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by Liz Ryan

We’ve heard it a hundred times: networking is essential for job seekers.

We may have read up on networking techniques and may feel supremely comfortable talking to strangers. None of that makes much difference when we find ourselves networking in a job hunt. Most of the rules of non-jobsearch networking simply don’t apply when our networking is focused on getting a new job.

Here’s why: the networking conversations we’d be holding wouldn’t include the statement, “I’m looking for a job.”

Networkers’ eyes glaze over when they hear those five little words. These aren’t mean or inconsiderate people. It’s just that the stereotypical job-hunting networker can’t talk about much besides his job search. It becomes hard to maintain a conversation. People drift away, because it’s awkward to say more than “uh huh” and “how frustrating” when the subject turns to “My Hideous Job Search.”

Here are five common job-search networking traps to avoid:

1. Detailing your Audio Resume

Most experienced networkers by now have learned that a new acquaintance doesn’t need to hear our entire business spiel. Job seekers often forget that conversation is a two-way street, instead showering a new contact with details about the job we left, the job we’re looking for and a hundred reason why we’d a be a great employee. That level of detail doesn’t help; it hurts.

2. Asking for Introductions

Face-to-face networking events are great for making the acquaintance of people you didn’t know before you arrived. Be happy if you leave a networking soiree with one or two good new contacts, people who’d be comfortable continuing the conversation at a later date. People don’t go to networking events to be hit up for introductions, and that’s why we shouldn’t ask for them. A 10-minute networking conversation doesn’t create enough relationship “glue” to justify our asking such a favor.

3. Handing Over a Resume

Your paper resume is something to bring along to job interviews and job fairs. Most resumes change hands via email these days, and that’s why there’s no point in bringing your paper resume with you to a networking event. Don’t email your resume to a person you’ve met at a networking event, either, unless he or she specifically asks for it. Forwarding a resume is much less likely to get you an interview than creating solid relationships based on conversation.

4. Asking for Leads

It seems like the most obvious thing in the world: You’ll go to a networking event, tell the people assembled there that you’re job-hunting, and ask them for job-search leads.

That’s a great thing to do when you go to a gathering designed for that purpose. But asking for leads in your job search is not appropriate during your first meeting with a new acquaintance. Most of us are unlikely to be aware of the job openings in our own companies, much less in others. We can ask, “Do you have any advice for me?” but that’s it. The greatest value of attending a networking event will be the one, two, or maybe three follow-up-worthy contacts you make there.

5. Sharing Your Job-Search Pain

We all need sympathetic ears, and a live networking event might seem like just the place to regale a listener with a gripping layoff story or a tale of job-search frustration. However, it’s not. That’s what our friends are for.

It’s tough to be unemployed, or to be in a job you hate. It’s just as tough to be an entrepreneur in a tough economy. Yet we don’t go to networking events to spill our entrepreneurial woes, and our job-search challenges are off-limits as well. Keep the conversation friendly and professional, and if you strike the right chord with a certain person and decide to stay in touch, you can open the vault at a later date.
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