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Making Career Fairs
Work for Anthropologists

College career fairs are excellent occasions for students to meet and network with
potential employers and lay the groundwork for possible employment opportunities.
Often held twice during the academic year, these career fairs, also present
opportunities for students to conduct fieldwork, investigating at these events and
incorporating what they learn into their own internship or job search. This tool outlines
both research and practice activities that can be integrated within selected courses
(e.g., methods, applied anthropology, professionalization) or explored by individual
students on their own. The following activities are designed to help students prepare
for and get the most out of career fairs.

Be an Anthropologist: Conduct a Mini Ethnography

A career fair provides real-world anthropology experience while helping students prepare for
their own job search. Frame career fairs as unfamiliar environments with their own purposes,
cultural norms, signs and symbols, and language. Have students develop and execute a research
plan using their ethnographic skills (e.g., observation, intercept interviews in which they approach
people to ask a few questions). Students can use the questions below to get started.

What happens at a career fair?

Observation: How do student attendees interact with
recruiters? Who leads the conversation? To what extent do the
attendees talk about themselves? Are any “artifacts” (e.g.,
resumes, business cards) part of interactions with recruiters?
What seems to pique recruiter interest? What information can
be derived from nonverbal signals (e.g., clothing, accessories,
physical appearance, stance)? 

Participant observation: Recruiters are gatekeepers. When they are not busy, have students
chat with them to practice developing rapport. Students can ask questions about the
recruiters’ job and probe about their goals, what they value in career fairs and their own
career, and how they define success. These conversations represent a chance to learn about
unspoken rules and expectations within organizations.

Intercept interviews with recruiters:  Why does their organization have a career-fair
presence? What are all the goals they hope to achieve? Do they have any openings for
internships, or part-time or full-time employment? How long have they been engaged in
career fairs? Is there anything special about this particular career fair? 

 
Intercept interviews with student attendees:  Why are they attending this event? What did
they do to prepare for this event? Have they attended career fairs before? What are the best
questions to ask recruiters? What are the “rules” for interacting effectively with recruiters?

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/ACRN-Conducting-Intercept-Interviews-3.17.2025.pdf
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What does an organization expect to gain by participating in a career fair?

Walk-around survey (as the event is getting set up or beginning): What organizations have
booths at the career fair? How many booths are there? What “artifacts” are included as part of
each booth?

Interviews with recruiters (prior to the event): What are all the reasons an organization has a
booth at the career fair? How much preparation is required to have a successful event? What
elements contribute to a successful career fair? What questions does the recruiter typically
ask the student attendees? What attributes does the recruiter hope to see in these students?
How does the recruiter rank attendees? What pushes these attendees along the journey to an
internship or full-time employment? Are there attributes or behaviors that reduce the
likelihood of being hired? Are there benefits of a career fair interaction over a virtual interview
with a job candidate? 

Interviews with university staff (prior to the event):  What are all the reasons the university
hosts career fairs? How much university time is required to have a successful event? What
elements contribute to a successful career fair? Does the university conduct evaluations of
their career fairs? What is that evaluation process like? To what extent does the university use
evaluation input to design subsequent career fairs? 

How does a college in-person career fair compare with other job recruitment
events (e.g., online career fairs, one-on-one recruiter interviews)?

Observation: What are some similarities? What are some differences?

Participant observation: What questions arose during any discussions? What insights can be
gleaned from these experiences? How can participation enhance or shift one’s understanding
of recruiting and hiring practices?

Get Involved in the Job Market

Encourage students to actively seek a summer internship or full-time job after graduation at a
career fair. This activity offers practice in establishing rapport with recruiters, preparing and
delivering their resume, preparing and performing their elevator pitch, interacting effectively
with recruiters, and closing the discussion with a plan to follow up. Students can:

Develop application materials

Review the tool Distinguishing Resumes, CVs, Portfolios, and Bios
Have students get a professional-looking headshot photo, see the
tool Creating an Effective Professional Headshot
Seek support from your campus Career Services for developing
application materials
In class, strategize ways to help recruiters remember them and their
resumes (e.g., business cards with a memorable phrase)

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Distinguishing-Resumes-CVs-Portfolios-and-Bios-07.13.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/ACRN-Creating-an-Effective-Professional-Headshot-3.22.2025.pdf


Note: When students look professional, they will feel more confident, and recruiters
will be more likely to take them seriously as job/internship candidates

Attend a career fair and engage with recruiters 

Assign students to find a list of employers attending the fair (which are often published before
the event). Research the ones of interest prior to the career fair by visiting their websites and
social media, reviewing their mission and values, and learning about current job openings 
Discuss how best to dress since this will be the first impression, before they even say a word,
to a recruiter; students should choose business-professional or business-casual attire as if they
were going to an interview, avoiding more casual wear like ripped jeans, gym shorts, rubber
flip-flops, and going easy on cologne or perfume

Suggest students approach recruiters from a couple of organizations where they have the
least amount of interest to get comfortable and “warm up” and then move on to
organizations they are interested in; students should always remain open minded to potential
opportunities at any organization
Challenge students to have meaningful conversations, inquiring about open roles, internships,
ideal candidate attributes, and the organizational culture 

Note: Universities often offer platforms such as Big Interview with interview practice
tools that are free

Participate in mock interviews 

Review the tool on Professional Etiquette for In-Person and Remote Meetings 
Use AI to ask interview questions based on questions likely to be asked at a career fair; create
an additional prompt for “curveball” questions that might be less common but plausible

Hold mock interviews in class in which the students take turns role
playing either the recruiter or the student; discuss what each party
learned 
Bring in an experienced professional (e.g., professional recruiter,
campus Career Services staff) to class to conduct mock interviews with
the students and provide feedback
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Prepare an elevator pitch 

Review the tool Mastering the Elevator Pitch
Have students practice elevator pitches first with peers and then with professionals
Ensure they reflect upon and gather all input to improve content and delivery
Look for workshops offered by Career Services to help practice and develop how students
introduce themselves to potential employers

Do self-evaluation

Ask students to reflect on how they think they will come across to potential employers; have
them think about first impressions, how they will talk about themselves: their skills,
knowledge, and experiences 
Have students find someone they trust to talk with and provide feedback

https://www.biginterview.com/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Professional-Etiquette-7.15.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Professional-Etiquette-7.15.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Mastering-the-Elevator-Pitch-07.13.2024.pdf


Tip: Students should jot down important notes about the organizations and
recruiters since referencing names and what they know about the organization
could be helpful in later parts of the application process
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Encourage students to stay aware of their surroundings (e.g., when there is a line, keep the
conversation targeted and brief; if the booth is quiet, take the opportunity to ask more in-
depth questions and build rapport) and engage with others instead of looking at their phones
Require four to five of these interactions with recruiters, encouraging  them to ask about the
best way to follow-up with the organization
After each interaction, ensure students reflect on what went well and what needs
improvement

End with participant observation. Take advantage of the opportunity to hang out and
continue to observe and ask questions of any attendees and recruiters at the career fair

Reach out to recruiters/talent acquisition specialists at companies on
LinkedIn in which they are interested  

Suggest students request an informational interview with these recruiters to talk about what
they look for in candidates
Incorporate what they learned into their next job search activities
Connect with fellow alumni who work at the organizations they are interested in for
informational interviews. They can use LinkedIn, PeopleGrove, or any available alumni
connection portals

Debrief 

Hold a meet up immediately after the career fair to talk about their experiences 
Set aside time in class to capture these lessons
Assign students to write an essay about how their approach to their next recruiter interview or
career fair will change based on what they learned 

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Networking-and-Informational-Interviews-7.9.2024.pdf
https://www.peoplegrove.com/

