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How to Find your Niche: A Guide to Figuring Out What your Specialty Is 

Jim Gulbranson | Northwest Missouri State University 

 

Many of us have been in a place where we don’t know what we will do in this field. When it 

comes to working in fraternity/sorority life, we all understand that this is a niche in and of itself. 

We all want to give service to students in some way, shape, or form. One of the issues I faced 

during my transition back into the full-time working world was finding my place. First, in graduate 

school, I was the go-to policy guy. If anyone (FSL or housing) wanted policy interpretation, they 

usually came to me. Second, my focus was on teaching student leaders how to not only hold their 

members accountable, but also how to value accountability as a way to improve chapter 

behavior. Third, I was focused on risk management and harm reduction strategies for our 

chapters by developing educational programming that was easy to consume and distribute.  

 

The hardest part of my transition back to full-time professional life was not the students or the 

staff, it was me. I had to re-invent everything I had called my own personal expertise, so I could 

provide a service to my students.  

 

Here are my steps that I encourage you to take: 

 

• Step 1: Sit down with your boss and set expectations. If there is one thing I have learned, 

it is that if you do not set expectations at the beginning of any relationship, then you will 

not have anything to hold each other accountable to when situations get out of control. 

These expectations let each other know what your boundaries are, what your duties will 

be, how the other handles stress, one another’s strengths and weaknesses, and how to 

communicate. This will give you a sense of the role you have in the community. 

 

• Step 2: Ask about current projects. Do not be afraid to step up and ask others around you 

what projects are available to work on. You were hired for a reason, so don’t feel like you 

have to sit on the sideline and wait for someone to walk into your office and give you a 

project. Some of your bosses will have been working on their own projects alone for a 

long time. If you ask, they will have projects that either interest you or give you the 

opportunity to improve your skills in areas with which you aren’t familiar.  

 

o Side Note: You will get bored sometimes. Remember that you have either just 

graduated from undergraduate or graduate school. There, you were possibly a 

very involved student leader, working part time (or full time), and doing school 
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work. You were busy all the time. And when you weren’t busy, you had a million 

thoughts on your mind. Your life will slow down, so enjoy the down time.  

 

• Step 3: Figure out which projects were the most entertaining or make you dread the 

next day. Take time each day to do research on those topics for familiarity. If you find 

that you don’t like any of them, then you have plenty of time to find another topic.  

 

• Step 4: If you have not already, find your people. Find a group of people that you can 

vent to, share wins and losses with, develop together, bounce ideas off, and benchmark 

with other institutions and departments. Those people will become great mentors and 

friends in this community. We are few, but together we are mighty.  

 

• Step 5 (or whenever students arrive on campus): Meet with those students directly 

under your care. We are here for our students, so take the time to meet one on one with 

them. My advice is to listen, watch, and learn in your first year. If you go into a space that 

you know nothing about and try to change everything, the students will push back. Take 

change slowly. You have plenty of time to make the community better. However, if you 

take a year, you will be able to find the programs that are sufficient and ones that need 

immediate attention. Write down all your ideas and bring them out slowly as you gain 

more trust. 

 

• Step 6: Participate. Volunteer. Ask. One of my coworkers, that started the same week as 

me, sent out an email about being a facilitator for our outdoor recreation area. Trust me, 

when you sit inside for eight hours a day, getting outside and climbing on obstacles is a 

great outlet. I also asked. One of my favorite parts of my undergraduate experience was 

being in marching band. Northwest Missouri State University has a very reputable 

marching band, so I asked if they needed any help. That has not only become a conduit 

to de-stress, it is also a great opportunity to show another population on campus the 

benefits of FSL. If you had a passion for anything on campus, ask to be a volunteer. 

Chances are if you loved it then, you will love it now! 

 

• Step 7: Make the advisors your associates before they make you their enemy. Your 

alumni advisors can be your greatest supporters or your toughest critics. How that 

relationship starts is completely up to you. Talk to your supervisor about what kind of 

relationship the university has with alumni and what role you play in that relationship. I 

encourage you to reach out to them to make your presence known and figure out what 

they feel like the community needs. Getting them on your side will make the transition 
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with the undergraduate students easier and to let them know that you are not trying to 

“kill Greek Life.” 

 

• Step 8: Find out your council’s priorities. At this point, you’re probably halfway through 

your first semester and getting ready for transitions. Let the new council create their 

experience and priorities while making sure they do succeed in the right way. They will 

build trust with you through the transition process. Those conversations will lead them to 

thinking about how to look out for the entire community. Those 1:1s will give you a view 

into what your students care and are passionate about. So, in the coming months, you’ll 

be able to find your blind spots to work on to better serve your students. 

 

• Step 9: Repeat. Even when you find your niche, you will still find another topic that sparks 

your interest. This may lead you to new outlets to explore.  

 

Step Anywhere and Often: Self Care. If it has already not been told to you enough, I will tell you 

again. Self-care is vitally important to prevent burn out. It could be going on walks, video games, 

arts and crafting, or literally anything that takes your mind off of the everyday stresses of this 

job.  

 

I have been at this on-campus professional lifestyle for over a year now. I am not an expert on 

transition theory. However, I do know what it is like to feel like you have no direction or the 

direction you have always taken is no longer an option. I hope the outlined steps give you a path 

you can take to find that direction again and help you succeed in your new role. 

 

--- 

Jim currently serves as the coordinator for Greek life at Northwest Missouri State University. Jim 

did his undergraduate work at the University of South Dakota and his graduate work at the 

University of Central Missouri. He is a member of Lambda Chi Alpha and has worked for the 

international headquarters staff as an educational leadership consultant. Jim greatly enjoys 

working with undergraduates on the role that initiation rituals can play in both connection to 

organizations and accountability. He wants undergraduates to understand their rituals and values 

well enough to live them in their everyday lives. When he can, Jim loves to climb and volunteer 

for the Bearcat Marching Band! 

 

 


