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Nowadays, the job application process is simple thanks to fax, in-store application kiosks, and email and Web submission; as a result, it is not uncommon for recruiters to receive hundreds of candidates for a single position. Assuming your skill set and background are comparable to the other applicants and presented well (keyword-optimized resume, thoughtful cover letter, etc.), then what is it that helps you stand out?

One of the techniques used by successful recruiters to find the right candidate that’s also invaluable for job hunters is networking. Find people who are decision-makers at companies hiring in your industry/location/function, or are one or two steps removed because they may know the right person(s) or are a friend of a friend who is. Let them make an introductory call for you (or just mention the referrer’s name when you do) and you’re a giant step closer to an interview!

Why Networking Works

For the purposes of this article, I’ll assume you’ve tapped everyone you know for who they know (perhaps to the point of being annoying!) and even after following those networking leads to their natural end, you are still not having much luck.

Don’t get frustrated! First realize that people have a conscious and/or subconscious psychological preference toward responding to people with whom they have a “connection.”  When it comes to most job applicants, where the employer doesn’t know them personally, any connection is better than none. At the very least, being able to name-drop someone in the first paragraph of your cover letter that the recipient will recognize usually elevates your resume toward the top of the pile.

I know this from my own testing: I periodically apply to companies for positions for which I’m qualified and have a “name-drop”. Then I will submit a second application for the same positions using alias contact information that also routes back to me, a mirror image of the first resume and cover letter, referencing an exact parallel work history (same job titles, work dates, locations, etc., but substituting other company names)--but without a “name-drop”. Guess which version garners responses over 100% more often?

Networking’s Exponential Boost via the Internet

While face-to-face networking is ideal, your circumstances may not allow enough of it: Limitations on your time or your location prevent you from going to industry meetings, conventions and other events where networking with people traditionally occurs. But if you have Internet access, a whole other world is opened to you and you can start leveling the playing field by making connections virtually.

You have numerous free online channels to tap. Here are some of my favorite categories:  1) company Web sites; 2) trade association sites; 3) user group sites; and 4) listservs.

Company Web Sites

Start with a search on one of the job boards listed in CareerXroads by your industry and location (most good boards have those fields as distinct search criteria). Some boards let you determine which firms are hiring heavily (e.g., Monster.com has a link from the bottom of each job posting showing all other postings by that company).

Once you have found some promising companies, visit their Web sites. Most job postings indicate the host company’s site. If it’s not obvious, it may be implied. For example, if the email address to submit resumes ends in @company.com, then the site is likely www.company.com. Otherwise, try typing the company name at your favorite general search engine or directory site. When we searched for “Country Insurance & Financial Services” (in Bloomington, IL) on Yahoo.com, the right one was the first result.

Once on the right site, don’t just jump to the careers section. See who works there, especially in the department(s) to which you’d apply. Ideally, look for an “employee directory” or “staff list” link, often found under the “company” link.  

If you can’t find names there, you may find them under other sections (e.g., sales management under the “Products” section) and at least you can find senior-level staff names by perusing the “news” or “press releases” section of the site (often under the “about [us/our company]” section).  After all, company news quotes about product releases, earnings reports, etc., are attributed to executive staff -- as well as names in releases about recent hiring announcements!

If you want to make your approach by phone, you can call the company main number and ask for that person’s extension. If you prefer email (phone is nice, but you may be able to convey a fuller pitch by email), you obviously need an exact email address. The good news is that most all companies have a standard format: firstname.lastname@company.com, first initial then last name, or something similar. So if you can find just one person’s email address on the site, you can figure out the email for your target!

If that doesn’t yield enough contact names, you can find senior personnel at most companies with a Web site by doing a search for their annual report.  For example, to find the latest annual report for Cisco and companies that work with it, on Google.com, try: “2001 annual report” cisco filetype:pdf (searches for 2002 reports won’t yield much until mid-2003).  To narrow results to a specific company, replace the company name with its domain (i.e., site:www.cisco.com rather than cisco).  For public companies, you’ll find that and more with a service like www.secinfo.com (registration is free), which has all their federally required report filings.

Another trick to finding email addresses of people is Yahoo’s Advanced People Search http://email.people.yahoo.com/py/psAdvSearch.py. It doesn’t have everyone but you’re sure to find people, especially at larger organizations. Just input what you know on the search form:  it works even if you want to find people at a particular company but don’t know anyone’s name there. For example, to tap mutual fund giant Fidelity Investments, just type Fidelity Investments in the “Organization Name” field, and under “Organization Type”, select “Company”. Note that many of the results are home email addresses! Nifty, eh?

Trade Associations

When job postings are hard to find, that doesn’t mean opportunities don’t exist. Many times, you can create your own job description if you fill a need. The issue is how to match your background, skills and interests to the companies that could profit from your involvement. Don’t assume human resources personnel know how to do that! In fact, because recruiters aren’t involved day-to-day in the departments they hire for, they may not have a clue as to how you might meet a possible need, or even what future needs may be. And your skills may translate to different areas than the keywords in your resume indicate.  What to do?

You need to get in front of the hiring managers, ideally as senior in the organization as possible--they should be the folks who have the vision to see how someone could fit into the company puzzle in non-obvious ways. You can get to know them virtually through the online components of professional associations.

A few of my favorite Internet tools are:

· ASAE (basically, the association for the people who run associations), with over 6,500 groups indexed http://info.asaenet.org/gateway/OnlineAssocSlist.html.  Find your industry in the Category pull down menus (typically works better than the keyword box).  You might be tempted to select a state as well, but I recommend leaving that menu alone: this database typically stores only the main headquarters location for a group.  Realize that many associations’ networks operate strongest on a geographic level, and will have local chapters. A very active chapter with tons of members might be in your area, but that won’t appear in the search results.

· Association Central www.associationcentral.com - perhaps the largest database
· Yahoo! Organizations search http://dir.yahoo.com/business_and_economy/organizations/professional

Once you’ve found some associations’ sites, there’s often quite a bit you can tap into for free.  (Though some premium features may require you be a dues-paying member, my unemployed clients have found in many cases that if they mention their status, they can get access fees waived.)

For example, in the insurance industry, the Risk & Insurance Management Society www.rims.org has links to their local affiliates, which includes the San Diego chapter www.sandiegorims.org. In turn, that includes a list of board members with contact information, an employment page with jobs, and a list of other related sites, including a free RISK listserv you can subscribe to, along with a searchable archive (more about listservs later). Or at the American Risk and Insurance Association www.aria.org, you see their conference program, which includes presenters’ names, titles, institutions and email addresses.

User Groups

I think of user groups as the poor, grass-roots cousin of trade associations. They focus on one particular subject niche and usually one locality; typically have a Web site, a listserv (covered in next section) and meet once a month. Because they’re typically smaller, lesser-known and thus vendors in the industry aren’t all over them, requests for job (and other) aid tend to be better supported. 

While user groups are predominately in the computing arena, a growing number are in finance, medical and other fields where altruistic sharing of specialized information is helpful. You can find user groups in your area through any of the following directories:

· http://directory.google.com/Top/Computers/Organizations/User_Groups/

· http://dmoz.org/Computers/Organizations/User_Groups/

· http://dir.yahoo.com/Computers_and_Internet/Organizations/User_Groups/

· http://msdn.microsoft.com/usergroups/find.asp (has convenient search capability tied in)

You should also search for your city. For example, Boston’s technical community has done a great job categorizing user groups www.bostonusergroups.com as has the greater New York City area www.objdev.org/metro. To find others, type “user group” along with keywords for your nearest city and industry name on your favorite search engine.

Listservs

I saved the best for last. Listservs are where committed professionals share information, typically via e-mail based subscription lists on very specific topics. Though it’s usually free to register, the fact that people must take the step to subscribe already separates them from the pack. Some are run by associations and are meant to be networking tools for their members. All of them have a list owner or moderator who controls which messages are posted and who is subscribed.

If you violate their rules, you’re out, so be careful. But if you use them properly, they become a key tool in your virtual networking effort. Upon joining, you get the email address to which you can send messages. If accepted, the message is redistributed to every member’s email box. Likewise, you will receive every message sent by any other member. The idea is that you share information (give as well as get) and everyone benefits. The good news is, if the list doesn’t prove useful, you can always unsubscribe.

The biggest searchable directory of lists is Catalist www.lsoft.com/catalist.html. They’ve cataloged about a quarter of the 200,000-plus public listservs in existence (many more private listservs exist). You can search by a generic keyword (e.g., finance), by member size, etc. All lists found here are free. Click the list you want for simple subscription instructions. Ditto for private companies that allow you to create listservs free or join existing ones. Two of the biggest in this arena are Topica www.topica.com/dir/ and Yahoo! Groups www.yahoogroups.com.

Larger lists tend to have more information sharing than smaller ones, but the latter can be just as good if they’re well targeted and the participants are active. If a list is locally focused, it may hold in-person networking events as well (e.g., I joined a career networking list run by a Massachusetts synagogue found on Topica that is a great service on- and off-line).

On most listservs I subscribe to, I never post a message. However, I do note the contact information for posters who appear “in the know” or are connected in a way that may be useful. I send them a direct, personalized message (not via the listserv) and see what develops. The results are usually quite worthwhile.

How to Approach e-Contacts

Finally, a common question is how do you approach people you find through the above methods. I recommend a low-key, short message along the lines of “I found your [name of listserv] list posting about [whatever topic] interesting and it appears you’re savvy about the [your target industry] field.  I’m looking for a position in that arena and have good skills to offer. Could you recommend any resources, upcoming events or people in [your geographic area] that I should contact who might have useful information?”

This combines initial flattery with your attempt to build credibility and a low-key request for names of contacts, employers, events, etc., that should trigger many suggestions they can rattle off in a quick reply. What’s important is you didn’t ask that person directly for a job. That’s a turnoff. Never ask anything that can result in a “no” answer; keep the questions open-ended to foster more dialogue. Ideally, you’ll trade a few emails with lots of people and you’ll end up with a bunch of mini-mentors who keep their eyeballs open on your behalf.

Also, never include your resume in the initial e-communication: Many people are reluctant to open messages containing file attachments, especially from people they don’t know, for fear of downloading a virus. Alternatively, a resume pasted in the message body makes the email too long a read, which is also a turnoff. However, simply including the Web address of your resume online is fine. (Web space comes free with most every monthly-paid Internet access account--learn how to upload your resume and take advantage of that.) If they’re curious about you, you’ve provided an easy option to learn more.
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