Finding the best career information: Meet new people

by Juliet Wehr Jones, Career Key

Doing a lot of research about your career options is one of the most important steps to making the best career decision. When starting out in your career or making a career change, you probably won't know as many people in the careers you are considering for the future. Otherwise you wouldn't call it a career change or start, right? And why limit your options to only those careers you know well? I have some tips on how to focus your research. While LinkedIn deservedly gets a lot of attention for helping people find jobs, the better source for career information will be people you meet in career-specific networking groups, particularly in your geographic area. 

I suggest finding groups online and then meeting people in person; just like online dating, there is no substitute for personal connection.  I like Meetup.com's philosophy: “use the internet to get off the internet.” You also don't need the education or training required for a career to meet people working in that career. In fact, talking with people about how to choose the right education option before you do it, would be ideal. Maybe a B.A., professional degree like an MBA, or higher degree isn't necessary for what you want to do – if not, save yourself money and time! And most people will like to talk about themselves and the career they've chosen. 

For example, Seattle has an excellent web portal for finding networks in different careers, called the Seattle Networking Guide, http://www.iloveseattle.org/. If I was interested in graphic design, under the “Arts and Culture” section I would find a link there to the Seattle Graphic Design Guild, which holds monthly networking lunches. I would go to one, meet people and start doing casual informational interviews. I might get some business cards for potential future job search contacts if I ultimately choose this career path.

How do you find these groups? Here are four tips:

· Do an online search for an overall directory of networking groups for where you live.  For example, try “seattle networking groups”

· Narrow your search to the career you are targeting for research (e.g. graphic artist). For example, “seattle graphic design networking” turns up “seattle web design organizations” and other interesting options. Similarly, a “chicago graphic design networking group” search will lead you to an active Meetup group.

· Try other sources for career specific groups: Meetup, Craigslist (narrowed to your city), Yahoo, MSN or Google groups, The Riley Guide, etc. 

· Attend at least one group and get more suggestions of other groups.  If you're not able to find more than one group related to your career option or you don't like the people at one group, attend one group's event to find other suggestions and recommendations.

I think you'll find this type of career research very rewarding. Developing your networking skills in this way will help you later with your job search – career specific networks and job search go hand in hand.  Website information about a career's job duties, salaries, and education are a great place to start for research. But meeting people is the best way to refine your research and get real insight. The more people you meet, the better your chances of a well-rounded perspective of a career option.

Helpful website links: 

3 Steps to Making a Good Career Decision

http://www.careerkey.org/asp/getting_started.asp
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Riley Guide Networking and Support Groups

Listing by geographic region:

http://www.rileyguide.com/support.html

Seattle Networking Groups

http://www.iloveseattle.org/

Seattle Graphics Artist Guild

http://www.iloveseattle.org/categories.asp?CATEGORYID=2
Career Networking and Job Search

http://jobsearch.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?zi=1/XJ&sdn=jobsearch&cdn=careers&tm=44&f=00&su=p554.2.150.ip_p560.3.150.ip_&tt=17&bt=1&bts=1&zu=http%3A//alisondoyle.typepad.com/
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