
How Entry-Level Job Seekers Can Stand Out to    

Local Small Businesses 

In-Person Outreach and Networking 

• Hand-Deliver Your Resume (Tactfully): In an age of online applications, a 

personal touch can set you apart. For certain local roles – like retail stores, 

restaurants, cafes, or small creative firms – showing up in person with your 

resume can demonstrate enthusiasm and initiative. However, timing and 

approach are crucial. An unannounced visit at a hectic moment could irritate a 

hiring manager (you don’t want to be remembered for the wrong reasons). 

Do your homework on the company first and choose a calm time of day to drop 

in. Bring a flawless, tailored resume and a cover letter addressed to the 

owner/manager, briefly noting why you admire the business and how you can 

contribute. This respectful, well-prepared approach shows boldness without 

coming off as inconsiderate. 

• Attend Local Networking Events: Get out and meet people in your community. 

Many small and mid-sized businesses hire through word-of-mouth, so it helps to 

become a familiar face. Attend neighborhood business meetups, industry talks, 

or Chamber of Commerce events where local employers mingle. Even casual 

conversations can lead to job leads in the “hidden” job market – opportunities 

that never hit online boards 

• Leverage Referrals and Community Connections: A referral from someone 

the employer trusts can rocket your application to the top. Let friends, family, 

former teachers, or neighbors know you’re seeking work at local businesses – 

you never know who has a contact at the perfect company. Referred candidates 

move through the hiring process faster and have higher chances of getting an 

offer. If you discover a mutual connection to a target employer, politely ask for an 

introduction or referral.  

• Informational Interviews with Staff: Identify a small business you admire and 

see if you can buy an employee there a coffee to learn more about the company. 

This isn’t a direct job pitch, but a way to build rapport and glean insider advice. 

People love to talk about their work; by showing genuine interest in what they do, 

you might gain a mentor or at least an ally at the company. Down the road, they 

could alert you to openings or even introduce you to the hiring manager. (Keep it 

respectful of their time – a 20-minute chat where you ask thoughtful questions 

can leave a great impression.) By networking with staff in a low-pressure setting, 

you become a known quantity rather than a random applicant if a job opens up. 

 

 



• Volunteer or Intern Locally: Another in-person path to get noticed is through 

volunteer work or short-term internships in your field. Small nonprofits or 

community organizations often need help, and volunteering lets you showcase 

your skills while meeting people. For instance, if you’re into marketing, volunteer 

to handle social media for a local charity or small shop’s event. You’ll gain 

experience and something concrete to talk about in interviews. In fact, if you lack 

formal experience, creating your own through volunteering or personal projects is 

a smart move: “If you’re looking for a marketing job, then make sure you have 

marketing experience. Volunteer at a local nonprofit to help them with 

marketing… you’ll have something you can showcase to a potential employer.” 

Sometimes those volunteer gigs turn into paid jobs, but even if not, local 

business owners will hear about you through the community work. 

Personalize and Humanize Your Applications 

• Address Your Materials to a Real Person: Small businesses often have a more 

intimate hiring process than large corporations, so don’t send a generic “Dear 

Hiring Manager” cover letter if you can help it. Do a bit of sleuthing to find the 

name of the owner or hiring manager and address them directly. Tailor your cover 

letter to speak about that specific company – mention their mission, values, or a 

recent project of theirs that you admire. This level of personalization shows 

immediate investment.  

For example, instead of a stock opening, you might write, “Having been a 

customer of Smith’s Bakery and loving your commitment to local organic 

ingredients, I’m excited to bring my customer service skills to your team.” That 

kind of detail proves you aren’t just mass-applying everywhere. It can grab a 

small business owner’s attention because you took the time to understand their 

company (Small Businesses vs. Big Corporations: How to Stand Out in Your Job 

Application – TalentLNX). 

• Show You Understand the Company Culture: Small and mid-sized businesses 

place a premium on finding someone who “fits in.” In your resume or cover letter 

(and later, interviews), weave in indications that you align with their culture. If the 

business values community and teamwork, you might highlight your volunteer 

work or experience in group projects. That makes you a more attractive 

candidate than someone who sends a one-size-fits-all application. 

• Highlight Your Versatility and Ideas: In a small business, employees often 

wear multiple hats. Emphasize in your application that you’re adaptable and 

ready to tackle a variety of tasks – this is music to a busy owner’s ears. You can 

even go a step further and be proactive: include a brief note or a few bullet 

points suggesting how you could contribute if hired. 

• For instance, if you’re applying to a local shop as a marketing assistant, you 

might mention, “I noticed your social media hasn’t been active lately – in the first 
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month, I’d love to help boost your Instagram presence and drive more foot 

traffic.” Offering actionable ideas shows initiative and that you’ve thought about 

how to help the business right away  

• Include Testimonials or References in Your Resume: Don’t be shy about 

adding a short recommendation blurb or quote from a past supervisor/teacher on 

your resume or LinkedIn profile. In tight-knit local hiring, personal endorsements 

carry weight. A one-liner like “[Your Name] was the most reliable intern I’ve had in 

10 years – [Former Manager’s Name]” can catch a small business owner’s eye. 

These testimonials act as instant credibility boosters. In fact, including such 

recommendations can be especially impactful in small business hiring, where 

trust and personal reputation matter a lot. 

If you have LinkedIn recommendations, you can excerpt a powerful phrase in 

your cover letter (e.g., “colleagues describe me as a ‘creative problem-solver’”). 

Essentially, let others sing your praises – it underscores that you’ll come pre-

vetted by someone. 

Build Your Personal Brand and Online Presence 

• Polish Your LinkedIn Profile: Assume that any small business owner or hiring 

manager who is seriously considering you will google your name or look you up 

on LinkedIn. Make sure what they find looks professional and consistent. Update 

your LinkedIn with a clear headline and an up-to-date summary of your skills, 

even if your experience is mostly school projects or part-time jobs. Use a friendly, 

professional-looking photo (it’s worth getting a decent headshot).  

• Showcase Projects and Achievements Visibly: Don’t rely only on bullet points 

in a resume to convey your abilities. Use your LinkedIn Featured section or 

personal site to show actual examples of what you’ve done – images, links, or 

PDFs of presentations, graphics you designed, events you organized, etc.  

Also consider posting content relevant to your industry on LinkedIn or other 

forums – maybe a short article on a trend or a summary of a project you 

completed. Engaging with professional content shows you’re knowledgeable and 

passionate.  

Leverage Social Media and Creative Visibility Tactics 

• Engage with Target Companies Online: A subtle but effective trick for getting 

noticed is to interact with the company’s own social media. Follow the local 

businesses you’d love to work for on LinkedIn, Instagram, or Facebook. When 

they post updates, leave a thoughtful comment or at least a like on LinkedIn. 

Recruiters and owners do notice who’s active on their posts. In fact, if a hiring 

manager sees your name popping up with positive, insightful comments on their 

LinkedIn updates, they’re more likely to remember you when your application 

comes in (5 Creative Job Search Tools to Use in 2025). The key is to keep it 
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genuine and relevant – for example, comment on a post about the company’s 

new product with a short, positive remark or a smart question. Over time, this  

• Use LinkedIn to Network Beyond Applications: Don’t just click “Easy Apply” 

and wait. Use LinkedIn proactively to connect with people. You might send a 

concise, polite connection request to a manager or employee at the target 

company, along with a note about why you admire their business. Even better, if 

you’ve applied for a job, you can message a common connection to request a 

referral, or follow up with the hiring manager on LinkedIn a week after applying to 

reiterate your interest (briefly). Small business owners are often active in local 

LinkedIn groups or industry groups – join those and participate. Share articles or 

start a discussion related to your field; being visible in those online communities 

can indirectly lead to opportunities. The goal is to gently insert yourself into the 

professional community so that people think of you when roles open up, rather 

than remaining an anonymous applicant. 

• Try a Short Introduction Video: Consider creating a 1-2 minute video 

introduction of yourself to supplement your applications. This could be a video 

resume or simply you speaking about your background and enthusiasm. In 

today’s market, a well-crafted video can make you memorable because it puts a 

face and personality to the name. You can upload the video to YouTube or 

LinkedIn and share the link in your cover letter or email.  

For example, you might say, “I’ve included a short video in case you’d like to 

know more about me beyond my resume.” This is especially effective if you’re in 

a field where communication skills or charisma are important (say, sales, 

customer service, or marketing). The video should be professional in tone – think 

of it as a tiny interview where you briefly cover who you are, what you can do, 

and why you’re excited about the industry. Done right, it showcases creativity and 

initiative, helping you stand out from other entry-level candidates who may not go 

the extra mile. (Tip: Ensure good lighting and sound, and practice what you’ll say 

to keep it concise and upbeat.) 

Follow Up and Break Through Hiring Filters 

• Follow Up (Politely) on Applications: After you’ve submitted an application 

(online or in person), don’t just sit and hope. A simple, courteous follow-up can 

keep you on the employer’s radar. Wait about a week (or whatever timeline was 

indicated in the job posting if given), then consider sending a brief email to the 

hiring manager or business owner. Express your continued enthusiasm for the 

role and briefly remind them why you’re a great fit, tying back to their needs  

• Connect Outside the Online Application Pile: Small businesses often have 

fewer automated hiring filters, which means a personal touch can more easily 

reach a decision-maker. If you applied through a generic job portal or emailed a 

resume to a company, consider also sending a LinkedIn message or making a 



polite call to ensure your materials were received. For instance, a few days after 

applying online, you might call the business and say: “Hello, I’m Jane Doe – I 

applied for the assistant position online. I just wanted to confirm that you received 

my application and reiterate that I’m very interested. I’d be happy to come in and 

introduce myself at your convenience.” Not all employers will take the call, but 

even leaving a friendly voicemail can set you apart from faceless electronic 

submissions. Because small companies don’t typically sort through thousands of 

resumes with an ATS, they might appreciate a candidate who shows sincere 

interest through a direct, human approach. Just be very courteous and mindful of 

their time when reaching out. 

• Adapt if an ATS Is in the Mix: Some mid-sized local businesses might still use 

tools like Indeed filters or basic ATS software to manage applications, even if not 

as sophisticated as big corporations. To avoid being screened out by a bot, make 

sure your resume includes key skills or keywords mentioned in the job 

description (if you have them) – this is the one “resume optimization” step you 

shouldn’t ignore. Keep the format simple (no fancy graphics that could confuse 

software). That said, the real advantage with smaller firms is that your 

application is more likely to get a real look, so focus more on the personal angles 

we discussed. Use the cover letter to tell a story about you, not just to repeat 

your resume. And when you have the chance to communicate with a human (via 

email, phone, or in-person), make it count. That human interaction is your bypass 

around any digital gatekeepers. 


