Topics for Professional Success
International Students & New Immigrants
Manu Sharma | Ver.1.0 | October 2024

Topic 7: Building and Leveraging Your Professional Network

Introduction: The Importance of Networking in Professional Growth

In today’s job market, building and leveraging a strong professional network is essential
for long-term career success. Networking is not just about finding a job; it's about
cultivating relationships with professionals in your field and beyond, exchanging
knowledge, identifying opportunities, and building a support system that can help you
navigate your career journey. In Canada, networking is especially crucial, as many job
opportunities are not publicly advertised but are filled through referrals and connections
within professional circles.

This comprehensive guide will explore the strategies for building and leveraging a
professional network, including how to create meaningful relationships, maintain them
over time, and use your network to unlock career opportunities. It will also provide
specific tips for international students and professionals on how to overcome challenges
in networking within a new cultural and professional environment.

1. Understanding Professional Networking

Professional networking involves forming relationships with people who can provide
advice, guidance, referrals, or even job opportunities. Networking helps you stay
connected with your industry, learn about new trends, and open doors to opportunities
that you may not find through traditional job searches. Effective networking is based on
trust, reciprocity, and a genuine desire to learn from others while sharing your own
expertise.

Why Networking is Important:

e Access to the Hidden Job Market: A significant percentage of jobs are filled
through networking and referrals, never making it to job boards.

e Industry Insights: Networking gives you access to insider information about
industry trends, companies, and opportunities.

o Career Development: Strong networks offer mentorship, advice, and support as
you navigate career transitions or challenges.

e Collaboration and Learning: Networking allows you to learn from others and
collaborate on projects, opening up avenues for professional growth.

2. Building Your Professional Network
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Building a strong professional network takes time, effort, and strategy. It involves
connecting with people in your industry, related fields, and even outside of your
immediate profession. Below are key strategies for effectively building your network.

A. ldentify Your Networking Goals

Before you begin networking, it's essential to have a clear understanding of what you
hope to achieve. Are you looking for a mentor? Are you trying to learn more about a
specific industry? Are you aiming to find new job opportunities? Clarifying your goals will
help you focus your networking efforts.

Networking Goals Could Include:
e Learning more about a particular industry or field.
« Finding a mentor or advisor for career guidance.
o Gaining insights into specific companies or roles.

« Building relationships with professionals who can offer advice or referrals.

B. Start with Your Existing Network

Your existing network is often larger than you realize. It includes colleagues, former
classmates, professors, friends, and family. Start by reaching out to people you already
know to reestablish connections. They may be able to introduce you to new contacts or
provide valuable advice.

Steps to Leverage Your Existing Network:

1. Reconnect: Reach out to former colleagues, professors, or classmates. Send a
short, friendly message to reconnect and inquire about how they are doing.

2. Seek Referrals: Ask your existing contacts for introductions to people in your
desired industry or profession.

3. Offer Value: Networking should be a two-way street. Offer to share insights,
collaborate on projects, or help with something in return.

Example:

"Hi [Name], | hope you're doing well! | wanted to reach out and reconnect. I've recently
been exploring new opportunities in [industry], and I'm interested in learning more about
your experience. I'd love to catch up sometime if you're available."

C. Attend Networking Events
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Attending industry-specific events, conferences, seminars, or professional association
meetings is one of the best ways to meet new people. In Canada, events such as
industry mixers, career fairs, and professional development workshops provide great
opportunities for networking.

How to Maximize Networking Events:

1. Prepare Ahead: Research the attendees, speakers, and companies that will be
at the event. Prepare an elevator pitch that introduces who you are and what you
do.

2. Be Proactive: Approach people, introduce yourself, and engage in
conversations. Don’t be afraid to ask questions and show genuine interest in
what others have to say.

3. Exchange Contact Information: Bring business cards or share your LinkedIn
profile to stay connected after the event.

4. Follow Up: After meeting someone at an event, follow up with an email or
LinkedIn message to thank them for the conversation and express your interest
in staying in touch.

Example:

"Hi [Name], It was great to meet you at the [Event Name]. | enjoyed learning about your
work in [Industry/Field]. I'd love to continue our conversation and explore ways we might
collaborate. Looking forward to staying in touch!”

D. Use Online Networking Platforms (LinkedIn)

In addition to in-person networking, online platforms such as LinkedIn have become
essential tools for building professional networks. LinkedIn allows you to connect with
colleagues, follow industry leaders, join professional groups, and engage with content
related to your field.

How to Build a Strong LinkedIn Network:

1. Optimize Your Profile: Ensure your LinkedIn profile is up to date, with a
professional photo, compelling headline, and detailed summary. Highlight your
skills, experiences, and achievements.

2. Connect Strategically: Send personalized connection requests to people in your
industry or those with shared interests. Include a brief note explaining why you'd
like to connect.

3. Join Groups: Participate in LinkedIn groups related to your industry or career
interests. Engage in discussions, ask questions, and contribute valuable insights.



Topics for Professional Success
International Students & New Immigrants
Manu Sharma | Ver.1.0 | October 2024

4. Share Content: Regularly post or share industry-related articles, insights, or
achievements. This positions you as a knowledgeable and active participant in
your field.

5. Engage with Others: Like, comment on, or share posts from your network. This
helps you stay visible and engaged with your connections.

Example LinkedIn Connection Request:
"Hi [Name], | came across your profile and noticed that we share a common interest in
[Industry/Field]. I'd love to connect and learn more about your work at [Company]."

E. Volunteering and Professional Associations

Volunteering for industry-related events, professional associations, or community
organizations is another effective way to grow your network. Volunteering gives you a
chance to meet new people, contribute to causes you care about, and showcase your
skills in a professional setting.

How to Leverage Volunteering for Networking:

1. Join Industry Associations: Become a member of professional associations
related to your field. These organizations often host networking events,
workshops, and conferences where you can meet industry professionals.

2. Volunteer at Events: Volunteering at events allows you to meet organizers,
speakers, and attendees, giving you direct access to influential people in your
industry.

3. Build Relationships with Fellow Volunteers: Volunteering brings together
people with shared interests, making it easier to build lasting relationships.

4. Stay Involved: After the event, maintain your involvement by attending regular
meetings, volunteering for future events, or taking on leadership roles within the
organization.

Example:

"As a volunteer with [Organization], | had the opportunity to work alongside experienced
professionals in my field, which helped me expand my network and gain valuable
insights into [Industry]."

3. Cultivating and Maintaining Your Network
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Building a network is just the first step; maintaining and cultivating your network is
equally important. Networking is a long-term process, and it's essential to nurture your
relationships over time.

A. Stay in Regular Contact

After meeting someone new, it's important to stay in touch. Send periodic follow-up
emails, comment on their LinkedIn posts, or share industry news that might be relevant
to them. Keep the lines of communication open without being overbearing.

Ways to Stay in Touch:

e Share Articles or Resources: If you come across an article or resource that you
think would be of interest to someone in your network, send it to them with a
short message.

o Congratulate Accomplishments: Congratulate your connections when they
achieve milestones like promotions, new jobs, or published articles.

e Invite to Events or Meetups: If you're attending an industry event, invite your
network to join you. It's a great way to catch up and stay engaged.

Example:

"Hi [Name], | hope you're doing well! | wanted to share this article | came across about
[Topic]—it reminded me of our conversation about [Related Topic]. | thought you’d find it
interesting!"

B. Offer Value to Your Network

Networking is about building mutually beneficial relationships. Make sure you’re offering
value to your network by sharing knowledge, resources, or introductions that could
benefit them. Be willing to help others without expecting immediate returns.

Ways to Offer Value:

« Make Introductions: If you know two people who could benefit from knowing
each other, offer to make an introduction.

e Share Opportunities: If you hear about a job opening or opportunity that might
be a good fit for someone in your network, pass it along.

e Provide Mentorship: Offer mentorship or advice to less experienced
professionals in your network.

Example:
"Hi [Name], | remember you mentioned you were looking to transition into marketing. |
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recently came across a job opening at [Company] that might be a great fit for you. Let
me know if you'd like me to connect you with someone there!"

C. Seek Mentorship and Advice

Mentors can play a critical role in your career development. A mentor can provide you
with guidance, support, and valuable industry insights. To build relationships with
potential mentors, approach them respectfully and express your genuine interest in
learning from their experience.

Steps for Building a Mentorship Relationship:

1. Identify Potential Mentors: Look for individuals in your field who have the
experience, knowledge, and qualities you admire.

2. Reach Out: Send a polite and respectful message requesting a meeting or
conversation. Be clear about your goals and how you believe they can help you.

3. Respect Their Time: If a mentor agrees to help, be mindful of their time. Come
prepared with specific questions or topics you’d like to discuss.

Example:

"Hi [Name], I've been following your work in [Industry], and | greatly admire your
accomplishments. I'm currently navigating my career in [Field], and I'd appreciate any
advice or insights you could offer. I'd love to connect if you have time."

4. Leveraging Your Network for Career Opportunities

Once you’ve built a strong professional network, you can begin to leverage it for career
opportunities. Whether you're looking for a new job, exploring a career transition, or
seeking advice, your network can provide valuable resources, referrals, and
connections.

A. Networking for Job Opportunities

Many jobs are filled through referrals and recommendations, so it's important to let your
network know when you're looking for new opportunities. Be strategic about who you
reach out to and how you present your job search.

How to Use Your Network in a Job Search:

e« Reach Out to Specific Contacts: Identify people in your network who might
know about job openings or have connections at companies you're interested in.
Send a personalized message explaining your career goals and asking for advice
or referrals.
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e Ask for Informational Interviews: If you're exploring new industries or
companies, ask your network for informational interviews. This can help you
learn more about the field and potentially lead to job opportunities.

e Update Your LinkedIn Profile: Let your network know you’re open to new
opportunities by updating your LinkedIn profile and engaging with relevant
industry content.

Example:

"Hi [Name], I'm currently exploring new opportunities in [Field/Industry], and I'm very
interested in learning more about [Company/Industry]. If you're open to it, I'd love to
chat and get your insights on how | can position myself for success in this field."

B. Asking for Referrals and Recommendations

When applying for a job, a referral from someone in your network can significantly
increase your chances of landing an interview. Don'’t hesitate to ask for referrals from
people who know your work and can vouch for your skills.

Steps for Asking for Referrals:

1. Identify the Right Person: Reach out to someone who knows your work well
and has a connection to the company or industry you're targeting.

2. Be Specific: Clearly explain the job you’re applying for and why you believe
you’re a good fit for the role.

3. Provide Relevant Information: Offer to send your resume or a brief summary of
your qualifications to make it easier for them to recommend you.

Example:

"Hi [Name], I’'m applying for a marketing position at [Company], and | noticed that you're
connected with someone on the team. If you’re comfortable, would you be willing to
refer me? I'd be happy to send you my resume or provide more details about my
background."

5. Overcoming Networking Challenges for International Students and
Professionals

Networking can be especially challenging for international students and professionals
who are new to Canada or any other country. Cultural differences, language barriers,
and a lack of local connections can make it difficult to build a network from scratch.
However, there are specific strategies that can help overcome these challenges.
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A. Leverage International Networks

Even if you’re new to the Canadian job market, you likely have an international network
that can provide valuable support. Reach out to former colleagues, professors, or
classmates who may have connections in Canada or who can introduce you to people
in your desired field.

B. Seek Support from International Communities

Many cities in Canada have strong networks of international students and professionals.
Join local organizations, cultural groups, or alumni associations that cater to
international professionals. These groups can help you make connections with others
who understand the challenges of navigating a new country and career.

C. Focus on Language and Cultural Skills

For international professionals, cultural intelligence and language skills are major
assets. Highlight your ability to navigate cross-cultural environments, and don’t hesitate
to showcase your multilingual skills, which are highly valued in Canada’s diverse
workforce.

D. Practice Networking in Low-Stress Environments

If you're new to networking, start by practicing in low-pressure settings, such as informal
meetups, student clubs, or volunteer events. This can help build your confidence and
prepare you for larger industry events.

Conclusion

Building and leveraging a professional network is a crucial component of career
success. By actively growing your network, cultivating meaningful relationships, and
strategically using your connections, you can unlock opportunities that might otherwise
be hidden. Whether you’re an international professional or a local job seeker, these
networking strategies will help you expand your horizons, build valuable partnerships,
and achieve your career goals.



