or in person if the circumstances warrant. It is easy to hide behind the curtain of social media rather that 
reach out with a more personal effort. Sometimes that personal effort means being there “in person.”

In	person: People help people and people hire people, so the more face time you can get with people who can 
assist you the better! Be ready with a good firm handshake; look them square in the eyes with confidence and be 
ready to engage them in conversation. Initiating conversation, particularly to people you do not know personally, 
can be unnerving.

The only way to beat those nerves: Practice, practice, practice!
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The best way to start leveraging your contacts is to engage them in conversation – in person, on the phone, via 
email, or via social media. The only way to engage them in conversation is to ask good questions – in person, on 
the phone, via email, or via social media.

Step Four: Asking good questions
Your professional networking contacts will be far more valuable to you if you tell them how they can help. The 
more information you can provide them about what you want and what you offer, the better able they will be to 
refer you to employers and other contacts that might be of assistance.

If you want help, ask questions your contacts will be able to answer. The more specific your questions/requests, 
the easier it will be for your contacts to know if they can help. 

Saying “I’m looking for a job; do you know of anything available?” doesn’t give your contacts any direction.

Saying, for example, “I’m graduating with a degree in public relations and I would like to work in corporate marketing, 
agency public relations, or non-profit public relations. Could you put me in touch with anyone in these fields?” will help 
your contacts focus their assistance in a specific area.

You	cannot	assume	that	your	networking	contacts	know	what	you	want. You need to provide them with that 
information so that they can help you in your job search. 

Following are some good sample conversation starters/information gathering questions:

• What skills/qualities/experience do you look for in entry-level candidates?
• How do people get started in your industry/field/profession?
• Would you be willing to look at my resume and tell me what you think?
• What advice do you have for someone trying to get started in [field/profession]?
• What are the most common mistakes you see job seekers make in pursuing employment in this industry?
• What challenges do you think I will face trying to pursue a career in [field/profession]?
• What tools/resources do you suggest I use in my search for employment?

Avoid “yes or no” questions, and never start the conversation by asking for a job or a job lead. Wait to ask that 
question until you have earned their trust and respect; until they have a good picture of who you are and what you 
might offer potential employers; until they have a motivation to help and not just tell you to “talk to our HR office.”

Once you have established rapport and credibility with your contact, you can begin asking for more direct 
assistance. For example:
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• Whom else would you suggest I speak with to learn more about [field/profession]? May I tell them you 

referred me?Can you recommend other people for me to contact? May I tell them you referred me?
• What are some of the entry-level positions for which your company hires? How would I apply for these 

types of positions when they come available? Do you foresee any opportunities with your company in the 
near future?

• May I contact you periodically for advice on my job search?
• What advice do you have for me in my search for employment?

Understand why some people will and others won’t be willing to help you!

There are three primary reasons people will be willing to help you:

1. They believe you deserve their assistance.
2. They genuinely want to see you succeed.
3. They are confident you will not make them look bad if they refer you to a friend or colleague.

There are two primary reasons people won’t be willing to help you:

1. They don’t know you or know enough about you to care whether or not you succeed.
2. They are afraid you might make them look bad if they refer you and don’t want their name and reputation 

connected to you or your candidacy.

The	Bottom	Line: People will help you when you have earned their trust and respect – when you have credibility 
with them – when they believe their assistance will not be wasted. They won’t help you if they believe you are 
unprepared or don’t know what you want, or if they believe referring you to friends and colleagues will come back 
to haunt them. You have to earn the opportunity to benefit from their assistance – it won’t be given to you just 
because you asked.

Step Five: Maintaining your network
Networking does not end once you get a job; it will continue throughout your professional career. You will very 
likely interact with many of your contacts as you conduct business on a daily basis. They might be clients, co-
workers, competitors or colleagues. They might become future clients, co-workers, competitors, colleagues or 
employers!
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There are four easy ways to maintain and grow your professional network:

1.  Become	active	in	professional	associations	and/or	civic	organizations. In order to maintain your 
network of contacts, you must stay in touch with them. One easy way to stay in touch with your existing 
contacts and make new contacts is by being active in your professional association and/or in civic groups 
in your community. Being active in your professional community keeps you in regular contact with your 
professional peers and gives you an opportunity outside of your job to develop these relationships 
and your reputation with these contacts and make new contacts in your field. Being active in a civic 
organization, non-profit association, church or other groups provides you the opportunity to connect with 
others who share your personal interests and values apart from your job. These types of contacts can 
also be extremely valuable to you as you manage your career over time, consider changing careers, or are 
seeking an alternative opinion or point of view on a challenge you are facing. Just because someone is not 
in your field doesn’t mean they are not a valuable professional contact.

2.  Maintain	a	professional	presence	online	(not	just	a	social	one!). Professional networking sites like 
LinkedIn are growing at a very fast rate. Unlike Facebook and Google+, these sites are intended 
specifically for professional/business networking – they offer professionals with similar interests, 
backgrounds and skills to connect online and exchange information, recommend peers, make referrals, 
discuss topics of professional interest, share job leads and offer/seek advice. Professional networking sites 
are a great complement to the personal networking necessary for a successful job search.

3.  Help	others	when	they	ask	for	your	assistance	or	advice. Do unto others as you would have them do unto 
you! Remember – genuine networking is about reciprocity. As business author and networking expert Bob 
Burg put it: “The successful networkers I know, the ones receiving tons of referrals and feeling truly happy 
about themselves, continually put the other person’s needs ahead of their own.” When someone genuinely 
asks for your assistance and you believe you can help, offer your assistance. When you don’t believe you 
can help, let them know. Don’t leave them hanging. You wouldn’t want them to do that to you. Remember, 
“the currency of real networking is not greed but generosity” (Keith Ferrazzi, CEO of Ferrazzi Greenlight 
and professional networking consultant).

4.	 	Make	a	difference. How are you making a difference in the world; in your workplace, in your home, in 
your community; in the lives of your friends and colleagues? Are you making a difference? We all search 
for meaning, and each person has a different definition of what holds meaning (what is important) to 
them. Why do you do what you do? What advice do you have to share with others facing decisions you 
have had to make in the past? What might you do next? How are you going to get there? You have just as 
many answers as you have questions. Your answers and advice could really make a difference in someone’s 
career, just as the answers and advice you get will make a difference in yours.
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Final Advice: Hit the road and start networking!
Networking is a two-way street – it can take you where you want to go, but you have to put your car in gear, follow 
the traffic laws, and show courtesy to your fellow drivers on the networking highway.

It will also help to use a GPS or map, because if you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll never know when you 
get there!


