
 

 

Building Networks (Part 3 of 4) 

Introduction  

This information sheet is part of a set on the theme of Creative Job Hunting.  

In theory, and with a great deal of luck, it’s possible to identify and contact 

just one person whose influence gets you into your dream job.  In reality 

though, people are usually most effective in the hidden job market through 

establishing a network of contacts. 

In this information sheet we’ll look at how networks develop and some ideas to establish real-world and online 

professional networks. 

The nature of networks 

In around 1967 social psychologist Stanley Milgram conducted a series of 

experiments into the function and nature of social networks: research 

which became known as the ‘small world experiment’ and has given rise 

to the concept of ‘six degrees of separation’. 

Milgram mailed out information packs to randomly selected individuals in 

Omaha and Wichita in the United States. The packs included information 

regarding a ‘target’ individual living in Boston. The request was that the 

recipient of the pack would mail it to the ‘target’ if they happened to 

know them personally (highly unlikely) or to forward it to the person of 

their own acquaintance who would be most likely to know the ‘target’. 

When, and if, the pack was eventually received by the target, Milgram would be able to examine its path (having 

requested that each recipient enter their details on a record sheet before forwarding it on). He observed that 

within the chains of contact the average ‘path length’ was around 5.5 to 6 individuals; later giving rise to the idea 

of ‘six degrees of separation’.  The concept suggests that everyone on the planet is separated by a maximum of six 

people within a chain of contact. 

Milgram also observed that a high proportion of the ‘successful’ packs passed via a handful of key individuals. This 

finding was elaborated upon by Canadian journalist and author Malcom Gladwell in his year 2000 book ‘The 

Tipping Point’. Gladwell refers to Milgram’s key individuals as ‘connectors’ - rare people who have a natural ability 

and desire to develop and maintain contact with a large number of people.  

 [source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Small_world_experiment - accessed March 2013] 

Whilst it is true that Milgram’s research does have its detractors, it’s useful nevertheless to view the development 

of career development networks as functioning along the lines that Milgram’s research suggests. 
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Building real-world networks 

Start by making a list of all the people you know who would be most likely to have connections with other people 

working in your target industry. They could, for example, be family members, teachers, fellow members of 

clubs/societies, former employers or CU graduates.  Focus initially on those you think might be most receptive to 

your contact.  

Consider where, when and how it might be most appropriate to communicate with them.  When you do make 

contact, briefly explain your situation and what your immediate goal is. It’s probably best not to make a significant 

request (let’s say for instance, a period of work experience) at this stage: for example, you might initially request a 

short informal meeting at their premises to find out about his or her experience of getting into the particular 

industry. It’s always good to have an alternative request in case the first one is declined. So you could, in that 

instance, suggest a meeting with one of their recent graduate recruits. Towards the end of the meeting you might 

express your interest in the organisation concerned and ask if there is any possibility of perhaps shadowing 

someone for maybe half a day. Make the most of the opportunity: to speak with other people in the organisation, 

offer your contact details, and to ask for theirs. You can follow up meetings with an email saying that you 

appreciated their time and would be grateful for any particular leads they might have. It may be, at some point, 

that you come across information that might be useful to them; in which case, take the initiative to pass it on.  Of 

course, network building is an organic process so it’s not possible to list all eventualities here in this information 

sheet. 

Remember that you need to present yourself as someone who has the potential to work in the organisation; so be 

outgoing and professional and find common ground by sharing your existing knowledge. On the other hand don’t 

be tempted to blag your way too much – remember that they are the experts so will usually see through bluffing. 

When making a request or asking for favours you can be assertive but make sure you don’t appear too pushy: 

recognise when to pursue your aim and when to ‘cool off’ for the time being. 

In reality, it’s probably unlikely that your first contact will be able to fulfil your request. But then this is what 

networking is really all about: the principle is that you ask that person if they know of anyone else who might be 

able to help and, if so, could they put you in touch. As with any form of job hunting the most effective way is to 

target most of your effort towards ‘key individuals’ and in a meaningful way. This is referred to as ‘funnelling’. Do 

bear in mind however that anyone at all you encounter may have the potential to be a key connector within in 

your network, so make the effort to share your plans and ambitions with other people. 

Building online networks 

You may have some success with a social network like Facebook but at some stage you will probably want to join a 

professional networking site such as LinkedIn.  The networking process is similar to the above but don’t be 

tempted to contact people randomly.  Be strategic about who you network with and remember that they need to 

be able to envisage some potential advantage in accepting a link request from you. 

Be safe! 

In network building you will be making new acquaintances and possibly meeting with some of them at different 

locations. Always consider with whom and where you are meeting and trust your intuition. If you do not feel 

comfortable about the arrangements you can always suggest meeting at some public place, or you could choose 

to decline the invitation.  
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