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Agricultural Networking Night Revisited

Introduction 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Priority Three of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) calls for a sufficient scientific and professional workforce in the agricultural industry for the 21st century.   Even though agricultural enrollment has remained strong, job fairs hosted by Career Services at [University] over the past five years have continued to decline in the number of agricultural employers attending.  Faculty members attributed this to numerous factors including a weak economy, growth in Internet-based job placement sites, and increased urbanization in the region.  The need was recognized for a different type of career development activity that catered to agricultural employers and university students with agricultural-related majors.  To address this need, the Ag Networking Night was established.  Considered innovative in its inaugural year, several representatives from agricultural-related businesses, agencies, and organizations were invited.  However, the costs of travel and lack of immediate return on investment eventually discouraged participation by prospective future employers, even though the number of student participants grew each year.  The Career Services staff recommended discontinuance, but faculty members in the Department of Agricultural Sciences decided that the idea, format, and purpose of the event needed to be revisited to allow for a modified approach to serving student and industry interests.
How it now works 
Originally, the Ag Networking Night was an after-hours social gathering of agriculture students and faculty as well as representatives from agricultural industry, agribusinesses, and related governmental agencies.  Appetizers and beverages were served, and the setting offered a casual atmosphere for students to visit with a limited number of individuals about their work and employers.  It was intended that through this setting students would learn of different types of agricultural-related jobs available in the region and what types of knowledge, skills, and abilities those jobs require.  However, the concept proved to be little more than a less formal version of the other job fairs hosted by Career Services.  Their lack of understanding of the industry, its needs, and its people resulted in a high degree of disinterest by all parties.
Under the new strategy, a graduate assistant from the School of Agriculture was assigned the primary responsibility of recruiting participants.  Announcements were consistently made at faculty meetings, requests were emailed to faculty members for contacts—especially alumni—from every facet of the agricultural industry within the region.  As a result, a database of 50+ industry representatives was established.  Most were contacted via phone call and a save the date email.  They were later sent a letter co-signed by the department head and the graduate assistant with a request to RSVP.  The venue was changed from the university student center to the alumni center, thus allowing for a more business casual atmosphere where outside catering could be used.  Students were invited via email, face to face announcements during class, posters around campus, and a Facebook event page.  Students were given an outline of items to bring such as business cards, what to wear, and questions to ask. Both students and industry representatives were encouraged to discuss opportunities for internships and part-time student employment, as well as potential longer ranging possibilities. Representatives from the various firms and agencies also provided business cards, company brochures, and other relevant information that would allow students to develop a broader perspective on employment possibilities.  
Results to date
The first Ag Networking Night was held in November of 2010, with representatives from nine firms and agencies in attendance.  Thirty six students and seven faculty members also attended.  Several students developed connections that lead to internships.  Although the attendance from all groups was lower than anticipated, evaluation feedback from students and business representative suggested that the event be held again.  Student attendance increased but industry representation decreased during 2011 and 2012. With the implementation of these strategies, 70+ students and 30+ representatives from industry, agencies, and organizations participated. 
Future plans
The next Ag Networking Night is scheduled for early November.  Plans include scheduling a larger venue and inviting key administrators and representatives from the local media.
Cost/resources needed 
The costs for the event included catering at approximately $12 per person, an expense previously covered by Career Services but now shared with the School of Agriculture. It is estimated that the graduate assistant spent 80 hours preparing for and inviting participants. It was determined that this type of event will bring more representatives from prospective agricultural employers than a traditional job fair while maintaining a focus on one target student population.
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