
Networking to Build Your
Professional Community

Networking is a process of establishing and maintaining connections to communicate,
gather and share information, build relationships, and get things done. Networking
entails developing relationships for the purpose of information exchange which
ultimately may result in securing employment. It should not be confused with
cronyism which is the practice of showing favoritism based on non-kin relationships,
regardless of merit.

At its core, networks are grounded in reciprocity. An anthropology student may seek
guidance from another individual at one point in time, while that same anthropology
student may be able to assist that person with a different matter right then and there
(e.g., balanced reciprocity) or someone else at a later point in time (e.g., delayed
reciprocity).  Maintaining those ties allows you to develop important and long-lasting
connections. 
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Unlike some professions with clearly defined job pipelines, careers using your
anthropology are typically less visible. Networking plays a critical part in connecting
with professionals whose roles may not be listed as “anthropologist,” learning how
anthropological knowledge, skills, and experience are applied across sectors, and
uncovering potential opportunities.

VISION MISSION&

Network Types

Social networks are based in one’s personal life. They consist
of people known through:

Family, friends, neighbors
Clubs, hobby groups, amateur sport teams
Members of a religious community
Social media acquaintances

By contrast, professional networks include people known
through one’s education, areas of expertise, or career:

University students, instructors, alumni
Members of professional associations
Anthropologists in industry, nonprofits, government
Former work colleagues

This tool focuses on professional networks. However, because professional networks may
incorporate contacts from a person’s personal network, and because the lines between
professional and social networks can be blurred, professional and social networks can function in
similar ways. For example, establishing a professional relationship with a faculty mentor has the
potential to connect you to their personal relationships with their graduate school colleagues
from whom you can benefit as well.



Uses of Professional Networks 

Professional networks are used for distinctive purposes before, during, and following the job
search. 

Establish Connections
to anthropologists working in your domain of interest
to organizations that are nearby
to colleagues from your earliest jobs
to academically-based anthropologists who may have helpful connections

Gather Information
on framing your key competencies
on specific roles, organizations, or industries
on typical work responsibilities
on current salaries for mid-career professionals

Obtain Advice
about pursuing two different career paths simultaneously
about additional training
about a job offer, feedback, and support

Gain Access
to the hiring manager through an internal referral
to time on a person’s calendar
to a data set or electronic library

Many people, including students, may find it difficult to reach out to someone they do not know
—even if they and that person share some common characteristics (e.g., age, gender). They worry
that they will embarrass themselves, come across as ignorant, or be rejected. Getting over the fear
factor may take some courage. 

Participating in repeated networking events and building up your nerve to introduce yourself are
useful strategies. Keep in mind that being curious enough to initiate a conversation with
someone you do not know is a brave thing to do; most professionals will notice and appreciate it.
While it may feel awkward at first to initiate a conversation, confidence comes with practice. 
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Building Your Network One Contact at a Time

You will want to think strategically as you identify people who can help you build and extend your
professional network. Perhaps you would like to explore job opportunities in patient experience or
organizational improvement in hospital settings. In either case, you would be reaching out to
those who are at least one degree (i.e., relationship) “removed” from you. You work either through
your family/friends (i.e., “strong ties”) to reach someone you do not know (i.e., “weak ties”), or
through your acquaintances (i.e., “weak ties”) to reach someone you do not know.  In both cases, it
is typically through your “weak ties”—or unrealized connections—that opportunities become
available.
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Other aspects of networks are important to keep in mind. Networks can, and should, be relatively
permanent. Although specific people may come and go, the bulk of your network will stay with
you for years. Networks are often where you find your mentors and potential referrals. And finally,
you need to treat your networks with care and respect. Just as you will use your network to check
people out, people will use your network to check you out.

Identifying Your Goals

Having at least one goal in mind as you begin building your set of professional contacts will
enhance your ability to be successful. For example, you may have one of these goals:

Obtain the name and contact information of a Rotary International leader so that you can
conduct an informational interview for a class project
Attend an in-person civic event where you seek information from local administrators on
possible internships 
Participate in a virtual workshop so that you can introduce yourself to the presenter and
request a follow up meeting

Over time, you may discover your relationship strengthening with some members of your
professional network, especially if you value the ideas, contacts, and advice shared with you. 

Finding Networking Events

Joining a professional or trade association offers you access to networking events. Events may be
posted on websites or announced in a newsletter, mailing list, or virtual meeting. Learning from
experienced professionals is an excellent strategy since they will know which associations are
most active, popular, and helpful given your interests. Posing this question during an
informational interview is an easy way to find out.

Some networking events are posted on apps such as Meetup.com. Because they are local,
professional networking interactions are said to be close knit and supportive; these events may
even serve as a kind of informal professional association. You may also find that key leaders in a
particular domain may post networking events on LinkedIn.

Preparation for a Networking Event

Before attending your event, there are steps you can take to help ensure you make a good
impression: 

Create or update your LinkedIn profile
Create a business card and/or a digital business card
Learn about one or more individuals expected to participate (e.g., reviewing their profiles,
exploring their personal websites)
Learn about the organization(s) sponsoring the event (e.g., reviewing the website)
Arrive on time, having obtained access to the link or transportation to the venue
Dress appropriately (i.e., overdressed is better than underdressed)
Review the tips offered in Professional Etiquette In-Person and Remote Meetings.

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/ACRN-Using-Informational-Interviews-in-Career-Exploration-4.21.2026.pdf
https://www.meetup.com/
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-LinkedIn-Profile-Features-and-Checklist-06.30.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Professional-Etiquette-7.15.2024.pdf
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Formality and Informality in Networking

Networking is often perceived as a formal practice when the people, context, and process are
unfamiliar. Nevertheless, starting a conversation or contributing to one already in progress helps
to break down some of those barriers and positions you to develop an initial contact(s). Ask a
question or make your request politely. If appropriate—and time permitting—share some
information about yourself. 

When the event is in person, shake hands with people and share your business card. While digital
business cards are popular, many people will not have one so a physical business card is a safer
alternative. At a minimum, business cards should include

Your name
Contact information (e.g., email, phone)
Who you are (e.g., design anthropology graduate, aspiring environmental anthropologist).

Such information is essential so that the recipient can reach out to you later. And of course, be
sure to thank your new contact for their ideas or any suggestions or advice.

Sometimes the context can shift. Earlier in the day you may have heard a speaker deliver a speech
or presentation, but later you recognize that individual sitting quietly alone. If you were to
approach that person, you might have a great conversation in the conference lobby. In this
example, the connection is likely to feel far more informal, and possibly more valuable.

Dealing with the Unexpected

Sometimes people choose not to reciprocate when you approach them. For whatever reason,
they appear disinterested or distracted or indicate they are unable to speak to you right now. In
response, assume that their behavior is unrelated to you. It could be that they just received some
bad news which they are trying to process. In other words, give that person the benefit of the
doubt. In response, you might simply say, “Sure, I understand. Let me give you my business card
and perhaps we can talk another time.”

If the person acts in a way that conveys a lack of professionalism, maintain your professional
demeanor. You might say, “I’m so sorry if this is a bad time. I have always wanted to meet you.
Perhaps we could have a conversation another day.” In both instances, you have demonstrated
persistence and attempted to “keep the lines of communication open.” You have also shown
yourself that you can overcome challenging situations.

Henry W. Jones Jr.
MA Student, Marshall College
Archaeological Anthropology

jones.h.indy@gmail.com
+1-900-990-999
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Virtual Networking 

LinkedIn is a valuable resource. If you are reaching out “cold” to someone, without even “weak
ties” on which to rely, success is possible. 

1.  Request to connect. 
2.  Add a brief message to the request. 

a.  Explain your interest in reaching out. 
b.  Ask if the individual might be willing to speak with you for a brief informational

interview. 
c.  Thank this person.

3.  Wait patiently, recognizing that many people do not check their LinkedIn accounts as
frequently as you might.

4.  If you do not hear from this person, repeat this process with other potential contacts.

Extending your professional network is often done virtually. Connecting with your strong or weak
ties via phone or virtual platform has advantages including ease, speed, and scheduling
convenience. Over time you will discover that you are connected to more and more people who
will be able to offer you connections, information, advice, and access. And because some of these
people may be part of each other’s networks, you may find someone who can easily connect you
with that potential contact who never responded to your message! 

Following Up with Your Connections

It is excellent practice to stay in touch with people in your network. If they are a recent contact,
consider reaching out to them after a few months to update them, ask any new questions, and/or
seek any additional advice. For those with whom you have been in touch for a significant period
of time, drop a short email or set up a brief call to catch up, doing so annually or biennially. Think
of these interactions as potentially helpful to both parties. In general, people enjoy learning what
members of their network are doing, in part because that information is potentially useful to
them and to their own contacts. 
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