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Abstract

This study examines the social networks and networking behavior of students grad-
uating from higher education and transitioning to the labor market. To obtain an
in-depth understanding of graduating students’ social networks, a mixed method so-
cial network study was conducted. Network data from 12 graduating students were
collected. The results showed that students seek labor market-oriented contacts with
individuals in the personal, education, and work contexts. Students received more
practical and job-specific support from weak ties (e.g., colleagues at internships)
and more social and emotional support from strong ties (e.g., parents and fellow
students). The development of a labor market-oriented network occurred spontane-
ously through social media channels or when students proactively connected with
others at educational institutions or job events. However, not all students felt con-
fident developing a network. In these cases, the lack of awareness of relevant net-
work actors, and interpersonal and intrapersonal characteristics play a critical role.

Keywords Networking behavior - Higher education - Labor market - School-to-
work transition - Social network

The transition from higher education (HE) to work is a major life event in most
graduates’ lives (Draaisma et al., 2018), and preparing for this transition is a key task
for students (Parmentier et al., 2022). In doing so, students must be prepared to face
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obstacles and unexpected situations (Lent & Brown, 2013; Marciniak et al., 2022)
and manage their careers, as the modern job market is no longer characterized by a
single linear career path (Akkermans & Tims, 2017; Briscoe & Hall, 2006). For this
reason, students should not focus solely on acquiring academic credentials but also
develop and enact proactive career behavior to optimize their career outcomes (De
Vos et al., 2019).

Networking is a central part of proactive career behavior (De Vos et al., 2009).
Engaging in networking behavior contributes to the development of a comprehen-
sive labor market-oriented network: the connections between a student and other
individuals who can provide them with access to relevant information, resources,
and people, help them make the right career choices or find a job that fits their career
goals, and make them more satisfied with their careers (Batistic & Tymon, 2017; De
Vos & Soens, 2008; Parmentier et al., 2022). However, networking does not come
naturally for everyone. Wanberg (2012) found that job seekers often experience dis-
comfort when networking, which raises concerns about the quality of their networks
and the potential support they can draw from them. For students, this may lead to
uncertainty and caution in making career decisions (Jin et al., 2009; Pordelan & Hos-
seinian, 2021).

Despite their significant influence on a successful school-to-work transition (e.g.,
Batistic & Tymon, 2017; Buhl et al., 2018; De Vos et al., 2009), little is known about
the structure of graduating HE students’ social networks and how they exhibit net-
working behavior as they prepare for this transition. In-depth research is needed on
the various network actors and the behaviors driving the creation, management, and
development of labor market-oriented networks (Bridgstock et al., 2019; Buhl et al.,
2018; Kokkonen & Almonkari, 2015). Furthermore, most studies limited their view
on network actors within a specific context (e.g., Buhl et al., 2018), which implies
they ignore the complexity and variation in resources available in students’ social
environments. Additional in-depth work that crosses the boundaries between con-
texts may provide a more comprehensive view on who students find relevant, how
they access resources from different people, and what pitfalls they face in building a
labor market-oriented network (Bridgstock et al., 2019). Such knowledge could help
to engage HE students in their school-to-work transitions by providing them with
access to relevant networks and professional networking opportunities (Bridgstock
et al., 2019). Also, higher education institutions may learn from these insights to
accommodate networking opportunities for students by creating environments that
help students understand the importance of networking, develop strategic network-
ing skills through career guidance activities, and workplace learning and internships
(Batistic & Tymon, 2017; Bridgstock et al., 2019).

Our study fills this gap by focusing on the labor market-oriented networks and
networking behavior of HE students preparing to transition to the workforce based
on a social network perspective. This perspective does not treat students as inde-
pendent entities but takes into account the social context and, thus, the intercon-
nectedness between students and others. The social context can offer opportunities
or constraints for students’ action and behavior in the transition to the labor market
(Batistic & Tymon, 2017). By mapping and analyzing students’ social networks, this
study unravels the structure of labor market-oriented networks and the relevance of
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different actors. Furthermore, it explores the networking behavior of students during
the school-to-work transition to gain insight into the flow of resources between stu-
dents and their social environment and the pitfalls and limitations students face when
building a network. Five research questions (RQ) are addressed:

e RQI: What is the structure of the labor market-oriented networks of graduating
HE students?

o RQ2: Which network actors are perceived as the most relevant to facilitating the
transition to the labor market?

o RQ3: What types of support do graduating HE students receive from their net-
works as they transition to the labor market?

o RQ4: What actions do graduating HE students take to develop and maintain their
labor market-oriented networks?

o RQS5: What pitfalls and limitations do graduating HE students experience when
developing and maintaining their labor market-oriented networks?

Theoretical Background
School-to-Work Transition

The transition from HE to the labor market is an important and meaningful period
in the lives of young adults. This period is characterized by a high degree of uncer-
tainty because individuals are moving from the known education context to the still-
unknown labor market context (Grosemans & Kyndt, 2017). The transition process
starts with a preparation phase, the focus of this study, in which students are mainly
concerned with becoming ready for the future by defining their expectations and
motives (Nicholson & West, 1988). Furthermore, during this phase, students have to
make various choices regarding their careers (e.g., kind of occupation, type of orga-
nization, type of employment, form of employment, continuity of employment) for
the first time (De Vos et al., 2019).

To deal with the uncertainties associated with preparing for the transition to work,
proactive career behavior helps students make decisions. Proactive career behavior
includes actions that individuals undertake intentionally by anticipating, planning,
and striving for a successful school-to-work transition, which can impact their early
career outcomes (De Vos et al., 2009; Grant & Ashford, 2008). Career outcomes
include accomplishments. A distinction is often made between objective outcomes
(e.g., salary, promotions) and subjective outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction; Heslin,
2005; Seibert et al., 2001).

Networking as a Resource Builder
Whether students experience a successful school-to-work transition depends, in part,

on the extent to which they can access and mobilize certain resources (Lehmann,
2019; Seibert et al., 2001). Therefore, students need to be proactive in making career
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decisions and motivated to develop resources that can facilitate the transition from
education to work (De Vos et al., 2009; Halbesleben et al., 2014). When they become
part of a social network, individuals are provided with a variety of resources, also
referred to as social capital. Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as “the aggregate
of the actual or potential resources which are linked to the possession of a durable
network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and
recognition” (p. 248). Building on the work of Bourdieu, Lin (1999a) developed the
network theory of social capital, which argues that students can access instrumental
(i.e., information and influence) and expressive (i.e., emotional support) resources
through their social relationships. Given the many resources embedded in social net-
works, networking behavior is a key competency for graduates (Forret, 2014). This
entails developing and maintaining relationships with individuals who can provide
social and emotional support, information, career advice, and advocacy (De Vos et
al., 2009; Forret & Dougherty, 2004; Lehmann, 2019). Previous research has found a
significant association between networking and both objective and subjective career
success among students who transition to the workplace (De Vos et al., 2009).

Social Network Perspective

A social network perspective in research distinguishes itself from more traditional
research by focusing on social relationships as the binding medium between indi-
vidual actors (Borgatti & Cross, 2003). In this way, social networks are considered
the primary building blocks of the interpersonal world. Studying these relationship
patterns can offer insights into how, and to what extent, individuals interact with each
other. Furthermore, this social structure provides opportunities and/or constraints for
individual behaviors (Seibert et al., 2001). As it considers the dominant role of the
social structure, a social network perspective enriches the traditional approaches to
conceptualizing and measuring the school-to-work transition; it can explain how net-
works and networking behavior facilitate students’ school-to-work transitions.

Previous research has shown the pivotal role of different types of actors in stu-
dents’ labor market-oriented networks. For example, Kuijpers and Meijers (2012)
highlighted the importance of teachers as facilitators, as they deliver information
about job-specific competencies and students’ strengths and weaknesses. Further-
more, Farace et al. (2014) pointed out the influence of parents, who provide stu-
dents with relevant information and job search strategies during the school-to-work
transition. Buhl et al. (2018) stated that romantic partners and peers are at least as
influential as parents. Potential future employers are also important actors; if they
prefer specific key competencies in their industry/sector, this might guide students in
a certain direction (Biesma-Blanco et al., 2007).

To better understand the mechanisms involved in the networking process, it is nec-
essary to have an understanding of the structure and composition of a social network
(Mishra, 2020). This paper identifies three key characteristics of social networks.
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Network Size

The first key characteristic of a social network is its size, which simply refers to the
number of actors (Seibert et al., 2001). Brass et al. (2004) argued that individuals
who have more labor market-oriented relations relative to others receive more oppor-
tunities to share knowledge and receive more social support. Van Hoye et al. (2009)
found that the larger an individual’s network, the more they spend on networking
behavior. This implies that those who are more committed to networking develop
larger social networks and have more access to information. According to Forret
(2014), access to information can enhance the transition to the labor market, both in
terms of finding a job and successfully integrating into an organization.

Relationship Strength

The second key characteristic of a social network is the strength of the individual
relationships or ties within it. Specifically, tie strength concerns the degree of proxim-
ity between two individuals (Granovetter, 1973) and can be measured by the length,
duration, and frequency of their contact (Marsden & Campbell, 2012). Here, a dis-
tinction can be made between so-called strong ties (e.g., family, friends) and weak
ties (e.g., acquaintances). Strong ties are more easily available than weak ties, result-
ing in a higher frequency of contact and information exchange (Reingen & Kernan,
1986).

However, weak ties provide significant advantages in a competitive environment.
Granovetter (1973) and Seibert et al. (2001) have argued that weak ties are more
likely than strong ties to provide unique information, such as new job opportuni-
ties, because they often act as bridges between different social circles and contexts.
Although previous studies have shown the importance of weak ties in a complex
labor market (e.g., Rajkumar et al., 2022), people remain more likely to seek infor-
mation from strong ties, who provide emotional support and can help with work
exploration and decision-making (Van Hoye et al., 2009).

Network Diversity

The third key characteristic of a social network is the diversity among network actors.
Having a diverse composed network is linked to an increased diversity of network
resources (Van Hoye et al., 2009). However, according to the principle of homoph-
ily, individuals are more likely to build relationships with people who are similar
to themselves (McPherson et al., 2001), which leads to less diverse networks. The
diversity (or equity) of a network can be measured by analyzing various charac-
teristics of network actors, such as age, gender, and qualifications. Further, Adler
and Kwon (2002) have argued that the personal characteristics of network actors
reflect the quality of resources they can offer. For example, individuals with higher
educational, occupational, or socio-economic status tend to provide more valuable
information about the labor market (Aguilera, 2002). In this regard, the effectiveness
of HE students’ networking behavior depends on the characteristics of the network
actors they are attracted to (Lin, 1999b).
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Method
Context and Participants

In total, 12 graduating HE students in Flanders, Belgium, who were about to make
the transition to the labor market, participated in this study. Students who were to
continue full-time education were not eligible to participate. To select eligible par-
ticipants, snowball sampling was used: the researchers first approached graduating
students through their own networks. Subsequently, these respondents acted as infor-
mants and helped establish connections with other eligible students. To prevent the
initial contacts from having an excessive influence over the later contacts, sampling
was conducted in three waves (see Fig. 1; Noy, 2008).

Table 1 provides an overview of the background characteristics of the students.
The sample consisted of ten male and two female students, who were, on average,
23 years old. Seven participants were studying to obtain a professional bachelor’s
degree and five were pursuing a master’s degree. Most of the students (n=10) already
completed an internship period.

The data collection of this study took place in the year of 2021, during the stu-
dents’ final semester. This meant that students were able to reflect on their labor mar-
ket-oriented networks and networking behavior up to approximately three months
before graduation.

Procedure

To answer the research questions, a mixed method social network analysis (MMSNA)
approach was used. The MMSNA approach allows a researcher to map the struc-
ture and composition of social networks (i.e., network size, tie strength, diversity)
quantitatively. Furthermore, in-depth information can be gathered about the mean-
ing of interactions and the development of relationships through qualitative methods
(Froehlich et al., 2020). To collect network data, the concentric circles (CC) method

Researcher

(Wl contactl / \ T Contact2 h
Participant 3 Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant4
\_ (lan) (Mary) (Fred) (Eric) )
L
jave > = )
(e Contact 3 / \ Contact 4
Participant7  Participant5  Participant6 Participant8
\_ (Elliot) (Ben) (Joe) (Thomas) )
/ Wave 3 / \ N\
Participant12 Participant11 Participant 10 Participant9
\_ (Sean) (Karen) (Alfred) (James) )

Fig. 1 Sampling Strategy
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Table 1 Participant background  pgrticipant ~ Gender Age Degree Study Intern-
characteristics discipline  ship
Mary Female 23 Master Cultural Yes
anthropol-
ogy
Fred Male 23 Bachelor  Accoun- Yes
tancy
lan Male 21 Bachelor  Physical Yes
education
Eric Male 22 Bachelor  Computer No
sciences
Ben Male 23 Bachelor  Digital Yes
media
manage-
ment
Joe Male 24 Bachelor  Business Yes
manage-
ment
Elliot Male 24 Master Commu- Yes
nication
sciences
Thomas Male 23 Master Office Yes
Manage-
ment
James Male 23 Bachelor  Business Yes
manage-
ment
Alfred Male 23 Master Physical Yes
education
Karen Female 25 Master Sociology No
Sean Male 24 Bachelor  Physical Yes
education

developed by Van Waes and Van den Bossche (2020) was used. This method maps
egocentric networks, each of which includes the personal network of a central actor
(ego) and his/her connections (ties) with other network actors (alters). Within this
study, graduating students’ personal networks (ego) were examined with regard to
people (alters) they considered relevant when transitioning to the labor market. Ego-
centric networks allow respondents to define their own network boundaries (Cross
& Cummings, 2004). In this way, it is possible to obtain a broad picture of all the
contacts who students view as relevant in their transition to the labor market without
being limited to a specific context—for example, only including contacts within the
educational institution (Van Waes & Van den Bossche, 2020). The CC method was
applied in two phases, as described in the following sections.

Phase 1: Mapping Labor Market-Oriented Networks
In the first phase, the focus was on measuring network size and identifying the rel-
evance of the network actors identified. Each participant was asked to independently

create a network map (see Fig. 2). In creating the network map, respondents had to
follow several steps supported by an instructional guide. First, the principle of name-
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Fig.2 Example of an Anonymized Network Map

generating was applied (Van Waes & Van den Bossche, 2020). Each respondent (ego)
named and wrote down all of the network actors relevant to their transition to the
labor market on a Post-it Note. They were not required to distinguish between face-
to-face conversations, phone calls, messages, e-mails, or other means of interaction.

Second, respondents stuck each Post-it Note to a large sheet of paper (A3 or A4),
which included three concentric circles drawn around a black dot. The central black
dot represented the respondent (ego) and the concentric circles indicated the level of
relevance to the student’s transition to the labor market. In other words, individuals
in the smallest circle had the highest level of relevance; each larger circle indicated
a correspondingly lower degree of relevance. Respondents were given five days to
draft their labor market-oriented network. Once respondents created their networks,
they photographed them and sent them to the researcher one day before the second
phase began.

Based on the network maps, a dataset could be developed with information about
the respondents’ social network (n=12) and the network actors who were part of this
network (n=97).More specifically, variables regarding to network size (i.¢., the total
number of network actors) and the relevance of network actors (i.e., positioning on
the network map) were created.

Phase 2: Semi-Structured Interviews
In the second phase, semi-structured video interviews with all of the respondents
were conducted. They followed an interview guide. The first part of the interview

aimed to advance knowledge of (the relationship with) identified network actors
using the principle of name-interpreting (Van Waes & Van den Bossche, 2020). For
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this purpose, network actors (alters) were treated separately: questions were asked
regarding their background characteristics, the strength of the relationship, and the
specific content and meaning of interactions. In the second part of the interviews,
respondents were asked questions about the level of support they experienced and
the development of labor market-oriented networks (i.e., actions taken to develop and
maintain a network; pitfalls and limitations).

On average, the interviews lasted 37 min. The shortest was approximately 28 min,
and the longest was approximately 51 min. All interviews were recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. Before the start of the interview, active informed consent was
obtained from all participating students. In the transcripts and on the network maps,
the names of respondents and network actors (alters) were replaced with codenames
to ensure anonymity.

Both quantitative and qualitative data were extracted from the interviews. Quanti-
tative data covered relationship strength and diversity. To provide insight into relation-
ship strength, respondents answered several rating scales for each of the underlying
variables (i.e., length, frequency, and duration). Length of contact referred to when
the student began having labor market-oriented conversations with a certain network
actor. It included four response options, ranging from “since graduating from sec-
ondary education” to “since graduating from HE.” A special note was made in cases
where there was no labor market-oriented contact yet (“no contact yet”). Frequency
of interaction indicated how often students interacted with the individuals in their
network about the school-to-work transition. Eight response options were provided,
ranging from “daily” to “less than three times per semester.” Duration referred to the
average time a labor market-oriented conversation lasted; it was defined in terms of
minutes. Regarding network diversity, participants had to provide information about
the gender (i.e., male, female, X) and qualifications (i.e., no degree, secondary educa-
tion, professional bachelor, master) of each network actor.

Qualitative data concerned information about the perceived level of support stu-
dents receive from their networks, the actions they undertook to develop a network,
and the possible pitfalls or limitations they experienced.

Analysis
Descriptive Quantitative Analyses

Descriptive quantitative data was extracted from the network maps regarding network
size (i.e., the total number of network actors mentioned) and relevance of network
actors (i.e., the position of actors in a particular circle). To answer the first research
question (RQ1) regarding the structure of the labor market-oriented networks, we
focused on three network characteristics .

First, network size was determined by counting the number of network actors in
each network. Subsequently, different types of network actors were distinguished
based on their relationship to the respondent. R software was used to perform descrip-
tive analyses (i.e., mean, median, standard deviation, interquartile range (IQR), fre-
quency). Second, to gain insight into relationship strength, the different responses for
length and frequency were summarized based on absolute and relative frequencies.
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Absolute frequencies described the number of times a particular response category
was observed, while relative frequency compared this value to the total number of
responses for that variable. To summarize responses related to duration, the mean
score was used. Third, for network diversity, the underlying variables gender and
qualifications were summarized using relative frequencies (i.e., the number of times a
particular response was observed to occur in relation to the total number of responses
for that variable). The age of network actors was summarized using the mean and
standard deviation.

To answer RQ2, regarding the relevance of network actors, absolute and relative
frequencies were used to show how often a particular cluster of network actors was
placed in a particular circle on a network map, and thus the number of times a specific
type of actor was found to be more or less relevant.

Qualitative Analyses

To answer RQ3, RQ4, and RQS5, inductive coding was conducted on the qualita-
tive interview data. First, the transcribed interviews (conducted in Phase 2) were
imported into NVivo 12 software. Second, based on content analysis, underlying
categories related to (1) perceived support, (2) actions taken to develop and maintain
a labor market-oriented network, and (3) pitfalls and limitations were determined. A
matrix query provided an overview and compared data fragments to those of other
respondents.

Results
The Labor Market-Oriented Networks
Network Size

The mean number of network actors (alters) in a labor market-oriented network of
graduating HE students was approximately 8, with a range of 4 to 13 (IQR=7-10
actors). In general, 13 types of actors were distinguished (see Fig. 3). Participants’
parents were the most frequently mentioned (83%), followed by mentors at intern-
ships (75%) and close friends (58%). Other actors were mentioned by less than half
of the respondents.

Considering the origin of the relationship between the HE student and the net-
work actor, three contexts emerged. First, network actors were found within the per-
sonal context. Within this context, graduating students discussed their transition to
the labor market with their (1) parents, (2) partners, (3) siblings, (4) other family
members such as grandparents, uncles/aunts, and cousins, and (5) friends who were
not fellow students. Second, network actors were found within the education context.
Herein, labor market-oriented interactions took place between graduating students
and (6) fellow students, (7) former students, (8) internship supervisors associated
with the educational institution, and (9) lecturers/professors. Finally, network actors
within the work context were distinguished. This context included (10) job providers,
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Fig.3 Types of Network Actors
Taple 2 Length of lgboir mafket— Length of contact n %
oriented contacts with identified After graduating from SE 2 12
alters (n=97) . .
Since Early years in HE 21 22
Since final-year in HE 49 51
No contact yet 13 13

Note SE=Secondary Education, HE=Higher Education

such as recruiters or contacts from social platforms (e.g., LinkedIn), (11) students’
mentors at an internship (i.e., employees at the workplace who guided the student in
completing daily tasks), (12) employers, and (13) colleagues at internships or jobs.

Relationship Strength

Regarding the length of labor market-oriented contacts, graduating students indi-
cated that most labor market-oriented contacts began during their final year of HE,
just before the school-to-work transition (see Table 2). One noticeable exception was
labor market-oriented conversations with parents, which often started after they grad-
uated from secondary education. However, respondents indicated that these inter-
actions included specific choices they had to make during their HE studies, which
were indirectly related to labor market-oriented decisions. It is also striking that some
respondents placed actors on their network maps although they had not had any labor
market-oriented conversations with them. Usually, this concerned their internship
mentors, with whom they usually discussed the internship itself at the time of data
collection. However, respondents expected these interactions to move in a more labor
market-oriented direction at the end of the internship (which was sometimes outside
of the data collection period).

@ Springer



D. De Weerdt et al.

Regarding the frequency of labor market-oriented interactions, students interacted
most frequently with network actors in the personal context and with (former) fellow
students (ranging from “weekly” to “monthly”). They had few conversations with
their internship supervisors, lecturers/professors, or network actors from the work
context. Respondents mostly labeled their labor market-oriented interactions with
these network actors as “on hold,” indicating that they had not had any at the time
of data collection. However, students viewed these actors as relevant to their transi-
tion to the labor market and tried to stay connected with them for possible future
opportunities.

Finally, regarding the duration of labor market-oriented conversations, the longest
conversations were with network actors in the education context (M=33 min). Con-
versations with internship supervisors lasted the longest (M =45 min). Respondents
indicated that these conversations were often part of an end-of-internship reflection
meeting. Next, conversations with actors in the personal context (M =25 min) lasted
longer on average than those with actors in the work context (M =17 min).

Network Diversity

Table 3 shows that both male and female respondents predominantly placed network
actors of the same gender within their networks.

Regarding the ages of the network actors, a wide range can be noted. The youngest
network actor listed was 21 years old and the oldest was 85 years old (a sister and a
grandfather, respectively). None of the reported network actors were younger than
the respondents themselves. The average age across actors (n=97) and contexts was
36 years (SD=13.15). When the contexts are considered separately, it is notable that
the mean age is highest within the work context (M=38.37, SD=10.31) and lowest
within the education context (M=31.69, SD=11.20). The mean age within the per-
sonal context was 36 years (SD=15.02). Regarding qualifications, highly qualified
actors were placed in network maps the most often (84%, n=81, N=97). In excep-
tional cases, network actors did not have a degree or were studying to obtain one (9%,
n=9, N=97). They were mostly from a personal context. For a limited number of
network actors, respondents did not know whether they had obtained a degree (7%,
n=17, N=97).

Despite the variation in the age of network actors and the large proportion of
highly qualified network actors of the same gender, respondents did not explicitly
indicate that these characteristics caused variation in labor market-oriented interac-
tions. Rather, they referred to the context in which different types of network actors
were located to explain the differences in interaction (see “Perceived Support”).

Network actor=Man  Network actor=Woman
Man (n=10) 68.30% 31.70%
Woman (n=2)  21.00% 79.00%

Table 3 Gender Differences Be- Respondent
tween Respondents’ Networks
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Relevance of Network Actors

Respondents indicated two main factors they used to determine the relevance of a
certain network actor and, thus, their placement on the network map. First, respon-
dents valued their personal relationships with the network actors and their approach-
ability. One of the respondents, Ian, stated, “The more personal the relationship,
the easier it is to contact them and ask some questions about the transition to the
labor market.”” Second, graduating students saw merit in network actors’ working in
the sector/industry in which they wanted to work. Another respondent, Ben, stated,
“These people can deliver me the most accurate advice about the business commu-
nity where I want to end up.”

Table 4 shows the frequency with which certain actors were placed in particular
circles on the network maps. The individuals who were placed most often in the inner
circle, and thus considered the most relevant, were the respondents’ parents. In addi-
tion, respondents’ romantic partners were considered very relevant. Only a limited
number of respondents (n=3) referred to their partner, but they all placed them in the
inner circle. Furthermore, respondents’ friends were mentioned the most frequently
(n=20), but rarely identified as very relevant. Within the education context, respon-
dents mainly named former fellow students and lecturers/professors as very relevant.
In the work context, this role was filled by employers and colleagues.

Perceived Support

The type of support that graduating students experienced regarding their transition
to the labor market depended on the type of network actor. First, conversations with

Table 4 Relevance of Network Actors

Very relevant Relevant Less relevant
(inner circle) (middle circle) (outer circle)
Context/Cluster n % n % n %
Personal
Parents 7 70 2 20 1 10
Siblings 5 100
Partner 3 100
Other family 3 38 5 63
Friends 3 15 9 45 8 40
Education
Fellow student 1 17 4 67 1 17
Former fellow student 4 50 4 50
Supervisor internship 2 50 2 50
Lecturer/professor 3 43 2 29 2 29
Work
Job provider 2 29 1 14 4 57
Employer 2 67 1 33
Colleague 3 75 1 25
Mentor internship 4 33 5 42 3 25

Note Blank spaces mean there is no information available
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actors in the personal context were mostly focused on the respondents’ interests
and how they envisioned their future. In addition, parents and other family mem-
bers encouraged respondents to be proactive and take action to facilitate a success-
ful transition. Also, respondents appreciated the honesty of their parents when they
were critical of their future plans by providing a realistic image of the transition to
the labor market based on their own experiences. Respondents tended to tolerate
their parents’ advice and generally labeled them the most trustworthy network actors.
Other forms of support that respondents received from network actors in the personal
context included advice on work-life balance, discussions about future ambitions,
and avenues for finding jobs.

Second, in the education context, lecturers/professors and internship supervisors
provided support related to work opportunities and network expansion. In addition,
both played a pivotal role in encouraging self-reflection. The graduating students
indicated that they engaged in discussions with their lecturers/professors and intern-
ship supervisors about their strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for growth
during reflections at the end of their internships. Other actors within the education
context included former fellow students. Respondents indicated that they mainly lis-
tened to the experiences and practical tips these actors provided about the transition
to the labor market, in addition to receiving advice about work-life balance. Because
these former students were already working, some respondents indicated that they
viewed them as role models. Furthermore, they provided sector/industry-specific
information, such as the latest trends and developments, and shared job opportunities.

Third, in the work context, internship mentors served as role models. In addi-
tion, they considered their internships as “stepping stones” to employment and cited
two reasons for this. First, some of the graduating students hoped to receive a job
offer after finishing their internship. Second, respondents believed that their men-
tors’ networks would be valuable for them when they were looking for a job. They
also believed their current employers could help them with future job opportunities.
They indicated that they would mention their mentors and employers as references on
their resumes. Further, job providers were network actors in the work context, who
often complemented the proactive behavior of graduating students by initiating labor
market-oriented conversations. These conversations tended to focus exclusively on
work opportunities. One of the respondents, Fred, explained how he experienced
support from a job provider:

They contacted me via LinkedIn and asked for my phone number. Then we
talked about my experience and about my qualifications. They immediately
explained what they had to offer and [asked] if I was interested.

Actions Taken to Develop and Maintain a Network
The results showed that respondents developed and maintained their networks in
three ways. First, the most common answer given by respondents (n=6) was that

labor market-oriented networks developed spontaneously as they maintained their
existing networks. One of the respondents, Sean, stated, “Maintaining one’s own
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network will also cause network expansion over time.” In this regard, the graduating
students indicated that they did not take any concrete, purposeful actions to connect
with other people, but tried to stay connected with the people they already knew.
They expected that, over time, they would connect with other individuals and expand
their social network.

Second, respondents (z=35) who did indicate taking action to connect with others
often mentioned the use of social media channels, such as LinkedIn. Their actions
were mainly focused on finding job opportunities by connecting with relevant people
in their desired sector/industry. Furthermore, one of the respondents, Elliot, referred
to the influence of the COVID pandemic, which caused digital forms of interaction
to become more common:

I think now, due to COVID, you really have to look for more digital network-
ing opportunities and I think LinkedlIn is a perfect example of how that can be
done efficiently. I also know some friends who actually got a job opportunity
through online forums.

Third, some respondents (n=4) referred to attending job events as a way to further
develop a labor market-oriented network, as well as proactively contacting lecturers/
professors at their educational institution.

Pitfalls and Limitations in Building a Network

One-third of the respondents (4 out of 12) did not experience any pitfalls or limita-
tions in building a network during the school-to-work transition. The remaining eight
respondents experienced various difficulties. First, some students (n=3) referred to a
lack of awareness about who to contact to facilitate their transition to the labor mar-
ket. This was mostly due to the lack of a clear vision of their future. Another group
of respondents (n=5) exhibited reluctance to contact people. Personal characteristics,
such as timidity, played a critical role in this, as explicitly mentioned by Eric: “If is
Just that I am too shy and don 't feel comfortable to approach someone directly. I'm a
bit more reserved anyway.” In addition to timidity, the respondents also indicated that
the strength of their relationships impacted their reluctance. They were more willing
to engage in conversations with strong ties than weak ties.

Discussion and Conclusion

Building on the social network perspective, this study aimed to map and analyze
the labor market-oriented network and networking behavior of graduating HE stu-
dents making the transition to work. For this purpose, a mixed method social network
analysis approach was used, which encompasses both quantitative and qualitative
procedures to gain insight into the structure of social networks and the position of
relevant network actors. Furthermore, it uncovers how social networks are created
and maintained. More specifically, the concentric circles method was used to (1) map
egocentric networks of HE students (n=12) and their connections with other relevant
network actors (7=97) in making the school-to-work transition, and (2) provide more
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in-depth information about the structure and development of the labor market-ori-
ented networks of graduating HE students, as well as the support they provide. Based
on the findings, we generated theoretical and practical implications for both the edu-
cation and labor market (research) context.

Theoretical Implications

First, this study expands the literature on the importance of social networks in the
school-to-work transition. By conducting egocentric networks, respondents were
able to construct their own network and obtain a broad picture of all the contacts
who they consider as relevant in their transition to the labor market without being
limited to a specific context (Cross & Cummings, 2004; Van Waes & Van den Boss-
che, 2020). As a result, we found that students seek labor market-oriented interac-
tions with different types of network actors in the personal, education, and work
contexts. Based on previous research, these three contexts provide both instrumental
and expressive resources (Biesma-Blanco et al., 2007; Buhl et al., 2018; Farace et al.,
2014; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012). However, most studies have focused on network
actors from a specific context (e.g., Buhl et al., 2018), which implies that most career
frameworks are monodisciplinary. The exploratory work of this study represents one
of'the first investigations that explicitly mentions the importance of all these contexts.
Considering these findings, students’ labor market-oriented networks and networking
behavior should be approached and examined in terms of multiple (disciplinary) per-
spectives (e.g., psychology, educational sciences, management) to enable a thorough
understanding of personal, educational, and work contexts.

Second, the qualitative procedures of the MMSNA approach enabled us to com-
plement the descriptive findings on the network structure and composition with more
in-depth insight into the social relations between the students and network actors,
and the corresponding flow of resources within a labor market-oriented network.
This is vital for the field of research on career competencies, which has provided
little understanding of the dynamics and characteristics of social relationships or
the associations between relationships and the resources to which individuals have
access (e.g., Bridgstock et al., 2019). In general, the resources aligned with Lin’s
(1999a) categorization, containing instrumental and expressive resources. However,
the flow of certain resources depended mainly on one specific network characteristic:
the strength of the relationship between the student and the actor. Students received
more practical and job-specific support from weak ties, such as lecturers/professors,
internship supervisors, and colleagues. This included help with job searches, self-
reflection processes, network expansion, or advocacy for work opportunities.

However, they mainly received social and emotional support from their strong
ties, such as parents, romantic partners, friends, and fellow students. These actors
were important in that they encouraged proactivity and career orientation, provided
advice on work-life balance, and shared relevant experiences about the school-to-
work transition and career decisions. The association between relationship strength
and the flow of resources confirms the findings of previous research (e.g., Van Hoye
et al., 2009). Although labor market-oriented contact is more common with strong
ties than weak ties (Reingen & Kernan, 1986; Van Hoye et al., 2009), this study con-
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tributes to the existing body of knowledge by highlighting the importance of weak
ties during the school-to-work transition. These relationships can provide unique
information and act as bridges between different social contexts (Granovetter, 1973;
Seibert et al., 2001).

Third, previous research has offered little knowledge about the creation, manage-
ment, and development of labor market-oriented networks (e.g., Buhl et al., 2018).
This study has broadened the understanding of students’ networking behavior and
how they develop and maintain a labor market-oriented network. It distinguished dif-
ferent types of actions. Students indicated that they try to stay connected with exist-
ing network actors and protect the social resources to which they already have access.
In addition, respondents wanted to acquire new social resources—for example, by
using social media channels such as LinkedIn, contacting lecturers/professors, and
interacting with job providers at events. These findings imply that students are moti-
vated to preserve the social resources they have and try to acquire new ones; further-
more, they recognize networking as an essential way to accomplish this (Batistic
& Tymon, 2017; De Vos et al., 2009). This also implies that students are concerned
about the quality of their networks and identifying those who can provide relevant
support (Wanberg, 2012).

Fourth, this study enriches the existing knowledge base on networking behavior,
as previous research has not provided insight into the pitfalls and limitations graduat-
ing students face in building a labor market-oriented network. The findings of our
study showed that not everyone feels confident engaging in networking behavior. In
general, two main constraints were found. First, the respondents indicated that they
do not always know who to contact to support their transition to the labor market,
which may be influenced by the extent to which they already have a clear career
orientation and goals (Zhang et al., 2022). Second, both intrapersonal and interper-
sonal characteristics impact whether respondents demonstrate networking behavior.
The two aspects cited were relationship strength and timidity. Regarding relationship
strength, individuals primarily engaged with their strong ties (Van Hoye et al., 2009).
Concerning timidity, previous research by Forret and Dougherty (2001) has stated
that extroverts exhibit more networking behavior than introverts. Therefore, both the
characteristics of the relationship and the students themselves are important (Jin et
al., 2009).

Practical Implications

Previous research has emphasized the importance of access to relevant networks and
professional networking opportunities in preparing for the school-to-work transition
but has not provided clear guidelines on how to engage in networking behavior or
how to create an environment that supports it (Batistic & Tymon, 2017; Bridgstock
et al., 2019). This study confirmed that it is imperative for graduating HE students
to have opportunities to engage in networking behavior and build a comprehensive
labor market-oriented network, as well as know how to do so effectively. Further-
more, based on the findings, all three of the identified contexts (i.e., personal, educa-
tion, and work) should be aware of their role in students’ school-to-work transitions.
The interconnectedness of various network actors in the three contexts provides stu-
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dents with access to relevant information, resources, and people, which can help
them make the right career choices and find an appropriate job (Buhl et al., 2018; De
Vos & Soens, 2008; Forret, 2014; Parmentier et al., 2022).

However, networking does not always occur strategically and/or automatically.
The results of our study showed that not all of the participating students engage pro-
actively in networking behavior during their school-to-work transition, which may
have an impact on the career choices they make and the career outcomes they obtain
(De Vos & Soens, 2008; Pordelan & Hosseinian, 2021). To increase the likelihood
of a successful school-to-work-transition, students should be stimulated to be proac-
tive in constructing a labor market-oriented network and obtaining resources that can
help in making the right career choices and finding a job that fits their career objec-
tives (De Vos et al., 2009; Grant & Ashford, 2008; Halbesleben et al., 2014). In this
regard, higher education institutions can play a pivotal role as they can create envi-
ronments that help students understand the importance of networking, develop stra-
tegic networking skills through career guidance activities, and interact with different
actors in an approachable way. As indicated by Batistic and Tymon (2017), students
can develop labor market-oriented networks and networking skills through activities
included in the curriculum or extracurricular activities, such as workshops on career
competencies, and hone them through work-based learning and internships. In addi-
tion, the results of this study point to the influential role of the internship period to
capitalize on the connection between education and work. Internships are often cited
as a pivotal moment in the school-to-work transition, so they can contribute power-
fully to students’ career development and focus.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Although this study has made an important contribution to the field by providing
insight into the labor market-oriented networks and networking behavior of graduat-
ing HE students, some limitations must be acknowledged. It set out to explore the
networks and networking behavior of graduating students in general and achieved
data saturation. However, with only two female students the diversity of the sample
was rather limited. Therefore, no conclusions could be drawn about gendered pat-
terns in graduates’ social networks and networking behavior, although it can affect
social interactions (Friebel et al., 2021). Further, previous research identified differ-
ences in the structure of the social networks of different socioeconomic groups (De
Schepper et al., 2023). To provide tailored support, there is a need to understand these
differences more thoroughly. Therefore, future research could consider purposefully
sampling respondents to examine differences in labor market-oriented networks and
networking behavior between different types of students (e.g., in terms of their disci-
pline, educational track, socio-economic background, gender).

Another limitation of this study concerns the cross-sectional nature of the data
collection. The transition from higher education to the labor market proceeds in sev-
eral phases. In addition, social networks are dynamic and change over time. Despite
the fact that this study provides clear insights into the social networks and network-
ing behavior of graduating students during the preparatory phase of the school-to-
work transition (Nicholson & West, 1988), future research could establish a more
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comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of labor market-oriented networks
throughout the entire transition process by collecting longitudinal data. In regard
to network change, future research could gain insight into graduates’ intention and
agency in developing networks. To date, current literature fails to answer to which
extent graduates’ networks are a result of their social environment or a product of
networking behavior.

In conclusion, this study provides in-depth insight into the labor market-oriented
networks and networking behavior of graduating HE students who are making a
transition from school to work. However, there is still much to explore related to
the topic. Social networks are an important aspect of the school-to-work transition,
but it is not evident for every student to engage in networking behavior effectively.
Therefore, it is necessary to further explore networks and networking behavior to
give students the tools necessary to smoothly enter the complex and changing labor
market and find sustainable careers.
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