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Networking: A Struggle for Students and Professionals 

by Beth Pfeiffer  January 2003

beth@oregon.uoregon.edu
When I talk to students about the job search I focus on the importance of networking.  I use my first job search out of college as an example of how one can get frustrated and despondent because available jobs seem limited.  As a recent graduate I believed I had chosen the wrong profession because none of the classified job ads asked for psychology majors.  As a career professional I’ve found Richard Bolle’s graph on how employers search for employees and the contrasting how employees search for employers very helpful in demonstrating the mismatch between these two groups.  The graph shows that employers spend most of their time networking to find employees and job seekers spend a majority of their time looking at classified ads.

I was talking to a friend recently who was looking for work.  I brought up people she could talk to and she called a few but mainly applied to open positions.  I know when I look for work I still have a hard time making phone calls to people and letting them know I’m looking for work.  I know other people who make networking look easier than spreading margarine on bread.  It makes me wonder if networking comes naturally to some or if it can be learned.  How can I make this something that students are more comfortable with?  I’ve looked for material on networking but still continue to look for techniques to share with students.

I teach networking skills in classes, workshops, and during appointments.  Mostly I clarify or demystify what networking is about: building relationships.  When I talk about networking the discussion of “using” people comes up because students don’t feel like they have something to offer the other person.  Dale Carnegie’s thoughts on listening to someone to learn about their interests seems to be one of the keys to networking.  When you know someone’s interests you can apprize them of things that interest them.  Students are taught to find resources in school.  If they know an employers interests or problems, they can share what they learn from class readings or searching the Internet.

Another part of networking is letting people know what you are looking for in a concise and clear statement.  Kassia Dellabough, a career counselor at UO, uses these tools in her workshops.  The first is similar to a dance card where students fill in their favorite things (food, book, vacation spot, etc.) and then find someone in the room who enjoys the same thing. What I found when I used this exercise was not one of the students asked me what my favorite _______ was.  I found this to be similar to real life, where job seekers have a limited view of “who is my network.”  This gave me a good lead in to another exercise Dellabough uses of listing people who they would consider their network.  Then on the flip side list their friends, neighbors, family, family friends, teachers, dental hygienists, and anyone they have contact with.  These two pages are usually quite different.  One is filled with people and the other networking sheet is quite sparse.  Helping students realize that everyone they know is part of their network, even when someone doesn’t seem to be knowledgeable in their field.  Using specific language is key as well.  If someone only says I’m looking for a job it is harder to make a connection compared to these are the types of jobs I’m looking for.  Some students don’t know what job they are looking for but they can come up with two or three areas they are interested in.  A person can help a job seeker when have an area of focus.

Networking is a skill one can learn.  The more one has a chance to practice and understand what networking is about.  As an OCDA board member we discuss ways to integrate networking into our programs or events.  Career professionals should be good at networking but we struggle to find ways to do it.  As a group we might improve our networking events by sharing more about what we do or what we need so others can offer support.

