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Throughout the campaign season, there has been a lot of talk about

what Indianapolis and its leaders can do to improve the odds of

attracting and retaining young talent.

Frequently, the answer has been jobs. No one, so the story goes, will

move here without a job, and so whoever is elected mayor, Greg

Ballard or Melina Kennedy, better be good at bringing in companies

that will create jobs for college-educated professionals.

I can't argue with that. Heck, I moved to Indianapolis for a job.

But there is life after work and, ultimately, what will keep young

professionals like me here isn't a job. It's

knowing that we can easily connect with a

diverse group of peers who share our interests

and passions. I don't want to live in a city

where everyone thinks the way I do. But I also

don't want to live in a city where nobody thinks

the way I do, which, if you're an unmarried,

progressive young professional in

Indianapolis, is definitely what it seems like

sometimes.

In short, Indianapolis needs to create an

environment that welcomes and truly nurtures

the open, creative and free spirits of young professionals and

entrepreneurs.

The good news is that this is starting to happen. And it's happening

independently of politicians.

The latest example is a grass-roots group called the International

Intercultural Network, or IIN.

Founded by an immigrant from Zimbabwe, a transplant from

Tennessee who is Korean, and a native Hoosier who is of Japanese

descent, the friends hope to make big things happen by helping like-

minded people find one another.

Keeping young professionals in Indy is about more than jobs
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minded people find one another.

"Our overall goal is to create a community of culturally literate people,"

said Tafadzwa Nzara, president and co-founder of IIN. "Indianapolis is

cosmopolitan, but people are spread out."

Formed over the summer, IIN has held a handful of after-work events

at local bars and restaurants. Most have a cause, such as last week's

fundraiser for breast cancer awareness or September's joint

fundraiser to fight famine in East Africa. All IIN events also highlight

the arts, ranging from spoken-word poetry to DJs spinning a range of

tunes to burlesque shows.

"They are parties with a purpose," said Nzara, who works at

Interactive Intelligence.

The main purpose, though, is to create an environment where young

people -- especially young immigrants -- from all over Central Indiana

can network in a relaxed atmosphere.

"It's a converging of minds," said Mari Yamaguchi, vice president and

co-founder of IIN. "Really great ideas come about from diverse

groups."

Indeed, I walked into IIN's Pretty in Pink event last week and met

people I probably would have never met otherwise. They were exactly

the kind of people whom politicians insist Indianapolis needs to keep

-- engineers, architects, software developers, corporate executives.

There were people who moved here from all over the world,

representing at least a dozen countries and holding conversations in

about five languages. There were people who grew up here in

Indianapolis, too.

"It's really growing," said Yamaguchi, who worked in public relations in

Ballard's office before co-founding IIN. On Facebook alone, the

organization has about 300 fans, and it has even more followers on

Twitter.

For Indianapolis to keep growing and attracting young people, we will

need more groups like IIN and more recognition of their value to the

city from the political establishment.

Having a job is great, and in this economy, it's a blessing. But there's

more to life than a job.

Contact Star columnist Erika D. Smith at (317) 444-6424,

erika.smith @indystar.com, on Facebook or on Twitter:

@indystar_erika.
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