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15•MINUTE Write a Cover Letter This Morning—and Get on with Your 
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Need cover letters now? Don’t fret and sweat. 15-Minute Cover Letter 
comes to the rescue. In just a few minutes, you can write a great cover 
letter for each opportunity and get on with your job search.

Mike Farr and Louise Kursmark present proven methods to fi nd better 
jobs in less time. They give you the essentials for building effective 
cover letters—without getting bogged down in details.

 • Build targeted and effective cover letters quickly using helpful 
worksheets.

 • Model your letters after 60 professionally written samples. 

 • Give your resume a tune-up in just 
15 minutes.
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Effective Methods!

 • Use the authors’ proven techniques to get the 
job you want—fast.

 • Spend your time networking and getting 
interviews instead of sitting at home writing 
your resume and cover letters!

 • Quickly write attention-getting thank-you 
notes and innovative “JIST Card” mini-resumes.
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About This Book

This book will teach you how to write personalized, effective cover let-
ters very quickly. We don’t want you to get frustrated and bogged 

down in the process, but neither do we want you to dash off something 
that is quick but not effective. We give you techniques to help you move 
rapidly through the opening, middle, and closing sections of your cover let-
ters; we tell you when mail or e-mail is most appropriate; and we tell you 
what you should do before you write your cover letters to make them truly 
effective. And we provide lots of sample cover letters to review for ideas to 
use in your own.

Cover letters are just one important part of the job search, so we also pro-
vide information on thank-you letters, e-mail, and other job search cor-
respondence that, when used effectively, can make your transition to a new 
job smoother and faster. A short but powerful chapter on how you can 
improve your resume in just 15 minutes is also included, and we close out 
with a key chapter on job search—what works, what doesn’t, and how you 
can find a job fast.

After all, changing jobs and changing careers are no longer rare events. 
Many workers choose to or are forced to look for work every few years. So 
learning methods that work, and work quickly, will help you the rest of 
your working life.
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A Brief Introduction to 
Using This Book

You are ready to start your job search—or so you think. You have written a 
great resume, turned up some promising leads, and now need to send your 
resume with a cover letter to various people in advance of an interview.

But for too many job seekers, the job search comes to a screeching halt at 
this point. Questions like these come to mind:

 ● What should I say in my cover letter?

 ● Can I write one letter and use it for every situation?

 ● How much background information should I provide?

 ● What do they really want to know?

 ● Do I have to match up perfectly for every requirement in the job 
posting?

 ● Should I quickly summarize all my positions?

 ● Do I have to share information about why I left my last job?

 ● Do they care about why I’m looking?

 ● How can I quickly get the attention of busy hiring managers?

 ● Should I mail or e-mail my cover letter and resume?

It’s no wonder that the task of quickly sending out resumes can become a 
time-consuming, difficult challenge and a real roadblock to a swift, success-
ful search.

With 15-Minute Cover Letter, we want to change all that. We give you 
strategies, ideas, and examples that will make the process of producing your 
cover letters quick, easy, and foolproof. Using these guidelines, you won’t 
become bogged down in the task of writing and sending an effective cover 
letter, and you can keep your job search moving ahead.

Because our theme is “quick,” we haven’t loaded down the book with hun-
dreds of examples. Instead, we have given you dozens of good examples that 
illustrate our key points. These include
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 ● 70 complete cover letters and thank-you letters

 ● Additional samples of language for the opening, middle, and closing 
sections of your cover letters

 ● Worksheets to help you organize and keep track of material for your 
cover letters

 ● Examples of quick notes, JIST Cards (a mini-resume), and job pro-
posals

 ● 12 professionally written sample resumes that illustrate our key points 
for improving your resume

If you are like most job seekers, you will go immediately to the section of 
the book that deals with your most pressing need—whether that is how 
to get a cover letter out the door in the next 15 minutes, how to quickly 
improve your resume, or how to manage your job search for the fastest, 
best results. But we hope you will take the time to skim through all the 
sections of the book. All components of your job search—your cover let-
ters, resume, follow-up correspondence, search strategy, network contacts, 
interview responses, and more—are interrelated, so the more proficient and 
knowledgeable you become in the entire process, the more successful you’ll 
be. You can’t accomplish a job search in 15 minutes, but you can accom-
plish a lot in each 15-minute segment you allot to it—beginning with the 
15-minute cover letter.

We wish you well.
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Chapter 1

Quick Tips for Writing a 
Cover Letter in 15 Minutes

Cover letters are an essential component of your job search. During 
your search and transition, you will write many different letters or 

e-mails to “cover” your resume. In essence, cover letters tell your readers 
why you are contacting them. Often these letters are your first opportunity 
to make an impression on a hiring decision-maker. They offer you the 
golden opportunity to link your unique set of skills, experiences, talents, 
and interests with a particular company or job opportunity. They are your 
formal introduction to people who can be extremely influential in your job 
search, and they prepare your readers for all the details, experiences, and 
accomplishments you have highlighted in your resume.

In our experience working with all levels of job seekers in hundreds of 
professions, we have found that writing cover letters is perhaps the greatest 
stumbling block to an efficient job search. The resume has been written, 
polished, and is ready to go. Now faced with writing an individual cover 
letter each time they want to send out a resume, job seekers struggle to find 
the right words and tone. They worry about not including enough infor-
mation or the right information. They debate whether they need to point 
out a match for every qualification listed in a job posting. And they tell us 
they spend far too much time in all this struggle, worry, and debate—time 
that they could better spend expanding their network or following up on 
leads or preparing for interviews.

We understand the problem, and in this book we provide a solution—a 
simple, foolproof formula so that you can quickly write letters that convey 
the right message in the right tone to the many people you’ll be contacting 
during your career transition.
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Cover Letters: Why You Need Them 
and How to Use Them
Sending a resume to someone without explaining why is not appropriate. 
Whether you’re mailing, faxing, or e-mailing your resume, it is important 
to provide a letter along with your resume—a cover letter (or cover mes-
sage, in the case of e-mailing). Even when you post your resume in an 
online database (also known as a resume bank), the Web site where you’re 
posting often has a place where you can upload or paste a cover letter. A 
cover letter highlights your key qualifications, explains your situation, and 
asks the recipient for some specific action, consideration, or response.

Because each circumstance is different, you can’t write just one cover 
letter and expect that it will be appropriate in every situation. But remem-
ber, our focus in this book is helping you to move quickly through the 
process of creating your cover letters. By breaking down these letters to 
their essentials, we give you a framework and a process that will work for 
most situations, along with dozens of examples that will give you ideas and 
inspiration for both common situations and unusual circumstances.

Only Two Groups of People Will 
Receive Your Cover Letters
If you think about it, you will send a resume and cover letter to only two 
groups of people:

 ● People you know.

 ● People you don’t know.

We realize this sounds overly simple, but it’s 
true. And this observation makes it easier to 
understand how you might structure your 
letters to each group. Before we explain our 
“formula” and show you some useful and 
effective cover letter samples for both groups, 
let’s first review some basics regarding writing 
cover letters in general.

Note: While many 
situations require 
writing a formal let-
ter, a simple note will 
do in many instances. 
Additional information 
on informal notes is in 
chapter 4.
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Seven Quick Tips for Writing a 
Superior Cover Letter
No matter whom you are writing to, virtually every good cover letter 
should follow these guidelines.

1. Write to Someone in Particular
Avoid sending a cover letter “To whom it may concern” or using some 
other impersonal opening. We all get enough junk mail, and if you don’t 
send your letter to someone by name, it will be treated like junk mail.

2. Make Absolutely No Errors
One way to offend people right away is to misspell their names or use 
incorrect titles. If you are not 100 percent certain, call and verify the cor-
rect spelling of the name and other details before you send the letter. Also, 
review your letters carefully to be sure that they contain no typographical, 
grammatical, or other errors.

3. Personalize Your Content
We’ve never been impressed by form letters, and you should not use them. 
Those computer-generated letters that automatically insert a name (known 
as merge mailings) never fool anyone, and we find cover letters done in 
this way offensive. It’s likely your recipients will think so, too. While some 
resume and cover letter books recommend that you send out lots of these 
“broadcast letters” to people you don’t know, you will most likely find that 
doing so wastes time and money. Small, targeted mailings to a carefully 
selected group of prospective employers can be effective if you tailor your 
cover letter to each recipient, but large mass mailings are a waste of time. If 
you can’t customize your letter in some way, don’t send it. 

But that doesn’t mean you can’t use some of the material in one cover letter 
for other letters as well. In fact, this is one of our top tips to make writing 
your letters easier and more efficient. In chapter 2 we show you how to do 
this and how to incorporate some repeatable material into your customized 
letters.
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4. Present a Good 
Appearance
Your contacts with prospective employers 
should always be professional, so buy good-
quality stationery and matching envelopes 
for times when you’ll be mailing or hand-
delivering a letter and resume. For your cover 
letters, use papers and envelopes that match 
or complement your resume paper. The stan-
dard 8 1/2 × 11 paper size is typically used, 
but you can also use the smaller Monarch-size 
paper with matching envelopes. For colors, 
we recommend white, ivory, or light beige—
whatever matches your resume paper. Cover 
letters are almost never handwritten anymore; 
employers expect them to be word processed 
and produced with excellent print quality.

Use a standard letter format that comple-
ments your resume type and format. You 
might find it easier to use your word-
processing software’s template or “wizard” 
functions than to create a format from 
scratch. Your letters don’t have to be fancy; 
they do have to look professional. And don’t 
forget the envelope! It should be typed and 
printed carefully, without errors.

5. Begin with a 
Friendly Opening
Start your letter by sharing the reason you are 
writing and, if appropriate, a reminder of any prior contacts or the name of 
the person who referred you. The examples throughout this book will give 
you ideas for beginning your letters.

6. Target Your Skills and Experiences
To effectively target your skills and experiences, you must know something 
about the organization, the job opportunity, or the person with whom 

Tip: Undoubtedly, 
you will send many of 
your cover letters as 
e-mail messages. All 
the rules we discuss 
for traditional cover 
letters apply equally 
to e-mail cover letters. 
Just because e-mail is 
a less formal means 
of communicating 
doesn’t mean you can 
be careless with writ-
ing, spelling, gram-
mar, punctuation, or 
presentation. We do 
recommend that your 
e-mail cover letters 
be a bit shorter and 
crisper than your tra-
ditional paper letters. 
You need to capture 
the reader’s attention 
before he or she clicks 
“delete”! Several of 
the sample cover let-
ters in chapter 3 are 
presented in e-mail 
format, without head-
ings or stationery, to 
give you some exam-
ples of how to present 
these letters for best 
results.
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you are dealing. Present any relevant background that may be of particular 
interest to the person to whom you are writing.

7. Close with an Action 
Statement
Don’t close your letter without clearly identi-
fying what you will do next. We do not rec-
ommend that you leave it up to the employer 
to contact you, because that doesn’t guarantee 
a response. Close on a positive note and let 
the employer know how and when you will 
be following up.

Writing Cover Letters 
to People You Know
It is always best if you know the person to 
whom you are writing. Any written corre-
spondence—no matter how powerful!—is less 
effective than personal contact, so the ideal 
circumstance is to send a resume and cover letter after having spoken with 
the person directly.

For example, it is far more effective to first call someone who has advertised 
in the paper than to simply send a letter and resume. You will immediately 
differentiate yourself from “one of the crowd.” Using a variety of methods 
that we discuss in chapter 6, you can get to know all kinds of people who 
can help you with your job search. You might not have known them yes-
terday, but you can get to know them today.

So, for the purposes of teaching you good job search principles, we’ll 
assume you have made some sort of personal contact before sending your 
resume. Within this assumption are hundreds of variations, but we will 
review the most common situations and let you adapt them to your own 
circumstances.

The Four Types of Cover Letters to 
People You Know
You will have one of four basic situations when sending cover letters 
to people you know. Each situation requires a different approach. The 

Tip: Using a few 
simple techniques, you 
are able to make the 
acquaintance of all 
sorts of people. That’s 
why we say that send-
ing your resume or 
cover letter to strang-
ers wastes time and 
money; it is relatively 
easy to make direct 
contact. Chapter 6 
provides details on 
how to make contact 
with people you don’t 
know, and we recom-
mend that you learn 
more about these 
techniques.
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situations are presented here, along with an explanation. We’ll provide 
sample cover letters for each situation later.

The four types of cover letters illustrate an approach that you can use in 
getting interviews, which is the real task in the job search. Look at the sam-
ples for each type of cover letter and see how, in most cases, it assumes that 
personal contact has been made before the resume was sent.

 1. An interview is scheduled, and a specific job opening may inter-
est you. In this case, you have already arranged an interview for a job 
opening that interests you, and the cover letter should provide details 
of your experience that relate to the specific job.

 2. An interview is scheduled, but no specific job is available. In 
chapter 6, we explain in more detail why this situation is such a good 
one for you to set up. In essence, this is a letter you will send for an 
exploratory interview with an employer who does not have a specific 
opening for you now but who might in the future. This situation is 
fertile ground for finding job leads where no one else may be looking.

 3. An interview has already taken place. Many people overlook the 
importance of sending a letter after an interview. This is a time to say 
that you want the job (if that is the case, your letter should say so) 
and to add any details on why you think you can do the job well.

 4. No interview is scheduled—yet. There are situations in which you 
just can’t arrange an interview before you send a resume and cover 
letter. For example, you may be trying to see a person whose name 
was given to you by a friend, but that person is on vacation. Or you 
might be responding to a blind ad in the newspaper or online. In 
these cases, sending a good cover letter and resume will make any 
later contacts more effective.

Sample Cover Letters to People You 
Know
The following are sample cover letters for the four preceding situations. 
Note that they use different formats and styles to show you the range of 
styles that are appropriate. Each addresses a different situation, and each 
incorporates all the cover letter–writing guidelines presented earlier in this 
chapter.
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Keep in mind that the best cover letter is one that follows your having set 
up an interview. Anything else is just second best, at best.

Sample Cover Letter 1: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job 
Opening
Comments: This writer called first and arranged an interview, the best possible approach. 
Note how she briefly summarizes her strongest qualifications for this specific job opening. 
To convey some of the intangibles that can make a real difference when choosing among 
several comparable candidates, she includes a brief recommendation from an executive at 
her current company, praising her for her persistence and professionalism.
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Sample Cover Letter 2: Pre-Interview, No Specific Job 
Opening
Comments: This letter illustrates how the writer has built on a casual in-person meeting to 
initiate a formal discussion about future career options. Although no job opening exists, he 
is wise in assuming that there will be one in the future. He is planting the seeds to be first 
in line when an opening does occur. Not only that, he is strengthening his professional net-
work and making himself more visible and memorable within the new industry he is trying 
to penetrate.
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Sample Cover Letter 3: After an Interview
Comments: This letter shows how you might follow up after an interview and make a pitch 
for solving a problem—even when no job formally exists. In this example, the writer sug-
gests that he can use his skills to solve a specific problem he uncovered during his conversa-
tion with the employer. Although the thought never occurs to many job seekers to set up 
an interview where there appears to be no job opening, jobs are created as a result of such 
interviews.
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Sample Cover Letter 4: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter makes an immediate connection with the recipient by mentioning a 
referral from a professional association. This type of connection can be an excellent source 
of contacts and job leads. Note that the writer will call again to arrange an appointment. 
This is an effective message because it leaves the ball firmly in the job seeker’s court. Instead 
of relying on a busy executive to pick up the phone, the person with the most at stake (you, 
the job seeker) should persist in seeking a telephone conversation and ultimately an in-
person meeting.
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Writing Cover Letters 
to People You Don’t 
Know
If it is not practical to directly contact a pro-
spective employer by phone or some other 
method, it is acceptable to send a resume and 
cover letter. This approach makes sense in 
some situations, such as if you are moving to 
a distant location or responding to a blind ad 
offering only a post office box number.

In other instances, you might have tried but 
cannot connect with the person you are writ-
ing to. Because your time and other resources 
are limited, it does not make sense for you 
to spend hours pursuing contact information 
for a newspaper ad. Neither do you want to 
ignore these opportunities. We recommend 
that you make one or two phone calls to try 
to make a connection and customize your 
letter. But if you are unsuccessful, respond-
ing with a generic letter is better than not 
responding at all. To make these letters as 
effective as possible, try to find something 
you have in common with the person or com-
pany you are contacting. You will see some 
examples of how this is done in the following 
sample letters.

Note: Various surveys 
show that only 6 per-
cent to 25 percent of 
job seekers find their 
jobs through news-
paper ads or Internet 
postings. Given 
these numbers, it is 
likely that you will be 
among the 75 percent 
who find their jobs 
through other meth-
ods—such as a referral 
from a friend or direct 
contact with a com-
pany. Don’t make the 
mistake that so many 
job seekers make, 
spending most of their 
time sending out doz-
ens (or hundreds) of 
letters and resumes in 
response to ads and 
then feeling frustrated 
when they get no 
response. We want to 
repeat our recommen-
dation that you write 
to people you know 
or people you can get 
to know. You will get 
a better response to 
your letters, your job 
search activities will be 
much more purpose-
ful and satisfying, and 
your career transition 
will be faster.
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Sample Cover Letter 5: Response to a Want Ad
Comments: This letter does a good job of outlining the candidate’s credentials as relevant 
to the position advertised. The bullet points give the reader a quick overview of his quali-
fications; then more detail is provided if the reader cares to know more before turning to 
the resume. Note the explanation for relocating to Florida—and note how prominently it is 
displayed, directly under his name at the top of the page. This information can help ease an 
employer’s concerns about the cost of bringing in someone from outside the area.

Because this letter was written in response to a blind ad, Antonio cannot state when and 
how he will be following up. In cases like this, a less assertive closing must be used, but it is 
still a good idea to ask for further contact.
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Sample Cover Letter 6: Unsolicited Resume Sent to Obtain 
an Interview
Comments: In this letter, the candidate makes an immediate connection by referring to a 
recent news article that featured the school system to which she is applying. Her bullet points 
make additional connections to what she learned about the school district. This helps send 
the message that she understands and fits into the unique culture of that organization. Notice 
how she indicates that she will call in hopes of setting up a meeting. Although she could not 
make a connection beforehand, she will work diligently to establish one after the fact.
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Sample Cover Letter 7: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter is shown in an e-mail format and is a response to an online posting. 
This candidate tries to set himself apart from perhaps hundreds of candidates by emphasiz-
ing his eager interest in near-space exploration along with intangible qualities that will make 
him a good employee.

Key Points: Chapter 1
Here’s a summary of the key points of this chapter:

 ● Whenever possible, send your cover letter and resume to someone 
you know.

 ● Try to arrange an interview before you send your cover letter and 
resume.

 ● Don’t limit your job search to responding to published or posted 
openings. Not only will the competition be fierce, but you will be 
missing at least 75 percent of job opportunities!
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 ● Don’t waste your time and money sending form letters to hundreds 
of unknown people or companies. 

 ● Always customize the content of your letter for the specific person, 
organization, or opportunity. Make a connection between what they 
are looking for and what you have to offer.

 ● Keep the ball in your court by informing your reader how and when 
you will follow up—then be sure to do so.
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Chapter 2

Write Your Own 15-Minute 
Cover Letter

We promised you an easy-to-use, foolproof system to write cover let-
ters that are individual, personal, and effective—in about 15 min-

utes. In this chapter we’ll lead you through the process step by step. 
Along with explanations and examples, we’ll give you some tools and 
exercises that you can use to rapidly generate material for your letters. Then 
we’ll show you how to put it all together for a polished, professional 
presentation.

Here are the eight start-to-finish steps to write and send your own cover 
letter:

 ● Step 1: Create Your Format

 ● Step 2: Add the Basics

 ● Step 3: State Why You’re Writing and Get the Reader’s Attention

 ● Step 4: Share Information Relevant to the Reader’s Needs

 ● Step 5: Close with an Action Statement

 ● Step 6: Proofread and Polish

 ● Step 7: Choose the Transmission Method (Mail or E-mail)

 ● Step 8: Send and Follow Up

As we expand on each of these steps in the following sections, you will find 
examples of different ways to present the information. In some cases we 
have created worksheets for you to use to develop your material, as well as 
“quick tips” and other suggestions for making the process as smooth and 
painless as possible.

If you spend time completing all the exercises, writing your first cover letter 
will take you more than 15 minutes. But after just a few times, you should 
have enough material and a firm grasp of the process so that you’ll be able 

02 J6651 CH02.3.indd   1602 J6651 CH02.3.indd   16 1/9/09   12:25:03 PM1/9/09   12:25:03 PM



© JIST Works
17

_______________________________ Chapter 2: Write Your Own 15-Minute Cover Letter

to move rapidly through each step, creating, reviewing, and sending cover 
letters quickly and easily for each unique opportunity you uncover during 
your search.

Step 1: Create Your Format
You can use a wizard or template from your word-processing program or 
copy the heading and font choices from your resume. Either way, start out 
by creating a new word-processing file and showing your name, address, 
telephone number(s), and e-mail address at the top of the page. You want 
to make it easy for readers to contact you right away if they are interested 
in your background.

For the body of your letter, we recommend 
a fairly conservative font that is easy to read. 
Times New Roman, Arial, Book Antiqua, 
Bookman, Garamond, and Tahoma are 
attractive fonts that are found on most PCs. 
If you want to use a more decorative or dis-
tinctive font for your name, go ahead and do 
so. Just be sure it is not too playful or hard to 
read.

To create a cohesive, highly professional 
image, be sure that your cover letter mimics 
the font and style choices of your resume.

Save your document with a distinctive name 
that will allow you to access the file quickly 
when you need it. You might label it accord-
ing to the organization name or person you 
are writing to. Or if you are starting out by 
creating a generic letter that you plan to customize for individual letters 
throughout your search, be sure your file name reflects this fact.

Following are three different ways to format a cover letter. There is no rule 
for what’s right or what’s best. Use your judgment and choose something 
you like, whether one of these or one of your own. We advise that you 
keep your format professional looking and that you use something that is 
easy for you to reproduce time after time as you write customized cover let-
ters throughout your search.

Tip: A cover letter 
sent as an e-mail 
message requires a 
different format than 
a traditional paper 
letter. In Step 7 we 
address this issue and 
provide complete 
details for converting 
your word-processing 
file to an e-mail mes-
sage. For now, we 
suggest that you fol-
low the formatting 
steps outlined here so 
that you will have the 
print format ready to 
go when you need it.
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Format Example 1

FONT NOTES:
Text font: Times New Roman, 11 pt.
Headline (name) font: Verdana Bold, 18 pt.
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Format Example 2

STEVEN ADAMS 
11099 Desert Sands Drive 

Tempe, AZ 27317 
827-876-0043 

steveadams@aol.com 
 
 
 
Date 
 
 
Ellen Masterson, R.N. 
Director of Nursing 
Mercy Hospital 
7450 Hospital Drive 
Phoenix, AZ 27312 
 
Dear Ms. Masterson: 
 
Opening paragraph  
 
Paragraph of relevant, compelling information 
 
Paragraph of relevant, compelling information 
 
Closing paragraph 
 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Steven Adams 
 
Enclosure 

FONT NOTES:
Text font: Arial, 11 pt.
Headline (name) font: Arial Black, 18 pt., small caps.
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Format Example 3

FONT NOTES:
Style adapted to match “Contemporary Resume” template in Microsoft Word.
Text font: Garamond, 11 pt.
Headline (name) font: Garamond, 22 pt., all caps, spacing expanded 4 pt.
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Step 2: Add the Basics
A few lines below your contact information, type today’s date; then space 
down two or three lines and type the name, title, and address of the person 
you’re writing to. If there is any question about this information, make a 
phone call to verify it. It is especially important to use the person’s correct 
name and title and to spell everything correctly!

Two spaces below this “inside address,” write a formal salutation, such as 
this:

Dear Mr. Singh:

Be sure to use a colon, not a comma, after the salutation (this is the proper 
punctuation for business correspondence). Do not address the individual 
by first name unless you know this person well.

Step 3: State Why You’re Writing and 
Get the Reader’s Attention
The first paragraph of your letter should let your reader know why you 
are writing. Are you confirming a scheduled meeting and sending along a 
resume? Have you been referred by a mutual acquaintance? Are you fol-
lowing up on a phone or e-mail message? Were you prompted to write by 
a newspaper advertisement or an interesting article about the company? 
Don’t be mysterious! Share this information up front so that your reader 
can place your letter in the proper context.

For the most compelling opening of all—the 
one that will get immediate attention—
refer to your prior conversation or interview 
appointment, or “drop” the name of the 
person who referred you. If you don’t have a 
referral and you haven’t been able to make a 
prior connection, try to make your opening 
sentence interesting enough to draw the read-
er into the rest of your letter. We don’t sug-
gest that you get too clever or gimmicky, but 
do avoid dry, overused introductions such as 
“I am writing to inquire about positions with 
your company.” Instead, write something that will make your reader want 
to know more about you and how you can help with a specific problem or 
challenge. Here are a few ideas for doing that:

Tip: Remember, the 
most compelling 
opening is a follow-up 
to your initial contact 
or the name of a per-
son who referred you. 
A personal connection 
beats a clever open-
ing every day of the 
week!

02 J6651 CH02.3.indd   2102 J6651 CH02.3.indd   21 1/9/09   12:25:04 PM1/9/09   12:25:04 PM



22
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Quote a Relevant Article

I was interested to read in Business Monthly that San Marcos 
Manufacturing plans to expand its Asian operations to Vietnam and 
China. With seven years of experience launching production (both plant 
start-up and supplier development) in both of these countries, I can help 
make this important venture successful for you.

Quote a Recent Industry Statistic

Health care workers are in the shortest supply since the 1950s, according 
to a recent article in Health Careers. If you are experiencing this shortage 
at County General, I believe you will be interested in my qualifications as 
a surgical technician and my strong desire to join your team.

Quote Your Contact Directly

“Companies succeed by hiring the right people—people who want to 
make a difference, not just do a job.” When I read this statement in your 
interview that was recently published in the Chicago Tribune, I knew 
that General Widget was a great fit for my energy and passion as well as 
my skills as a machinist.

Lead with One of Your Most Startling and Relevant Successes

Under my leadership as Sales & Marketing VP for MoneyMakers, we 
grew market share from 10% to 24% on a shoestring budget. I’d like to 
speak with you about opportunities where I can deliver this level of sales 
results for Acme Funds.

As you become aware of industry statistics, interesting articles, and quotes 
that can help you create a compelling opening paragraph, make a note of 
them. This worksheet will become a ready source of information so that 
you can quickly put together an interesting opening statement that relates 
to the company and its specific needs, plans, and interests.
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WORKSHEET 1: MATERIAL FOR OPENING PARAGRAPH

Industry Statistics

 Statistic  

Source 

Statistic  

Source  

Statistic  

Source 

Statistic  

Source 

Interesting Articles

Source 

Article title 

Key points 

Source 

Article title 

Key points 

Source 

(continued)
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Article title 

Key points 

Source 

Article title 

Key points 

Quotes

Quote 

Speaker and source 

Quote 

Speaker and source 

Quote 

Speaker and source 

Quote 

Speaker and source ______________________________________

(continued)

02 J6651 CH02.3.indd   2402 J6651 CH02.3.indd   24 1/9/09   12:25:04 PM1/9/09   12:25:04 PM



© JIST Works
25

_______________________________ Chapter 2: Write Your Own 15-Minute Cover Letter

Step 4: Share Information Relevant to 
the Reader’s Needs
Here is the heart of your letter: the middle paragraph or two, or the brief 
list of bullet points, that tell the reader something about you that is rel-
evant to his or her needs. Employers are not interested in you for your sake 
but rather because of what you can bring to the organization. This message 
might sound harsh, but businesspeople have an obligation to improve the 
success of their organization. If you consistently show how you can help 
them do this—in your resume, your cover letter, your interviews, and all 
aspects of your job search—they will be much more motivated to talk to 
you than if you focus on your needs and interests.

Let’s say you are a salesperson who is interested in working for a company 
that pays generous commissions. There’s nothing wrong with that; you 
certainly have the right to be interested in your compensation. But sharing 
this piece of information with employers will not convince them that you 
have their needs at heart. Instead, share how you have been successful in 
past sales positions and tell them you are confident and comfortable work-
ing with a commission pay structure. This way, you communicate that you 
will perform equally well for them and that you’re not afraid to base your 
pay on your own performance. Do you see the difference? Of course, you 
do need to have a clear understanding of your personal needs and wishes, 
but you should not make your interests the heart of your cover letter. 
Focus on the employer and your value to the organization. Your cover let-
ters will be much more effective.

If your cover letter relates to a specific job opening, you can use the job 
description to interpret the employer’s needs. Add in your knowledge of 
the job function, the company, and the industry, and you will have quite 
a bit of information about what the employer is looking for—what kinds 
of problems you would be hired to solve. In this section of your letter, you 
will show how you can solve those problems and how you have done so in 
the past.

Sample Job Postings and 
Corresponding Cover Letter Sections
Here is an example of a job posting, followed by the middle section of a 
cover letter that responds to the employer’s needs as stated in the posting.
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Here is another example.

 ● As Transportation Manager for Ames’ Midwest Region, in just over 
a year I cut hundreds of thousands of dollars from operating costs, 
improved productivity 12%, and contributed to the division’s first 
profitable quarter ever.

 ● For automotive-supplier Klein Auto Systems, I implemented a new 
loading system that improved efficiency more than 35% and enabled 
us to achieve same-day supply status for our top 10 accounts.

I’m confident I can deliver similar results for your organization.

In brief, I am an experienced transportation manager and project leader. 
I understand and apply state-of-the-art methodologies for continuous 
improvement of the distribution process; yet I realize that it is people who 
ultimately deliver results, and I am strongly focused on building relation-
ships with employees, managers, suppliers, and customers as a primary 
tool for business success.
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In this example you can see how the candidate shared documented 
successes in the areas that are most important to the employer. The last 
paragraph expands on the less-tangible qualities of leadership and team-
work that are also cited by the employer as essential skills.

Some job seekers prefer a side-by-side comparison of their qualifications 
with every requirement called for in a job description. Known as the 
“T-style” cover letter, this format makes it easy for employers to quickly 
ascertain that you have the basic job requirements.

While easy to peruse, this format is not always the best strategy. One prob-
lem is that it can shine a glaring light on areas in which you are not as 
strong as other candidates and therefore make it easy for the employer to 
eliminate you from consideration. If you like this style, we recommend that 
you use it only when you are a perfect match (or better) for every qualifica-
tion the employer is seeking.
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Of course, you will not always be able to refer 
to a job description when writing your cover 
letters. In those instances, do your best to 
determine what the employer’s most pressing 
concerns are and address those concerns in 
your cover letter. If no position exists, refer to 
what you know about the company and the 
industry. Here is an example of the middle 
section of a cover letter that does just that.

Today’s manufacturing economy presents 
many challenges. To stay competitive, plants 
must constantly become more efficient. I 
believe that the best way to accomplish this 
is by involving all employees in the improve-
ment initiatives. When production workers 
are invested and involved, they put their 
heart and soul into meeting (and often 
exceeding) goals.

I put this philosophy into action as produc-
tion supervisor at Western Widgets. To keep 
our costs competitive, we were challenged to 
increase efficiency by 10% without an invest-
ment in technology. I brainstormed with all 
our production staff, and we broke down 
into teams to test three of their ideas. With 
a little competition, all the team members 
were motivated to make their idea work the 
best. As a result, we implemented two of the ideas on the production line, 
increased efficiency 12%, and rewarded every worker for his or her con-
tribution.

Note: We don’t 
believe it’s essential 
that you compare 
your qualifications 
point-by-point with 
every requirement 
in a job description. 
Remember, your cover 
letter accompanies 
your resume, which 
provides much more 
detail. The main pur-
pose of your cover 
letter is simply to 
create interest in talk-
ing with you to find 
out more. If you hit 
on your most impor-
tant qualifications 
and most significant 
contributions—always 
in areas of interest to 
the people you are 
writing to—then you 
will pique their inter-
est and motivate them 
to look at your resume 
and ultimately pick up 
the phone to contact 
you for an interview.
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If your cover letter can expand on a specific problem you’ve already dis-
cussed in your initial phone call, so much the better. With this strategy, 
you show employers that you listened, understood their concerns, and 
already have ideas for solutions. Here is an example.

In our discussion on Wednesday you mentioned the high level of absentee-
ism in the call center. I have some ideas and some experience that might 
help—for example, at Techline we were experiencing absenteeism as 
high as 20% that really hurt our response times. We set up a series of 
incentives that increased for every week, month, and quarter of perfect 
attendance. Employees knew they had control over their bonus payments 
and therefore took responsibility for their own attendance.

Not only that, we added team bonuses as well, so that team members 
encouraged their peers to come to work. As a result, our attendance 
improved to a steady 95%, we cut 30 seconds from our average response 
time, and the increased productivity more than covered the cost of the 
bonuses.

Show Results and Be Specific
The theme that runs through all these examples is results. Employers are 
interested in applicants who have performed well in their past positions, 
and sharing specific examples will help them understand how you can add 
value to their organization.

Another key point is that the most credible and powerful examples are 
specific, not general. An employer might advertise for someone with “five 
years of sales experience in the medical industry,” but if you have called 
ahead, learned more about the company, and know that the company 
wants someone to sell disposable medical products to hospitals, you can 
make your example much more specific and relevant: “I have five years 
of successful experience (averaging 125% of quota) in sales of disposable 
medical products to hospital purchasing departments.”

Consider the difference in impact when we add specifics and results to 
straightforward qualifications statements:
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Before After

My experience includes  My track record reflects 100%
leading technical teams  on-time delivery of critical client
and projects for major  projects, leading 5- to 10-person
clients of our consulting  technical teams implementing
firm. enterprise software (primarily SAP)
 for client companies such as Acme, 
 XYZ, and Worldwide.

I have marketing experience  At Federated, I developed marketing
with several retail chains  and merchandising strategies for the
and an excellent grasp  Southwest Region that resulted in 20%
of merchandising. more traffic and a 12% increase
 in same-store sales.

My background in the  As construction supervisor, I directed
construction industry is  the activities of all of our subcontractors
broad. I am knowledgeable  (carpentry, electrical, HVAC, and
in rough and finish carpentry,  plumbing) and was able to create a true
electrical, HVAC, and  teamwork environment. In fact, on the
plumbing for projects of  $140 million Camp Building project, 
all sizes. we set the lowest record in our
 company’s 10-year history for “lost
 days” due to subcontractor scheduling 
 and material problems.

In all these examples, it is important to understand that the specifics pro-
vided are directly relevant to the employer’s needs. For your letters to be 
powerful and effective, you must relate your experiences and achievements 
to the specific concerns that you have been able to uncover before writing 
your letter.

However, most organizations have similar needs in common. Every busi-
ness is concerned about making money (both revenue and profit). Every 
business, government, and not-for-profit organization would like to 
improve its efficiency, productivity, and customer service. When you write 
about your successes and experiences for one organization, you will often 
be able to use those same statements in another letter, perhaps slightly edit-
ing to customize your letter to the second organization’s circumstances.
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Create a Library of 
Success Stories and 
Experience Statements
Wouldn’t it be easier to write your cover let-
ters quickly if you had a resource where you 
could quickly review, select, and then edit this 
important “middle section” material? We rec-
ommend that you create just such a resource.

Every time you write a cover letter, copy your 
success stories and achievement statements 
(the “middle section” of the letter) into a 
separate document where all these sections 
are stored. After you’ve written three or four 
letters, rather than starting from scratch each 
time, go first to your “library” and see if one 
of your prior sections is applicable for the new 
letter you’re about to write.

Your new library will be even more helpful if 
you tag each entry with keywords that relate 
to the specific competency, success, or experi-
ence it illustrates. You can use a worksheet 
like the one we provide in this section or sim-
ply create a word-processing file where you 
store all this information for easy access.

Here are two worksheets—one blank, for 
your use (you may copy as many of these 
worksheets as you need) and one filled in for 
a sales representative. The filled-in sample 
shows competencies in a variety of areas—individual performance, team 
leadership, training, customer problem-solving, and territory management 
and growth—that this individual will want to highlight in various cover 
letters, depending on the specific opportunity and the needs and challenges 
of the employer.

Tip: For your cover let-
ters, you can expand 
on many of the 
results, examples, and 
success stories that 
are in your resume. 
However, it’s never a 
good idea to transfer 
information word-
for-word from your 
resume to your cover 
letter. Be sure that 
you say something 
different about the 
accomplishment, add 
more details, blend 
two or three accom-
plishments from your 
resume into one story 
for your cover letter, 
or otherwise change 
the information so 
that your cover letter 
is not a carbon copy 
of your resume. If your 
resume is not filled 
with strong accom-
plishments, see chap-
ter 5 for our sugges-
tions on how to add 
power and meaning 
to your resume.
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WORKSHEET 2: COVER LETTER LIBRARY 
(MIDDLE SECTION)

Competency/Quality/Experience:

Example 

Competency/Quality/Experience: 

Example 

Competency/Quality/Experience: 

Example 

(continued)
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Competency/Quality/Experience: 

Example 

Competency/Quality/Experience: 

Example 

(continued)
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WORKSHEET 2: COVER LETTER LIBRARY 
(MIDDLE SECTION)—COMPLETED EXAMPLE

Competency/Quality/Experience:

Sales success (team leadership)

Example: As District Manager for Super Foods, I led my 6-person 
team to #1 in our region. We held the top spot for 4 years, and dur-
ing that time I retained everyone on the team at a time when demand 
was high and they were getting several calls a week from competitors, 
inviting them to jump ship.

Competency/Quality/Experience:

Sales success (individual performance)

Example: Managing a new sales territory for a start-up food 
distributor, I was quickly successful because of my cold-calling and 
relationship-building skills:

 ● #1 in my region, every year

 ● #2 in the nation, 2006

 ● 100% sales growth every year for 4 consecutive years

Competency/Quality/Experience:

Customer problem-solving skills

Example: I understand that long-term sales success relies on solv-
ing customer problems. That is my specialty. For example, with 
Super Foods I developed Midwest Grocers from a $10K to a $100K 
account in one year by solving a long-standing problem it had with 
perishable foods spoilage.

(continued)
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Competency/Quality/Experience:

Territory management and growth

Example: Having managed territories as large as three states, I 
understand the importance of good planning and regular sales vis-
its. This often pays off in unexpected ways! For instance, on a reg-
ular quarterly visit to my smallest customer, I learned that it was 
experiencing growth of its Hispanic customer base, and I secured 
an additional order for new products that increased this account 
by 25%. With this knowledge, I cold-called two other stores in the 
area and gained $200K in new business.

Competency/Quality/Experience:

Sales training

Example: After just one year with the company, I was asked to field-
train struggling reps. Keeping my territory at 120% to plan, I also 
helped them excel:

 ● Reps I trained showed an immediate 10%–20% growth in sales.

 ● Every one of them exceeded plan that year—some for the first 
time ever.

 ● Our region soared from #10 to #2 in the nation.

Two Quick Tips
Here are two quick tips to keep in mind as you write your cover letters:

 1. Keep your cover letters brief. You do not need to tell employers 
everything about yourself or include every one of your qualifications in 
the letter. Choose the most important, most compelling, and most rel-
evant information for that particular circumstance. Hit the highlights. If 
you interest your readers and you grab their attention by showing how 
you can help solve their problems, they will review your resume or call 
you to ask for any additional details they need.

 2. Keep your cover letters readable. Paragraphs should be no longer than 
four or five lines. Otherwise, the text is too dense and the letter is unin-
viting. If necessary, break overly long paragraphs into multiple 
paragraphs or separate some of the information into bullet points 
that make it easy for the readers to quickly skim your letter.

(continued)
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Step 5: Close with an Action 
Statement
Thus far, your cover letter has opened on a strong, personal note and then 
gone on to include relevant and compelling information in the middle sec-
tion. Now you must keep the momentum going by closing with an asser-
tive yet polite request to advance to the next step.

We do not recommend that you leave it up to the employer to contact 
you. After all, your job search is the number-one priority for no one but 
you. Close on a positive note and let the employer know you desire further 
contact. Better yet, tell the employer you will call to follow up and be sure 
that you keep this promise.

In your closing, don’t lose your focus on how you can help an employer 
solve problems. Instead of simply stating what you want, try to include 
information about what you can do for the employer. Here are a few 
examples:

Mr. Smith, I look forward to meeting with you on Monday (I’ll be there at 
10:00 sharp) and sharing my ideas for your Northeast distribution center.

Thank you for the opportunity to meet with you on Friday. I am looking 
forward to learning more about your needs and exploring how my skills 
and experience can be of value to you.

I would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you to learn more about 
the challenge of expanding your Asian manufacturing capabilities. I will 
call you early next week to see when it might be convenient to get togeth-
er, and in the meantime I will put together a few notes and ideas from 
my experiences in China and Korea.

Assertive Versus Aggressive
We recommend an assertive closing, but we don’t recommend that you get 
too aggressive. Keep your closing polite, positive, and pleasant. Requesting 
is always better than demanding. Consider the difference:

Assertive:
I will call within the next few days to see whether we can schedule a time 
to meet. I’d like to share my ideas for improving the productivity of your 
field technicians.
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Aggressive:
I will call you at 10:00 on Tuesday. Please be available to discuss my 
ideas for improving the productivity of your field technicians.

Assertive:
I eagerly await your ideas and suggestions. I will call on Thursday in 
hopes of setting up a brief meeting at a time that is convenient for you.

Aggressive:
Your support is important for my job search, and I eagerly await all the 
leads you can give me. I will call on Thursday to see what names you 
have collected thus far.

When Follow-up Isn’t Possible
Sometimes you might be sending cover letters and resumes in response 
to blind ads, and you won’t know who is receiving your letter—or 
perhaps even what company it is going to. In those cases, your follow-up 
is limited—you cannot promise to call, for example. So how do you keep 
your closing assertive and action-oriented? Here are a few ideas:

Because my qualifications appear to be an excellent fit for your needs, I 
look forward to the opportunity for an interview. You can reach me most 
easily on my cell phone (212-489-5612).

I look forward to learning more about this interesting opportunity and 
exploring the fit with my experience. I would be pleased to answer any 
quick questions you have by telephone (212-489-5612), and of course I’d 
like to meet with you at greater length in person. I am confident I can 
help your organization achieve its goals.

May we schedule a time to talk soon? I am a strong candidate for this 
position and would like to share my ideas with you while learning more 
about your current and future challenges.

In most cases, your closing will be one paragraph long. Be brief, action-
oriented, and focused on your ability to add value.
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In some instances, you will want to include additional information before 
closing your letter. You might wish to convey your reasons for making a 
change, some personal information that makes you an exceptionally strong 
fit for the organization or the opportunity, or perhaps your intention to 
relocate. You do not need to share your entire personal history with your 
readers, but on occasion this added information will make you a stronger 
candidate or erase a concern in the employer’s mind.

Let’s explore these scenarios in more detail.

Reason for Making a Change
While you do not need to share your reason for a career change, doing so 
might be beneficial. Let’s say you are leaving your current job after a very 
short period of time. An employer might be concerned about job hopping. 
If you can eliminate this concern right up front, why not do so?

Shortly after I started my current job six months ago, the company owner 
passed away unexpectedly. This caused enormous change for the family-
owned business, and the family has decided to downsize to just one facil-
ity and keep the longest-tenured staff.

My current position is very satisfying, and my manager has said she has 
never seen anyone come up to speed so quickly. But my wife recently was 
offered a promotion to 3M headquarters in Minneapolis, so we have 
decided to relocate to afford her this tremendous opportunity.

Although I have not been actively looking—I have been in my current 
position for less than a year and find it very satisfying—when Dale told 
me about this position, I could not pass up the opportunity to return to 
my hometown of Kansas City. My roots are deep in the Midwest where 
most of my family resides.

Relevant Personal Information
Your cover letters should be customized for each specific opportunity or 
circumstance. In some cases you will have a strong personal reason for tar-
geting a particular company or industry. Why not share this information if 
it helps the employer connect with you?

Having been a model-train buff since childhood, I am very excited about 
coming to work for Lionel. I know that my passion for your products, as 
well as my expertise in sales and marketing, will help me become one of 
your top performers.
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My passion for teaching special-needs children stems from my own per-
sonal experience as the sister and cousin of two developmentally disabled 
individuals. I have learned first-hand what a difference it makes when 
they are properly taught and encouraged to be the best that they can. For 
me, this is not just a job; it is a consuming interest.

As a part-time writer myself, I am enamored of the world of books and 
can think of nothing more satisfying than working in a bookstore. My 
knowledge of science fiction (even the most obscure authors and titles!) 
will enable me to be a resource to your customers and other staff.

Intention to Relocate
If you are applying for jobs outside your area, the employer might be con-
cerned that you will expect a relocation package. Sometimes these benefits 
are just not available, and for that reason employers sometimes will inter-
view only candidates who live in the immediate area. You might be able to 
put yourself in the running if you communicate that you intend to relo-
cate, and at your own expense.

I will be relocating to Chicago early in September, when my husband 
begins medical school at Northwestern. We are excited about our new 
city, and I will be ready to begin my next career opportunity as soon as 
we move.

Although I currently live in Sarasota, I am in the process of relocating to 
Austin, where I grew up. I do not expect relocation assistance, as I will be 
making this move on my own within the next few weeks.

Disclosing Salary Information
With our recommended approach of direct contact with people you know 
rather than massive ad responses, you do not need to worry about disclos-
ing salary information in your cover letters. The question might come up 
in your interviews, and you will need to be prepared to answer the ques-
tion, but for the most part you can appropriately ignore this issue in your 
cover letters.

At times, though, it is quite likely that you will be responding to ads, and 
some of the ads might request or even demand salary information. What 
should you do?
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We recommend that you not share your salary history or salary require-
ments with employers at this stage. After all, you do not know much about 
the position. If you’re responding to a blind ad, you have not even been 
able to research the company or the industry. Why should you disclose 
information that can work against you whether it is too high or too low?

Instead, we suggest that you choose one of these options:

 ● Ignore it. Research shows that employers will—almost 100 percent 
of the time—look at your resume anyway if they think you have the 
skills they are looking for.

 ● Provide a range. You might feel more comfortable responding to the 
request in some way. If so, we recommend that you first conduct sal-
ary research to learn average salaries for the position, and then state 
your salary requirement in the form of a range. “I understand that 
typical salaries for this type of position are in the mid-forties to 
mid-fifties range, and I anticipate a comparable salary from your 
company.”

 ● Respond if required. Sometimes you will see an ad that states you 
“must” include salary information; otherwise, your application will 
not be accepted. In these cases, you don’t have much choice. Again, 
this situation underscores our recommendation that you minimize 
this type of approach, one that takes the process out of your control, 
and instead focus on contacting people you know or can get to know.

Similarly, if you are filling out an online application that won’t be accepted 
unless you include salary information, do provide an appropriate number 
(or a range, if possible) that reflects your salary research. But if you can 
apply without quoting salary, we suggest that you do so. It is never to your 
advantage to disclose this information so early in the process.

The Signature Line
After you have written your one- or two-paragraph closing, end your let-
ter with what is called a complimentary close. Two spaces below your 
last paragraph, type “Sincerely,” “Sincerely yours,” “Very truly yours,” or 
another polite and customary phrase. Then space down three or four lines 
and type your name, exactly as it appears on the top of your resume and 
cover letter.

Two spaces below your name, add in a notation that indicates you have 
enclosed your resume. You can use “enclosure” or “attachment”—
whichever you prefer.
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If you are using a P.S., it should appear two spaces below the enclosure 
notation.

The Value of a P.S.
Think about letters that you have received that have included a P.S. (post-
script). If you are like most readers, you immediately read the P.S. and 
then read it again after you read through the letter. With a P.S., you can 
close out your cover letter on a particularly powerful, positive note. Be sure 
your P.S. contains information that is of value to the employer. Here are 
two examples.

P.S. I was excited to learn about your planned distribution facility in 
Wilmington. When I opened a similar site for Custom Carriers, I built 
in technology and processes that made it the most efficient facility of more 
than 50 nationwide. I’d be happy to share these strategies with you dur-
ing our meeting.

P.S. Congratulations on being named “Employer of the Year” for Essex 
County! I understand your employee retention has soared. I know some 
strategies that ensure that you are hiring (not just keeping) the best peo-
ple—these strategies have proven to be successful in companies of all sizes. 
I will pass along my ideas when we meet.

Step 6: Proofread and Polish
Before sending your letter, you need to make sure that it is error-free and 
reads well from start to finish. Carefully proofread your letter with atten-
tion to the following:

 ● Spelling. Begin by running your word processor’s spell-check feature, 
but don’t stop there! Read your letter slowly, word by word, to be 
sure that you haven’t inadvertently typed “there” when you meant 
“their” or made some other spelling or word error that will not be 
caught by spell-check. Be extra certain that you have correctly spelled 
names, addresses, and company names. If you’re not sure, make a 
phone call to find out.

 ● Grammar and punctuation. A grammatical error will create a poor 
impression. Make certain that you have correctly matched subjects 
with verbs, used appropriate punctuation, and used the right adjective 
and contraction for each instance.
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 ● Tone and flow. Does your letter read well? Will the reader move 
smoothly from one paragraph to the next? Is the writing style consis-
tent throughout? Is it polite, professional, respectful, and assertive but 
not aggressive?

If writing is not your strong suit, enlist the 
help of a friend or family member with excel-
lent language skills. While this step should 
not take long, it is extremely important to 
take the time to polish your draft so that 
it clearly communicates your message to a 
potential employer in a positive and profes-
sional manner.

As soon as you complete your cover letter, 
take a few moments to copy the relevant parts 
to your worksheet or separate file. Keep a list 
of people you’ve written to, dates you’ve sent 
letters, follow-up timeline, and any outcomes. 
A job search requires you to organize and track a lot of material, and doing 
it a bit at a time is much more effective than ignoring these steps until you 
have a large pile to take care of.

Step 7: Choose the Transmission 
Method (Mail or E-mail)
As we have mentioned, you will be sending many of your cover letters by 
e-mail rather than printing the letters and sending them by postal mail, 
messenger, or hand delivery. While most of the steps will be the same, 
there are a few differences between the two transmission methods.

Printed Letters
Print your letter on good-quality bond paper that matches your resume. 
Double-check your print quality to be sure that the image is sharp, clear, 
and adequately dark. Custom-print an envelope to match.

Now, hand-sign your name in the space between the complimentary close 
and your typed name. Stack the cover letter on top of your resume, fold up 
one-third from the bottom and down one-third from the top, and insert 
your letter into the envelope.

Tip: We recommend 
that after you write 
your cover letters, 
you take a break and 
then come back for 
the proofreading and 
polishing step. You 
will find that this step 
goes more quickly and 
you are able to spot 
errors and improve-
ments more easily.
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If you prefer to mail your materials flat, place the cover letter on top of the 
resume and insert them unfolded into a 9 × 12 envelope. You can use a 
label to create the mailing address and return address (most printers can’t 
accept 9 × 12 envelopes for direct printing).

E-mailed Letters
It is important that you take just as much care with an e-mail cover letter 
as you would with a printed letter. Don’t let the informality of e-mail fool 
you into thinking it is not as important to tailor your message or proofread 
your document. It is! Be sure that you follow every step that we explained 
in the preceding section, except for the formatting guidelines.

We recommend that you create your e-mail messages separately in your 
word-processing file and then copy and paste them into the e-mail message 
area. This way, you won’t be tempted to skip the proofreading and spell-
checking stages, and you’ll find it easier to file and reuse your cover letters 
if you keep them in a separate documents file.

When sending an e-mail, you do not need to include the inside address 
(the name and address of the person you’re writing to), nor do you 
have to type the date. Just start right in with your salutation (“Dear Ms. 
Anderson:”). Unless you are already on a first-name basis, we don’t recom-
mend that you use the person’s first name or an informal greeting such as 
“Hey, Dennis.” In many cases your e-mail message will be printed out 
and attached to your resume in the company files or shared with others 
in the company. It’s important to establish the right tone, message, and 
impression.

The subject line of your e-mail message is important. It will help the recipi-
ent understand why you are writing (and thus keep your letter out of the 
spam file) and, later, can refresh his or her memory about who you are and 
what value you offer. Consider a subject line like one of these:

SUBJECT: Mtg. Mon. 11/22 – Jim Walker, Case Mgr.

SUBJECT: Jan Allen referral – Top sales rep (medical), Andy Smith

SUBJECT: Follow-up re: U.K. expansion, C. Jones

When sending a cover letter by e-mail, we recommend that you attach your 
resume as a Microsoft Word file. This is the format that is preferred by 
most recipients.
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If, for some reason, you cannot send your 
resume as a Word attachment, you can paste 
a text version of your resume in the body of 
your e-mail, below your cover letter. (In chap-
ter 5, we provide instructions on how to cre-
ate the text format.)

Step 8: Send and 
Follow Up
Now it’s time to click “send,” post your letter, 
arrange for delivery, or in some other way get 
it on its way to your recipient.

As soon as you send your letter, mark your 
calendar to follow up within the time frame 
you’ve specified. If you have not been spe-
cific, mark your calendar for two days after an 
e-mail or hand delivery and four or five days 
after mailing a letter.

Following up is extremely important! 
Otherwise, you will damage your credibility. 
Not only that, but following up while your 
material is fresh at hand will make the con-
versation more productive. Even employers 
who are eager to hire find that their intended 
phone calls and interviews are often delayed because of the press of other 
priorities. Don’t let your recipient forget about you; call and ask whether 
you can schedule a meeting. Keep your job search moving forward!

Key Points: Chapter 2
Follow these eight simple steps to create and send cover letters quickly and 
efficiently:

 ● Step 1: Create Your Format: Design a page layout that you can use 
for all your job-search correspondence. Keep it simple, easy to create, 
easy to read, and coordinated with your resume.

 ● Step 2: Add the Basics: Start each letter with a date, inside address, 
and salutation. Double-check all names and spelling.

Tip: In formal and 
informal polls of hiring 
authorities, we have 
been told over and 
over how few people 
call to follow up after 
sending a cover let-
ter and resume. Most 
people just don’t do 
it. Making this kind 
of call can be intim-
idating—you feel as 
though your career is 
on the line—and it’s 
natural to avoid things 
we don’t like. But we 
urge you to overcome 
these concerns and 
pick up the phone. 
You will make better 
progress in your job 
search, and you will 
immediately set your-
self apart from the 
vast majority of job 
seekers who do not 
take this initiative.
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 ● Step 3: State Why You’re Writing and Get the Reader’s Attention: 
Refer immediately to your upcoming meeting or referral source. If 
you haven’t been able to make contact before sending your letter, 
create a brief, interesting opening that will make your reader want to 
learn more.

 ● Step 4: Share Information Relevant to the Reader’s Needs: This is 
the most important part of your cover letter. You must provide spe-
cific examples from your experience that are relevant to the needs and 
concerns of your recipient. Create a library of items from this section 
so that you can quickly pick and choose those that are right for a spe-
cific letter. Edit and customize to be sure you are addressing the needs 
you have uncovered.

 ● Step 5: Close with an Action Statement: Don’t leave the ball in the 
employer’s court! Be polite and positive yet assertive in your closing. 
Let the employer know that you want further dialogue and that you 
will follow up.

 ● Step 6: Proofread and Polish: Be certain that each cover letter is 
error-free, looks good, and reads smoothly from start to finish.

 ● Step 7: Choose the Transmission Method (Mail or E-mail): Follow 
the final steps to get your letter from your computer to your recipi-
ent. Print and mail, or paste and e-mail. Pay attention to details such 
as signing your name (in a paper letter) and creating a relevant subject 
line (for an e-mail message).

 ● Step 8: Send and Follow Up: Send your letter and immediately 
schedule your next step; then be sure that you follow up profession-
ally and promptly, as promised.
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Chapter 3

A Stupendous Collection 
of Professionally Written 

and Designed Cover 
Letters

This chapter presents 56 cover letters in a variety of styles and for a vari-
ety of professions. Although we don’t suggest you copy the content of 

any of these samples, they provide good ideas on how others have handled 
opening language, format, closing paragraphs, and overall tone and flow. 
Review the sample letters to find ideas on how to design and write your 
own cover letters. In most cases, you will see that the candidates have taken 
the initiative to call and perhaps even set up a meeting ahead of time, but 
in a few instances they have not been able to do so and are sending “cold” 
letters. For each letter we have identified the situation and added a few 
comments about the content, style, format, or circumstances of that par-
ticular letter.

Unless otherwise noted, all the letters were written by Louise Kursmark. 
Letters with individual credits were contributed by graduates of the Resume 
Writing Academy (www.resumewritingacademy.com), a resume-training 
program co-created by Louise. We are proud to showcase their excellent 
work!
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 1: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: In his letter, Matt conveys both the hard skills and the intangibles that make 
him a great mechanic.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 2: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Dion heads up this letter with a quote directly from a recent interview of Mr. 
Sanderson. Later in the letter, he refers to his phone call and mentions Mr. Sanderson’s 
assistant by name.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 3: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Not able to connect via phone, Jack sends his resume and mentions both his 
phone call and his referral source. He shows he is knowledgeable about new challenges the 
company is facing and relates how his skills and experience can be of value.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 4: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Diane was unable to find out more about the company or the opportunity 
because this was a blind ad. However, she knew that the position was in the real-estate man-
agement industry, so she highlighted her strong, relevant experience in her cover letter.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 5: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Cecilia opens her letter by mentioning the name of her referral source. This 
technique gets the reader’s attention and gives Cecilia added credibility.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 6: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Trying to break into the competitive field of pharmaceutical sales, Jamie has 
“gone to school” with an existing rep for the company and learned a lot about the profes-
sion. The cover letter is full of very specific sales-related achievements.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 8: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This new college graduate is assertively pursuing a position in pharmaceutical 
sales. His letter (shown in e-mail format) follows up on an earlier conversation and makes 
the case for an interview.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 9: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: David has set up a meeting with the regional sales manager for a sports-related 
product company. In his letter he highlights his relevant experience and success. In the clos-
ing paragraph, he hints at some good ideas that can help the company.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 10: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Talia builds upon a chance encounter at a breakfast meeting and follows up 
with this executive to try to land an interview for a specific job opening.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 11: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Ellen is seeking to make a career change from corporate marketing to a univer-
sity setting. She carefully correlates her experience to the needs of the college.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 12: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter responds to a blind ad and briefly highlights excellent experience 
that is directly related to the position.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 13: Interview Is Scheduled, No Specific Job Opening
Comments: Notice how Sylvia immediately informs Mr. Barnes that she has already fol-
lowed up on a lead he gave her during their phone conversation. This shows that she has 
initiative and good follow-through skills.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 14: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: In this “T-style” letter (written in response to a blind ad), notice how Joshua 
supplies everything the employer is looking for—and more. As we noted in chapter 2, this 
kind of letter is effective only if you are a perfect match for every qualification requested.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 15: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: Dale called to find out more about the position before sending a letter and 
resume. Her effort paid off! In addition to citing relevant achievements, she includes a 
“teaser” in the last paragraph that communicates she is already hard at work for what she 
hopes will be her new company.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 16: Pre-Interview, No Specific Job Opening
Comments: A chance meeting at a business function led to this follow-up letter. The 
headline (carried over from his resume) emphasizes Daniel’s specific experience in health 
care, and all of his qualifications and achievements are directly relevant to the needs of his 
audience.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 17: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Tina contacted Dr. Rodriguez by phone but was unable to secure an appoint-
ment right away. She states exactly when she will call to follow up.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 18: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter contains quite a bit of personal information because it helps to 
explain Danielle’s motivation for becoming a cooking instructor.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 19: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: Sam, a veterinarian, was relocating. He planned a visit and called ahead to set 
up this meeting with a veterinary practice in his new location.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 20: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This e-mail cover letter is brief but includes a lot of valuable information.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 21: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: This letter hits on the high points that will be of most interest to the target 
company, a provider of technology project management services to large corporations.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 22: Pre-Interview, No Specific Job Opening
Comments: This letter makes a convincing case for a career change. It is written as a follow-
up to a phone call to a network contact.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 23: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: This “T-style” letter shows how this candidate exceeds all the job requirements.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 24: Pre-Interview, No Specific Job Opening
Comments: This format is a clever way to call attention to qualifications in three distinct 
areas.

03 J6651 CH03.3.indd   7103 J6651 CH03.3.indd   71 1/9/09   12:26:21 PM1/9/09   12:26:21 PM



72
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 25: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Written to a network contact, this letter and the accompanying resume set the 
stage for an interview.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 26: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Sharon has been unable to reach Mr. Desmond by phone, but she will persist 
in trying to make contact. Her letter contains solid and specific examples of her abilities.
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Letter 27: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Notice how this letter is a follow-up to a personal meeting at a professional 
association function. This is an excellent way to make initial contact that you can pursue 
afterwards with a more focused message. Because Allan is already on a first-name basis with 
Carol, he uses her first name in the salutation.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 28: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Impressive results are included in the first paragraph to get attention in this 
blind-ad response.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 29: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This promising contact came about as a result of a professional association 
meeting. The letter focuses on results and relates to the needs of the reader and his organiza-
tion.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 30: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: The focal point of this letter is the list of impressive results. The letter also pro-
vides a good explanation for why the candidate is looking for a job. Notice that Chris called 
the recruiting firm before sending a cover letter and resume.

03 J6651 CH03.3.indd   7703 J6651 CH03.3.indd   77 1/9/09   12:26:22 PM1/9/09   12:26:22 PM



78
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 31: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Matthew “drops” the name of his referral source in the first sentence. Notice 
how specific he is about ways he can help the company.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 33: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This job seeker uses a quote as an attention-getter in “cold-calling” a senior 
executive.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 34: Pre-Interview, for a Specific Job Opening
Comments: The last paragraph suggests that Richard is already thinking about ways to help 
his prospective new company.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 35: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Andrea took advantage of a professional society meeting to gain an introduc-
tion to this prominent leader in her industry.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 36: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Note how this executive explains his decision to shift from entre-
preneur to employee in the second-to-last paragraph. (Writer: Robyn Feldberg, 
AbundantSuccessCareerServices.com)
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 37: Pre-Interview, No Specific Job Opening
Comments: Evelyn contacted the recruiting firm to see whether it specialized in her indus-
try, and she was then invited to forward her resume and come in for an interview.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 38: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: The follow-up language of this letter makes a case for a meeting even if there is 
no immediately available opportunity.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 39: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter focuses on results and explains the reason for transitioning from 
being a business owner to being an employee.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 40: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This e-mail letter starts off immediately with a referral that is sure to capture 
the reader’s attention. (Writer: Cathy Alfandre, www.cathyalfandre.com)

03 J6651 CH03.3.indd   8703 J6651 CH03.3.indd   87 1/9/09   12:26:22 PM1/9/09   12:26:22 PM



88
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 41: Pre-Interview
Comments: An introductory phone call yielded the immediate opportunity for a meeting.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 42: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: After first making a connection, this individual then crafts a letter that is all 
about results and value.
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Letter 43: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: The bullet points in this letter concisely highlight impressive and entirely rel-
evant achievements. The reason for making a move is included toward the end.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 44: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This is a classic cold-call letter to a recruiter, providing impressive career suc-
cesses and clearly spelling out areas of interest.
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Letter 45: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This candidate’s initial call yielded a referral that she uses in the opening sen-
tence of her letter. Even new grads have a lot to offer, as she makes clear in this letter.

03 J6651 CH03.3.indd   9203 J6651 CH03.3.indd   92 1/9/09   12:26:22 PM1/9/09   12:26:22 PM



© JIST Works
93

Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 46: Pre-Interview
Comments: This college student used her peer network to connect to an executive at one of 
her target companies. As a result, she has been able to schedule an informational meeting.
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Letter 47: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This individual connects first by letter with a former coworker to set the stage 
for the promised phone call.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 48: Pre-Interview
Comments: This letter references not only relevant skills but a strong passion for the indus-
try he is targeting.
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15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Letter 49: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This response to a blind ad uses the T-style to show strong correlation with the 
qualifications detailed in the position description.
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 50: Pre-Interview
Comments: Although no specific meeting has been scheduled, it is presumed that one will 
occur as a follow-up to a professional club meeting.
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Letter 51: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter clearly shows the candidate’s expertise in his field and passion for 
the field of municipal government. (Writer: Reya Stevens, reya@firstimpressionsresumes.
net)
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 52: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: Notice the reference to this individual’s VisualCV (web portfolio), promising 
richer and more in-depth career background. (Writer: Lucille Sanchez Pearson, www.visu-
alcv/GlobalResources)
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Letter 53: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter starts strongly with a referral and makes a powerful case for 
the value and capabilities of this candidate. (Writer: John-Michael Auron, 
www.auroncareerservices.com)
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 54: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter of application for a police department promotion clearly expresses a 
strong commitment to the job, the department, and the citizens. (Writer: Carol Altomare, 
www.worldclassresumes.com)
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Letter 55: Pre-Interview
Comments: Crisp and to the point, this letter highlights key value statements in brief bullet 
points. (Writer: Marjorie Sussmann, GreaterResumes@aol.com)
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Chapter 3: A Stupendous Collection of Professionally Written and Designed Cover Letters

Letter 56: No Interview Is Scheduled
Comments: This letter “sings” with the personality of the applicant, and the graphic is per-
fectly on target. (Writer: Rosa Vargas, www.creatingprints.com)
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   Chapter 4

Additional Job Search 
Correspondence: Thank-

You Letters, Quick Notes, 
JIST Cards, Job Proposals, 

and More

Much of the information in this chapter is often overlooked in resume 
books and by job seekers. That is too bad, because in our experience 

thank-you notes are a very effective job search tool. So are JIST Cards, a 
mini-resume that you will soon learn about. Other related correspondence 
can also play an important part in a quick, successful job search.

Thank-You Notes
While resumes and cover letters get the attention, thank-you notes often 
get results. That’s right. Sending thank-you notes makes both good man-
ners and good job search sense. When used properly, thank-you notes can 
help you build on the positive impression you created during your inter-
view or phone discussion. They make you more memorable to hiring man-
agers. And they might even sway a hiring manager who is “on the fence” to 
include you in the next round of interviews.

Three Times When You Should 
Definitely Send Thank-You Notes—and 
Why
Thank-you notes have a more intimate and friendly social tradition than 
formal business correspondence. We think that is one reason they work 
so well: people respond to those who show good manners and say thank 
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you. Here are some situations when you should use them, along with some 
sample notes.

1. Before an Interview
In some situations, you can send a less formal note before an interview, 
usually by e-mail unless the interview is scheduled for a fairly distant future 
date. For example, you can simply thank someone for being willing to see 
you. You might or might not want to send your resume with your note. 
As a rule, your note should offer sincere thanks for help and not strike an 
assertive tone. Your correspondence also serves as a way to confirm the date 
and time of the scheduled interview and as a gentle reminder to the recipi-
ent that you will be showing up at that time. Figure 4-1 is an example of a 
thank-you note written for such an occasion.

Figure 4-1: Sample Thank-You Note Sent Before an 
Interview
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2. After an Interview
One of the best times to send a thank-you 
note is right after an interview. Here are sev-
eral reasons why:

 ● Doing so creates a positive impression. 
The employer will assume you have 
good follow-up skills—to say nothing of 
good manners.

 ● The thank-you note creates yet another 
opportunity for you to remain in the 
employer’s consciousness at an impor-
tant time.

 ● The thank-you note gives you a chance 
to get in the last word. You get to 
include a subtle reminder of why you’re 
the best candidate for the job and can 
even address any concerns that might 
have come up during the interview.

 ● Should they have buried, passed along, 
or otherwise lost your resume and previ-
ous correspondence, a thank-you note 
and corresponding JIST Card provide one more chance for employers 
to find your number and call you.

For these reasons, we suggest you send a thank-you note right after the 
interview, and certainly within 24 hours. Figure 4-2 is an example of such 
a note.

Tip: Enclose a JIST 
Card with your thank-
you notes when send-
ing your note through 
the mail; you can find 
JIST Card samples 
and writing tips later 
in this chapter. JIST 
Cards fit well into a 
thank-you-note–sized 
envelope, and they 
provide key informa-
tion an employer can 
use to contact you. 
JIST Cards also list key 
skills and other cre-
dentials that will help 
you create a good 
impression. And the 
employer could always 
forward the card to 
someone who might 
have a job opening 
for you.
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Figure 4-2: Sample Thank-You Note Sent After an 
Interview
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3. Whenever Anyone Helps 
You in Your Job Search
Send a thank-you note to anyone who helps 
you during your job search. This includes 
those who give you referrals, people who 
provide advice, or simply those who are sup-
portive during your search. We suggest you 
routinely enclose one or more JIST Cards in 
these notes because recipients can give them 
to others who may be in a better position to 
help you. Figure 4-3 is an example of such a 
note.

Figure 4-3: Sample Thank-You Note to Someone Who 
Helped in the Job Search

Tip: Send a thank-you 
note by e-mail or mail 
as soon as possible 
after an interview or 
meeting. This is when 
you are freshest in the 
mind of the person 
who receives it and 
are most likely 
to make a good 
impression.
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Nine Quick Tips for Writing Thank-You 
Notes
Here are some brief tips to help you write your thank-you notes.

1. Decide Whether E-mail or Snail Mail Makes 
More Sense
Consider the timing involved and the formality of the person and organi-
zation you’re sending your thank-you note. If you need to get a letter out 
quickly because it has to arrive before an interview that’s coming up soon, or 
if it’s a thank-you note after an interview and you know the employer will 
be making a decision soon, then e-mail is your best bet. Use regular mail if 
there’s no rush and if you sense that the other person would appreciate the 
formality of a business letter printed on nice paper and received in the mail.

2. Use High-Quality Paper and Envelopes
Use good quality notepaper with matching envelopes. Most stationery 
stores have thank-you note cards and envelopes in a variety of styles. Select 
a note that is simple and professional; avoid cute graphics and sayings. A 
blank card or simple “Thank You” on the front will do. For a professional 
look, match your thank-you note paper to your resume. We suggest off-
white and buff colors.

3. Handwritten or Typed Is Acceptable
Traditionally, thank-you notes were handwritten, but most are typed 
(word-processed) these days. If your handwriting is good and your thank-
you note is short, writing it is perfectly acceptable. In fact, this can be a 
nice touch. But if your handwriting is hard to read or if your letter includes 
more than a couple of sentences, you will create a better impression by 
using your word processor. Be sure to match the style and format to your 
cover letter and resume.

4. Use a Formal Salutation
Don’t use a first name unless you are already on a first-name basis with 
the person you are thanking. Use “Dear Ms. Smith” or “Ms. Smith” rather 
than the less formal “Dear Pam.” Include the date.
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5. Keep the Note Informal and Friendly
Write in a friendly tone. Remember, the note is a thank-you for what 
someone else did, not a hard-sell pitch for what you want. Make sure, 
though, that in a thank-you note after an interview you remind your audi-
ence of your skills or other qualifications that are relevant to the job. This 
lets the thank-you note serve not only as an expression of appreciation but 
also as a chance to get the last word on why you should be hired. The more 
savvy members of your competition will be doing this, so you had better 
do it, too.

Also, make sure your thank-you note does not sound like a form letter. Put 
some time and effort into it to tailor it to the recipient and the situation.

6. Tell How You Will Follow Up
As appropriate, be specific about when you will next contact the person. 
If you plan to meet soon, still send a note saying you look forward to the 
meeting and say thank you for the appointment. And make sure that you 
include something to remind the employer of who you are and how to 
reach you, since your name alone may not be enough to be remembered.

7. Sign It
Sign your first and last name. Avoid initials and make your signature legible.

8. Send It Right Away
Write and send your note no later than 24 hours after you make your con-
tact. Ideally, you should write it immediately after the contact, while the 
details are fresh in your mind.

9. Enclose a JIST Card
Depending on the situation, a JIST Card is often the ideal enclosure to 
include with a thank-you note. It’s small, it’s soft sell, and it provides 
your contact information, should the employer wish to reach you. It is 
both a reminder of you, should any jobs open up, and a tool to pass along 
to someone else. Make sure your thank-you notes and envelopes are big 
enough to enclose an unfolded JIST Card.
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More Sample Thank-You Notes
Following are a few more samples of thank-you notes and letters. They 
cover a variety of situations and will give you ideas on how to structure 
your own correspondence. Notice that they are all short and friendly, and 
typically mention that the writer will follow up in the future—a key ele-
ment of a successful job search campaign.

Also note that several are following up on interviews where no specific job 
opening exists—yet. As we’ve mentioned elsewhere in this book, getting 
interviews before a job opening exists is a very smart thing to do.

Figure 4-4: After an Informational Interview
This letter is a follow-up to an informational meeting with a person who has already pro-
vided some referrals and might be in a position to provide even more.
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Figure 4-5: To Someone Who Has Been Helpful
Notice how Allan has been able to return the favor to this person who was helpful in his job 
search.
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Figure 4-6: No Opening Currently Exists
In this letter, Janine makes the case for hiring her even though an opening does not cur-
rently exist. Her “pitch” is soft-sell, professional, and focused on the employer’s and client’s 
needs.
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Figure 4-7: To Build a Relationship
With this letter, Jamie is building a relationship that can be of help—if not immediately, 
then in the future. Note the P.S., which shows creative thinking while providing some help-
ful information to the company.
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Figure 4-8: Reinforcing “Fit”
This brief note reinforces the candidate’s “fit” with the culture of the company he is target-
ing. It is always a good strategy to keep in touch with your contacts and to get their permis-
sion to do so during your meeting, even if they do not think they will be able to hire you.
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Figure 4-9: Asking for the Job
In keeping with the need for salespeople to be assertive, this letter is a rather bold request 
for the job.
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Quick Notes Versus 
Formal Cover Letters
Most of this book addresses how to write the 
formal cover letters that will accompany your 
resume on most occasions. Earlier we men-
tioned that a quick note can take the place of 
a cover letter and be just as effective.

A quick note (or e-mail message) can be sent, 
along with your resume, to a friend or net-
work contact after a conversation. A quick 
note can accompany a newspaper article or 
other item that you send to someone you 
know or someone you’ve met with. Quick 
notes are informal and short. Here are a few 
examples.

Jerry, thanks for suggesting I speak with 
Reggie Tyler. We are meeting next Friday, 
and I will keep you in the loop! In the mean-
time, I am attaching my resume in case you 
have the occasion to pass it on. I appreciate 
all your help.

Laura, congratulations on the great press coverage! You might like this 
extra copy for your files. I am eager to share my job search progress with 
you; I will give you a call soon.

Bob—Thought you’d enjoy this article. It is right in line with our recent 
conversation. Would you have a few minutes to talk later this week? I 
will call to set it up.

Terri, it was good to see you today. As you suggested, here is my resume. 
I’ll call to see whether you might be able to get away for a cup of coffee on 
Friday. I’d love to get your ideas and insights.

Here are some thoughts to keep in mind as you write and use quick notes:

 ● A quick, informal note should never be sent to someone you 
don’t know. In those instances, a formal cover letter is more 
appropriate.

Note: You should 
consider sending 
quick notes or letters 
to anyone who helps 
you in your job search.
This includes those 
who simply give you 
the name of someone 
to contact or who 
speak with you on the 
phone. Besides show-
ing good manners, 
these notes give you 
an opportunity to pro-
vide additional infor-
mation about your-
self via an enclosed 
resume or JIST Card 
(which people can 
pass along to others). 
They will also help to 
keep your needs in 
others’ minds.
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 ● Quick notes must be short. If you are writing more than three or 
four sentences, use a letter instead.

 ● Quick notes are a great way to stay in contact with people in 
your network. They are no-response-required communications that 
put no pressure on your contacts.

JIST Cards—A Mini-Resume and a 
Powerful Job Search Tool
JIST Cards are a job search tool that gets results. I (Mike Farr, one of this 
book’s authors) first developed them many years ago, almost by accident. 
I helped job seekers create them to get attention and “leave something 
behind” after dropping in without appointments to ask for interviews 
with employers. Many thousands of job seekers have used them in every 
imaginable print and electronic format, and they still get attention—and 
interviews—that more traditional tools do not. Think of a JIST Card as a 
Very Small Resume.

A JIST Card is carefully constructed to contain all the essential information 
most employers want to know in a very short format. It typically uses a 
3 × 5–inch card format but has been designed into many other sizes and 
formats, such as a folded business card.

Your JIST Card can be as simple as handwritten or created with graph-
ics and on special papers. You create a JIST Card in addition to a resume 
because a JIST Card is used in a different way.

JIST Cards Get Results
What matters is what JIST Cards accomplish: They get results. In our sur-
veys of employers, more than 90 percent of people receiving JIST Cards 
form a positive impression of the writer within 30 seconds. More amazing 
is that about 80 percent of employers say they would be willing to inter-
view the person behind the JIST Card, even if they did not have a job 
opening now.

How You Can Use Them
You can use a JIST Card in many ways, including the following:

 ● Attached to your resume or application

 ● Enclosed in a thank-you note
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 ● Given to your friends, relatives, and other contacts—so they can give 
them to other people

 ● Sent out to everyone who graduated from your school or who are 
members of a professional association

 ● Put on car windshields

 ● Posted on the supermarket bulletin board

 ● In electronic form as an e-mail or e-mail attachment

We are not kidding about finding JIST Cards on windshields or bul-
letin boards. They can be included on Web sites along with your resume 
or included as text or attachments in e-mail to people you know, with a 
request to forward them to others. We’ve seen them used in these ways and 
hear about more ways people are using them all the time.

Writing Your JIST Card
A JIST Card is small, so it can’t contain many 
details. It should list only the information 
that is most important to employers. To write 
your card, follow these steps:

 1. Type your name at the top of the 
card. You can center it and use bold 
text to make it stand out, as you would 
on a resume.

 2. Give two ways for the employer 
to contact you. Space down a few 
lines and right-align this information. 
Generally, all you will need to include is 
your daytime phone number or cell phone number and your e-mail 
address.

 3. Give a broad job objective. Space down another line or two and 
left-align this information. A broad objective will allow you to be 
considered for many jobs.

 4. List your years of experience. Space down again and add one sen-
tence that summarizes how long you have been working in this field.

 5. Detail your education and training. In the same paragraph, add a 
sentence that tells what degrees, certifications, diplomas, and other 
relevant training you have.

Note: JIST Cards are 
harder to write than 
they look. The founda-
tion for a JIST Card is 
an effective resume. 
Be sure to check out 
chapter 5 for quick 
ways to improve your 
resume; then create 
your JIST Cards and 
use them by the score. 
They work, but only if 
they are in circulation.
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 6. Showcase your job-related skills. Still in the same paragraph, add 
up to four sentences that tell what you can do and how well you can 
do it. Be sure to include accomplishments and numbers to support 
them.

 7. State your availability and preferred working arrangements. If 
applicable, space down and add a sentence that states any special 
availability you might have, such as “interested in part-time work” or 
“available with two weeks’ notice.”

 8. End with your key adaptive skills. Space down a few more lines 
and add one last sentence that tells what personality traits you have 
that make you a good employee.

JIST Card Paper and Format Tips
Many office-supply stores have perforated light card-stock sheets to run 
through your computer printer. They will then tear apart into 3 × 5–inch 
cards. Many word-processing programs have templates that allow you to 
format a 3 × 5–inch card size. You can also use regular-size light card stock, 
available at office-supply stores; you can print several cards on a sheet and 
cut it to the size you need. Print shops can also photocopy or print them 
in the size you need. Get a few hundred at a time. They are cheap, and the 
point is to get lots of them in circulation.

Sample JIST Cards
The following sample JIST Cards use a plain format, but you can make 
them as fancy as you want. So be creative. Look over the examples to see 
how they are constructed. Some are for entry-level jobs, and some are for 
more advanced ones.
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Other Job Search Correspondence
Besides thank-you notes and JIST Cards, you can send a variety of other 
items to people during your job search. Following are brief comments 
about some of these ways of communicating with potential employers.

Follow-Up Letters After an Interview
You might want to send follow-up correspondence after an interview to 
solve an employer’s problem, present a proposal or an idea, or reinforce the 
case for hiring you. Earlier in this chapter you saw some examples of letters 
and notes that were sent following an interview, whether or not it was for 
an available opening. Remember, you want to stay in contact with people 
who might be able to hire you in the future even if they cannot now. A 
good way to keep the connection going is to present a proposal or idea that 
will be of interest to the person you met. Then you can follow up again to 
discuss your idea of how to solve a problem for them. The sample letter 
from Jamie Van Horn (page 114, Figure 4-7) shows one way to suggest an 
idea.

When you have interviewed for a specific job, your follow-up letter is a 
prime opportunity to reinforce that you are the right person for that job. 
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What have you done in the past that makes it likely you will succeed in the 
new position? These are the items you should emphasize in your follow-up 
letter. Also share ideas for helping to meet the specific challenges that you 
discussed during the interview. The sample letter from Kathy Miller (page 
116, Figure 4-9) demonstrates effective follow-up to an interview.

Job Proposals
In some cases, you could submit a much more comprehensive proposal 
that would essentially justify your job. If a job opening were available, you 
could submit an outline of what you would do if hired. If no job is avail-
able, you could submit a proposal that would create a job and state what 
you would do to make it pay off.

When writing such a proposal, you must be specific in telling an employer 
what you would do and what results these actions would bring. For exam-
ple, if you propose to increase sales, how would you do it and how much 
might sales increase? Tell the employer what you could accomplish, and 
he or she might just create a new position for you. This situation happens 
more often than you probably realize.

Here are two simple job proposals that clearly show that there is more ben-
efit than cost to hiring each employee.

04 J6651 CH04.3.indd   12504 J6651 CH04.3.indd   125 1/9/09   11:25:26 AM1/9/09   11:25:26 AM



126
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Figure 4-10: A Job Proposal for an Installation Assistant
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Figure 4-11: A Job Proposal for an Outside Sales 
Representative

04 J6651 CH04.3.indd   12704 J6651 CH04.3.indd   127 1/9/09   11:25:26 AM1/9/09   11:25:26 AM



128
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Enclosures
In some cases, along with your correspondence you might want to include 
items such as a writing or graphic design sample. This can be appropriate, 
although we advise against sending too much material unless the employer 
requests it. Never send originals unless you are willing to lose them. 
Assume, in all cases, that what you send will be kept.

Self-Sticking Notes
You have surely used those little notes that 
stick to papers, walls, and other things. 
There’s a size usually called flags that are 
smaller and narrower than most of the square 
stick-on notes you probably use. Some even 
have an arrow design on them. These flags 
can be useful when calling attention to spe-
cific points on attachments or to provide additional details.

List of References
Once employers begin to get serious, they may want to contact your ref-
erences as part of their final screening process. So that you can respond 
immediately when asked for your references, we suggest that you prepare a 
list of people to contact. This list should include the complete name, title, 
organization, address, e-mail, and phone number for each reference. You 
should include information about how each person knows you. For exam-
ple, indicate that Ms. Rivera was your immediate supervisor for two years.

If you have any question whether a person will provide you with a positive 
reference, discuss this in advance so that you know what the individual is 
likely to say about you. If it is not positive, drop this person from your list.

Lining Up References
Some job seekers are concerned about providing references because their 
prior employers have strict policies not to disclose anything except dates of 
employment. No matter what the policy at your prior employers is, it 
is your responsibility to find four, five, or six people who can provide a 
detailed reference about your work abilities.

Tip: Use one or two 
self-sticking notes 
at the most. Avoid 
making your corre-
spondence look like a 
patchwork quilt.
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Your references do not have to be prior supervisors or employers. They can 
be colleagues, subordinates, vendors, customers, prior employees, people 
who have worked with you on a volunteer effort, or anyone else who has 
genuine insight into your work abilities. Be sure to ask permission before pro-
viding their names and contact information!

We recommend that you take the time to prepare your references by send-
ing them information on the types of jobs you now seek, a current 
resume, JIST Card, and other details. Give them a reminder call when 
you anticipate that there is going to be a reference check.

Letters of Reference
To supplement your list of telephone and e-mail references, we suggest you 
request previous employers and other references to write a letter that you 
can submit to others when asked. Again, we do not recommend that you 
provide references or other supplemental information unless you have been 
asked.

If the letters of reference are positive, the advantages are clear. If a letter is 
negative or so-so, at least you now know that there is a problem with this 
reference. Depending on the situation, you might contact this previous 
employer and negotiate what he or she will say if and when called during a 
pre-employment check.

Unsolicited Letters Requesting an 
Interview or Other Assistance
We want to discourage you from sending out unsolicited letters as a 
primary technique. Even though many job search books recommend send-
ing out lots of unsolicited resumes and cover letters, the evidence is over-
whelming that this method does not work for most people. Doing the same 
thing on the Internet often results in the same outcome. The rare exception 
is if your skills are very much in demand.

We do think that sending a letter or e-mail to people with whom you share 
a common bond, such as alumni or members of a professional group, can 
be reasonably effective. This is particularly so if you are looking for a job in 
another city or region and you send a letter asking someone to help you by 
providing names of contacts there. Several of the sample cover letters pro-
vide examples of this technique, and it does work, particularly if you follow 
up by phone and e-mail.
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Here is an example of a “broadcast” letter that was sent to members of an 
alumni group.

Figure 4-12: A Sample Broadcast Letter
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Key Points: Chapter 4
Here’s a summary of the key points of this chapter:

 ● Send thank-you notes to everyone you meet with and everyone who 
has helped you during your job search.

 ● Send your thank-you notes immediately—within 24 hours of your 
meeting.

 ● For a post-interview note, take the opportunity to build on points 
made during your meeting. Remind your reader why you are a great 
fit for the job or the organization.

 ● Use quick notes as informal communications with people you know 
or people you’ve met.

 ● Create and use JIST Cards—small but powerful communicators that 
have been proven to get results.

 ● Compile your reference list carefully and let your references help you 
with your job search.

 ● Use additional materials such as enclosures, self-sticking notes, job 
proposals, and broadcast letters and e-mails as appropriate. When 
used with discretion, they can be effective.

 ● Keep in touch with people who have helped you during your job 
search to stay at the top of their minds and receive ongoing assistance.
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Chapter 5

Improve Your Resume 
in 15 Minutes

We assumed that you had already developed your resume before 
choosing this book to help you with cover letters. For that reason, 

we’re not going to tell you step-by-step how to write a resume. We do, 
however, want to give you some ways to quickly improve your resume and 
really boost its power and effectiveness.

From looking at literally thousands of resumes every year, we have identi-
fied some of the most common problems that cause a resume to be ineffec-
tive. And we have concentrated our advice in this chapter on how you can 
address these specific problems if they exist within your resume.

Sources of Additional Information
You can get more help from published sources of resume information, as 
well as professional writers and career counselors.

Resume Books
If you want more help than the resume overview this chapter provides, we 
suggest you consider one or more of the following books by the authors:

 ● 30-Minute Resume Makeover: Part of the Help in a Hurry series and 
similar in format and approach to 15-Minute Cover Letter, this book 
offers to-the-point advice and good examples to quickly “rev up” your 
resume (Louise Kursmark, JIST Publishing).

 ● Expert Resumes series: A series of books with solid advice and lots 
of sample resumes related to specific fields and situations, including 
health care, managers and executives, teachers and educators, engi-
neers, career changers, computer and Web jobs, people returning to 
work, and others (Wendy S. Enelow and Louise M. Kursmark, JIST 
Publishing).
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 ● Executive’s Pocket Guide to ROI Resumes and Job Search: 
Addressing the specific needs of executives, this slim book provides 
superb examples of executive resumes and additional documents such 
as leadership addenda, executive job proposals, and executive biog-
raphies along with a six-week action plan to jump-start your career 
transition (Louise Kursmark and Jan Melnik, JIST Publishing).

 ● Other helpful JIST-published resume books include America’s Top 
Resumes for America’s Top Jobs, Résumé Magic, Gallery of Best Resumes 
(series), and others.

All these and many other JIST resume books are available at www.jist.com 
or at any bookstore or online retailer.

Professional Resume Writers and 
Career Counselors
If you want professional help with writing your resume, we suggest that 
you consult with an expert who belongs to one of the internationally recog-
nized professional resume writer associations noted here. A member direc-
tory on each Web site will help you find the help you need.

 ● Association of Online Resume & Career Professionals (www.aorcp.
com)

 ● Career Directors International (www.careerdirectors.com)

 ● Career Management Alliance (www.careermanagementalliance.com)

 ● Career Professionals of Canada (www.careerprocanada.ca)

 ● National Resume Writers’ Association (www.nrwaweb.com)

 ● Professional Association of Resume Writers & Career Coaches 
(www.parw.com)

For detailed information on how to choose the right resume writer for 
you, consult the Directory of Professional Resume Writers: How to Find and 
Work with a Pro to Accelerate Your Job Search (Louise Kursmark, JIST 
Publishing). This book also contains a list of recommended resume writers 
in many specialty areas.
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Three Ways to Improve Your Resume
The issues we see most often in ineffective resumes relate to clarity, focus, 
relevance, and appearance. Our advice to counteract these problems is quite 
simple:

 1. Be sure your objective is clear.

 2. Highlight your achievements.

 3. Format for readability, impact, and clarity.

In the following sections, we explore these areas of advice in more detail 
and provide samples that illustrate each point. And so that you can 
improve your resume in about 15 minutes, we’ve created an exercise for 
each point.

Be Sure Your Objective Is Clear
Your contacts and employer prospects are often extremely busy. They will 
appreciate it if you give them a resume they can quickly skim to gather 
essential information. Right from the top, be sure that your readers can eas-
ily understand who you are, what you are good at, and what you want 
to do.

One way to accomplish this task is to lead off your resume with an 
Objective statement. If you choose this format, be specific! A vaguely 
worded resume is of no help to readers, and it doesn’t add any value to 
your document. Your Objective statement should be crisp and clear. It 
should include some indication of the benefit you offer, not just the job 
you want.

Job seekers who “don’t want to eliminate anything” or want to “leave 
themselves open” to whatever comes along usually find that employers are 
not very responsive. Busy hiring authorities just don’t have the time or the 
interest to figure out what kind of work you can do; that’s what you need 
to know and need to tell them in your job search documents, phone calls, 
e-mails, and meetings.
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A Before-and-After Example
Here is a sample Objective statement:

Before:

OBJECTIVE: A challenging, rewarding 
position where I can use my education, skills, 
and experience and where there is opportu-
nity for advancement.

What’s wrong with it: It is vague. What 
kind of job do you want? It does not state 
clearly what you have to offer (everyone has 
some kind of “education, skills, and experi-
ence”). It does not communicate value to the 
employer; instead, it talks about what you 
want (“opportunity for advancement”).

After:

OBJECTIVE: A position as claims adjuster 
where my deep knowledge of claims processing 
will result in faster turnaround, smaller pay-
outs, and greater agent and client satisfaction.

What’s right with it: It is clear and concise, communicates specific exper-
tise, and includes information of value to the employer.

Consider an Alternative to an Objective 
Statement
Today’s resumes usually start off with a Summary of Qualifications or 
other type of introduction rather than a Job Objective. There are several 
benefits to using this strategy:

 ● You can more fully express the value that you have to offer.

 ● A summary can be longer and more detailed than an Objective.

 ● You can carefully present just the right information that will position 
you for the type of jobs you are seeking—in a sense, setting up your 
reader to expect the information that will follow in the rest of the 
resume.

 ● You will appear to be more up to date with current trends.

Tip: If you are not 
sure what kind of job 
you want, consider 
exploring your pos-
sibilities at greater 
length before putting 
together your resume 
and starting your job 
search. At the very 
least, identify the spe-
cific skills you want 
to use so that readers 
understand at least 
generally the type of 
work you want to 
do. Otherwise, if you 
don’t know what you 
are looking for, they 
won’t be able to help 
you.
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If you choose to use a Summary, once again 
be certain that your expertise is crystal-clear 
and related to the job you seek now. Upon 
reading your summary, your audience should 
be in no doubt about who you are, what 
you’re good at, and how you can help them. 
Consider the difference between these two 
Summaries for the same person:

Before:

Qualifications Summary

 ● Superior record of growing sales and 
  increasing profitability

 ● Functional experience in sales, market
  ing, and logistics

 ● Industry experience in automotive, 
  hospitality, health care, and logistics

What’s wrong with it: We don’t know what 
type of position this person wants or at what 
level.

After:

What’s right with it: We now know that this individual is a General 
Manager. Areas of functional responsibility are spelled out below the title 
to help the reader. The brief paragraph is loaded with value and benefits 
for the employer.

Tip: A “headline” 
format (like the one 
used in the General 
Manager example) 
is a great way to 
quickly communicate 
who you are. You 
can use a job title 
(“Sales Manager”) or 
a broader functional 
heading (“Advertising 
/ Marketing / Public 
Relations”). Use sub-
headings to call out 
more specifics that 
will clue the reader 
in to your areas of 
expertise. Most of the 
resume samples later 
in this chapter use 
the headline format. 
It’s attractive and very 
effective.
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15-MINUTE EXERCISE

Review your objective or introduction. Ask yourself the following 
questions:

 ● Is my objective clear, precise, and specific? (Does it jump off 
the page?)

 ● Can readers immediately tell who I am and what I’m good at?

 ● Have I shown ways that I can benefit an organization?

If not, fill in the blanks of the following formula to create a quick 
introduction that will be more powerful and clear than your current 
version.

____________ (Position title) with ____ (years) of experience in 
____________________ (function or industry). Track record of 
_____________________ (key accomplishment areas) and proven 
ability to __________________ (more accomplishment areas). 
____________ (intangible skills area) that ________________ 
(value offered).

Example 1:

Mechanical engineer with 12 years of experience in the automotive indus-
try. Track record of successful, cost-effective product development and 
proven ability to rapidly adapt designs to meet evolving customer needs. 
Strong management, communications, and team-building skills that 
ensure on-time, on-budget project completion.

Example 2:

Radiologic technician with 5 years of experience in both hospital-based 
and standalone facilities. Proven ability to manage a high patient volume 
while delivering excellent customer service. Strong technical skills, patient 
skills, and teamwork abilities that contribute to successful operation of a 
first-class radiology department.

(continued)
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Example 3:

Retail manager with 15 years of experience with major retailers (Macy’s, 
The Gap, K-Mart) and a track record of increasing profitability, reduc-
ing staff turnover, improving community relations, and designing creative 
marketing and merchandising programs. Strong leadership skills and 
proven ability to create a team culture.

Example 4:

Purchasing professional with 9 years of experience in manufacturing 
industries. Track record of reducing costs at least 10% per year and prov-
en ability to implement Six Sigma methodologies within the procurement 
organization. Strong supplier relationship and negotiation skills that 
result in both immediate benefits and favorable long-term agreements.

This “fill-in-the-blanks” exercise shows one way to write and present your 
summary. The sample resumes later in this chapter demonstrate several 
different approaches. If this exercise doesn’t give you the results you want, 
review the other examples to see whether another style better fits your 
circumstances. There are no hard-and-fast rules about how to present this 
information; what’s important is that your message is clear, concise, and 
sharply focused.

Highlight Your Achievements
Consider this: When you write a job description in your resume, you are 
writing about the duties, tasks, and responsibilities that are assigned to any-
one holding that particular job. In fact, any person holding that job could 
have the identical paragraph on his or her resume! How different it is when 
you write about the achievements that are unique to you. You not only cus-
tomize your resume but also communicate to a future employer that you 
performed your job effectively—not just what you were “responsible for,” 
but what you actually did.

A resume that includes only job descriptions is bland and uninformative. A 
resume that highlights your achievements sizzles! It will put you head and 
shoulders above the average job seeker.

(continued)
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When describing your accomplishments, 
once again be specific. Include numbers, 
percentages, and other hard evidence of 
results. Without these quantified results, your 
achievements will lack power.

Achievement Statement 
Examples
Consider the difference between these before-
and-after examples.

Before:

 ● Closed multimillion-dollar deals with 
  top-tier companies.

After:

 ● Closed 60+ deals with top-tier companies 
  (DaimlerChrysler, Hallmark, Disney) 
  and generated more than $100 million 
  in revenue in first year of product 
  launch.

Before:

 ● Improved accounting processes to increase 
  efficiency and speed up the monthly closing process.

After:

 ● Cut 9 days from monthly close (15 days to 6) and saved $50K in 
  annual labor costs (one full-time employee) by partially automating 
  the close process to eliminate the need for double manual entry of 
  branch accounts.

Before:

 ● Led numerous Kaizen events to dramatically improve production 
  time and inventory turns.

Tip: We recommend 
that you just briefly 
describe your actual 
job scope/job duties. 
It is important to put 
readers in the picture 
so that they under-
stand the context of 
your achievements. 
But you don’t need to 
spell out all the details 
of your day-to-day 
job activities. Hiring 
authorities understand 
the general responsi-
bilities of most jobs; 
what they want to 
know is how you per-
formed in that job. It 
is far more effective 
to expand on your 
achievements and 
minimize the descrip-
tion of your job duties, 
rather than the other 
way around.
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After:

 ● Led 6–9 Kaizen blitz events and 80+ improvement projects yearly. 
  In four years, reduced total production time from 50 days to 3 days 
  and improved inventory turns from 4 to 11.

Before:

 ● Consistently met or exceeded monthly, quarterly, and yearly sales 
  goals.

After:

Questions to Ask Yourself
Every position has specific expectations for performance. When you are 
considering your achievements and how best to present them, think about 
how your performance was evaluated and specific ways you were able to 
help the organization. These questions will help get your ideas flowing:

 ● Did I make money for the company? (Increase sales or other source 
of revenue?) If so, how much? How does that compare to what was 
expected of me? How does it compare to my peers or to industry 
averages?

 ● Did I save money? How much? How?

 ● Did I improve efficiency or productivity? How much? How?

 ● Did I save time? How much? How?

 ● Did I help the organization achieve a specific goal? What was it, what 
did I do, and what were the specific outcomes?

 ● Did I complete projects or assignments faster than expected? What 
are some examples?
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 ● Did I solve a specific problem? What were the specific benefits that 
resulted?

 ● Did I attract new customers or retain existing customers? How many? 
How did my effort benefit the organization?

 ● What specific performance goals were established for me when I took 
the position or at the start of each year? How did I perform against 
those goals?

 ● Did I go “above and beyond” my job description to achieve some-
thing? If so, what was it, and what was the specific outcome?
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15-MINUTE EXERCISE

Review your resume and see if you have written very specific, quanti-
fied achievements. If not, use the preceding questions to come up 
with three or four specific achievement statements for your most 
recent position. Then move backwards to earlier positions as time 
allows.

Most Recent Position

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

Next Most Recent Position

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

Next Most Recent Position

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  

 ●  
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Quick Tips for Writing Achievement Statements
Here are a few tips for putting together effective achievement statements 
for your resume:

 ● As you move backward in time, as a general rule you can include less 
detail and fewer achievements for each position.

 ● Be sure that your achievement statements support your current goal. 
You do not need to write about everything you’ve done. For example, 
if you are a retail sales manager who wants a job in human resources, 
your achievement statements should relate to your HR-related suc-
cesses in your job (perhaps recruiting, training, and motivating your 
staff), not your sales and merchandising activities.

 ● If you plan to write a functional- or skills-based resume rather than a 
chronological format, we suggest that you first organize the material 
by chronology and write achievement statements for each position. 
Then you can reorganize the most powerful and relevant achieve-
ments under functional headings.

Format for Readability, Impact, and 
Clarity
Good design not only improves the appearance of your resume but also 
makes your resume more readable, draws attention to the most important 
information, and guides the reader from one section to the next so that key 
information can be picked up in a quick skim.

With word-processing software, formatting options are endless. However, 
that doesn’t mean you have to include an “endless” number of design 
elements or formatting enhancements in your resume. Keep in mind 
that your resume is a business document that should look professional. 
Readability, impact, and clarity are the key goals.

Here are a few quick formatting tips:

 ● Use bold type to emphasize important information—perhaps job 
titles, company names, numbers, and other important achievements. 
Be careful not to use too much bold type because you will reduce its 
effect.

 ● Allow ample white space between sections of the resume. White 
space lets the reader “breathe” before moving on to the next section.
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 ● Keep your paragraphs short (three to five lines maximum). If a 
paragraph is too dense, it is uninviting to read, and good information 
will be skipped over.

 ● Keep your bullet lists short (five to six items maximum). More than 
that, and the reader will absorb only the top few items and lose focus 
when moving down the long list.

 ● Clearly distinguish one section of the resume from the next. You 
might use large or different type for section headings or perhaps insert 
a horizontal rule (line) between sections.

 ● Be consistent in how you format similar information. For exam-
ple, all your job titles should be presented the same way; all company 
names should appear the same; section headers should be distinct 
from the rest of the resume but consistent for all headers; and so 
forth. When you are consistent, you provide clues to your reader 
about what kind of information you are presenting. A consistent pre-
sentation helps them read faster and understand more quickly.

 ● Use a readable type size, typically between 9 and 12 points for body 
copy. Some fonts (such as Verdana) are very readable at 9-point size, 
whereas others (such as Times New Roman) are quite small and 
rather hard to read at 10-point size. Therefore, adjust the point size 
in accordance with the fonts you use so your letter can be easily read.

Adapt Your Resume for Electronic 
Transmission
Because so much business correspondence takes place electronically, it 
is essential that you be able to use your resume appropriately for e-mail, 
online applications, and other electronic methods. There are several differ-
ent formats you can use, each with its advantages and limitations.

Microsoft Word
Microsoft Word is the standard word-processing software used by most 
businesses. It is important that you be able to send your resume in MS 
Word (.doc) format so that your recipients can easily open and view it.

If you do not have Microsoft Word on your computer, you can try saving 
your file in Rich Text Format (.rtf). This kind of file usually can be opened 
by MS Word. Be sure you test this out by sending the RTF file to a friend 
who has Microsoft Word.
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You can also visit your library or a local copy shop (such as FedEx Kinko’s) 
where you can use the computer and convert your resume to MS Word 
format. Then save the file on a disk or flash drive, bring it home, and send 
it as an attachment from your home computer.

PDF
Adobe’s Portable Document Format (.pdf) is a helpful means of converting 
your file to a graphic that can easily be opened and read by anyone who 
downloads Adobe’s free Acrobat Reader from www.adobe.com.

The advantages to this format are that your page layout remains intact and 
you don’t have to worry about matching up word-processing programs 
with employers. Downsides are that the graphic format is not “readable” as 
a text file into resume storage systems, and it is a little more awkward for 
recipients to deal with this format compared to the MS Word style they are 
likely accustomed to.

If you do not own the full version of Adobe Acrobat Distiller, you can 
access several sites on the Internet for free conversion of your resume to 
PDF format. Two we like are www.pdfonline.com and www.k2pdf.com. 
The Adobe site itself, https://createpdf.adobe.com/index.pl/, offers a sub-
scription service. Mac-based versions of MS Word as well as newer versions 
of MS Word for Windows offer PDF creation capabilities right within the 
software, so no additional software or service is necessary.

After converting your file, take the time to open and view it before sending 
it anywhere. Sometimes formatting glitches occur, so you will have to make 
adjustments and reconvert the file.

Text-Only (ASCII)
Many Web sites require that you submit your resume as a text file with-
out any formatting, boldfacing, or other design elements. This version, 
although plain and essentially unformatted, is entirely readable by any 
computer.

You will need to follow a few simple steps to create the plain text version of 
your resume:

 1. Create a new version of your resume using the “Save As” feature of 
your word-processing program. Select “text only,” “ASCII,” or “Plain 
Text (*.txt)” in the “Save As Type” option box.

 2. Give a new name to this version and close the new file.
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 3. Reopen the file, and you’ll find that your word processor has auto-
matically reformatted your resume into Courier font, removed all 
formatting, and left-justified the text.

 4. The removal of all formatting is likely to create some appearance 
problems that you will need to correct. To promote maximum read-
ability when sending your resume electronically, reset the margins 
to 2 inches left and right, so that you have a narrow column of 
text rather than a full-page width. (This margin setting will not be 
retained when you close the file, but in the meantime you can adjust 
the text formatting for best screen appearance. For instance, if you 
choose to include a horizontal line [perhaps something like this: 
+++++++++++++++++++++++++] to separate sections of the resume, 
by working with the narrow margins, you won’t make the mistake of 
creating a line that extends past the normal screen width. Plus, you 
won’t add hard line breaks that create odd-length lines when seen at 
normal screen width.)

 5. Review the resume and fix any glitches such as odd characters that 
may have been inserted to take the place of “curly” quotes, dashes, 
accents, or other nonstandard symbols.

 6. Remove any tabs and adjust spacing as necessary. You might add a 
few extra blank spaces or move text down to the next line.

 7. If necessary, add extra blank lines to improve readability.

 8. Consider adding horizontal dividers to break the resume into sections 
for improved skimmability. You can use a row of any standard type-
writer symbols, such as *, -, (, ), =, +, ^, or #.

When you close the file, it will be saved with the .txt file extension. When 
you are ready to use it, just open the file, select and copy the text, and paste 
it into the online application.
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15-MINUTE EXERCISE

Take a look at your resume. What do you want to stand out? Go 
through with a highlighter and mark those sections or words that 
you want to emphasize—the most important, most impressive infor-
mation that is included in your resume. Then edit your resume 
onscreen, adding formatting enhancements as appropriate to empha-
size the areas you highlighted. Be sure you have included only the 
most important information and that you have been consistent. 
When you are done, print the resume and review it again to be sure 
that the right information, and the right amount of information, is 
highlighted and now catches your attention. If you want to spend 
some more time, use the samples that follow to get some new ideas 
for ways to organize, highlight, and present information in your 
resume.

Sample Resumes
The 12 resumes that follow represent a broad variety of professions in 
diverse industries. But they follow all our rules of resume writing. The 
objective is clear, accomplishments are highlighted, and each resume show-
cases a clean, effective design in which the important information stands 
out. Overall, the resumes are well organized and easy to skim for key infor-
mation.

You can use these resumes to help you increase the readability, impact, and 
clarity of your resume—so that your resume will complement your cover 
letter and build on the positive impression you worked so hard to establish 
in your cover letters, e-mail follow-ups, and initial phone calls.

All the sample resumes were written by Louise Kursmark.
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Resume 1
Comments: For a maintenance mechanic who is a true “jack of all trades” and 
wants to show the diversity of his skills and experience.
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Resume 2
Comments: For a new grad whose education is a primary qualification; his prior 
experience is included to show his work ethic and ability to take on new challenges.
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Resume 3
Comments: For a law-enforcement professional who wants to move from the sher-
iff’s office to the police force of a large city.
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Resume 4
Comments: For a person who has performed both sales and service roles but wants 
to focus on client services.

(continued)

05 J6651 CH05.3.indd   15105 J6651 CH05.3.indd   151 1/8/09   3:39:10 PM1/8/09   3:39:10 PM



152
© JIST Works

15•MINUTE COVER LETTER ______________________________________________  

Resume 5
Comments: For a mortgage professional who wants a job with less emphasis on 
selling and more on servicing loan accounts.
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Resume 6
Comments: For a nurse with diverse experience; the list of skills and experience at 
the top shows broad capabilities.
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Resume 7
Comments: For a marketing professional, this resume clearly emphasizes numbers, 
brand names, and results.
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Resume 8
Comments: For an accounting manager, this resume avoids repetitive lists of job 
duties and focuses on unique achievements.
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Resume 9
Comments: For a marketing and sales professional, this resume uses the challenge-
action-results (CAR) format to tell relevant “success stories.”
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Resume 10
Comments: For a nightclub manager, this resume uses a bold format and functional 
headings to create eye appeal and draw attention to the most significant information.
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Resume 11
Comments: For an operations manager who has several stellar career achievements 
that are highlighted front and center.
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Resume 12
Comments: For a senior executive, this resume emphasizes hard numbers and 
results with enough detail to explain how they were achieved.

(continued)
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Key Points: Chapter 5
Here are the key points of this chapter:

 ● Many resumes lack power and effectiveness because of a few key 
problem areas.

 ● You can quickly improve your resume by evaluating these areas and 
editing, organizing, and formatting to be sure that

 ● Your objective is crystal clear.

 ● You have highlighted your unique achievements.

 ● Your format promotes readability, impact, and clarity.

 ● Sample resumes provided in this chapter will give you good ideas for 
content, style, design, and overall presentation that you can adapt for 
your own unique resume.
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Chapter 6

Find a Job Fast

This chapter is designed to provide you 
with an overview of career management 

and job seeking skills. It illustrates quick but 
helpful techniques you can use to shorten the 
time it takes to get a job.

You might have jumped to this chapter right 
away or perhaps after swiftly reviewing the 
strategies we suggest for quick yet effective 
cover letters and resumes. We hope that is 
the case, because the value of your resume 
and cover letter is in what they will help you 
accomplish—which is getting a good job.

In this chapter we’ll address a variety of ave-
nues you should follow to find out about job 
opportunities. Then we’ll share a few inter-
view strategies to help you make your best 
impression during those all-important meet-
ings. Next we’ll discuss organizing and man-
aging your job search, and in closing address 
the importance of lifelong career planning 
and steps you can take now to continuously 
advance your career in the directions you choose in the future.

Don’t Put All Your Eggs in One Basket
The single smartest strategy in looking for a new job is to pursue many 
different avenues. You never know where your next job is going to come 
from! You can find statistics about how most people find jobs, but that 
doesn’t mean your transition is going to be like most people’s. Also, there 
is no specific A-to-Z path you can follow to your next job. The more lines 
you have in the water, the better chance you have of catching a fish.

Tip: You’ll almost 
certainly change jobs 
many times through-
out your life, and 
you’ll likely change 
careers a time or two. 
So it makes sense to 
master the fundamen-
tals of finding a job. 
If you do, you’ll find 
each transition less 
traumatic and prob-
ably more successful. 
You’ll know how to 
deal with unexpected 
opportunities that 
come your way and 
be prepared for lay-
offs or downsizings. 
Most important, you’ll 
feel in control of your 
career and your life.
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So let’s examine five diverse avenues and how you can best use them to 
learn about job opportunities:

 ● Networking

 ● Internet job boards and resume-posting sites

 ● Newspaper ads (print and online)

 ● Executive recruiters

 ● Direct application to employers

Networking
Every survey of every population we’ve ever seen has shown that, by far, 
most people find their jobs through a personal connection—someone they 
know tells them about a job, or someone they know refers them to another 
contact who is the eventual source of a new job.

What this means to you is that you should get your network working for 
you.

Let’s first define the term. Networking means, pure and simple, talking to 
people—telling them about your career plans, letting them know how they 
can help you, soliciting their advice, and asking for referrals to people at 
your target companies and in your target industries.

Notice we don’t say “asking them for a job.” Asking everyone you know 
for a job is the best way to turn off your network and make people uncom-
fortable about talking to you. Instead, rely on your friends, relatives, 
coworkers, and all your personal and professional contacts to give you their 
advice, ideas, leads, and referrals. If they know of a job, don’t worry—
they’ll tell you.

To capture the extraordinary job-finding capabilities of your network, fol-
low these simple rules:

 ● Be prepared. Before you initiate contact, prepare your message so that 
it is unambiguous, concise, and focused. Your contacts should come 
away with a clear understanding of what you’re looking for, what 
you’re good at, and the kinds of leads and referrals that will be of 
help to you.

 ● Offer to help your contacts. Networking is a two-way street, and if 
you go into it with a spirit of giving, you are much more likely to get 
help in return.
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 ● Accept all ideas, leads, and referrals—and follow up on them.

 ● Don’t expect your network to find a job for you or do the work of 
your job search for you.

 ● Don’t whine about unfair treatment, complain about what a hard 
time you’re having, or say anything negative about your former boss 
or coworkers. Although you’re not expected to be upbeat all the time, 
remain professional and don’t burden your network with your per-
sonal issues. (But do have a sounding board—a spouse, close friend, 
or professional counselor—to whom you can express all the 
emotional upheaval that often accompanies a job transition.)

 ● Report back periodically to your network to let them know how 
you’re doing, how helpful their ideas were, and what you need as 
your next step. Taking this action helps rejuvenate your network and 
keeps the good ideas flowing.

Internet Job Boards and Resume-
Posting Sites
To many job seekers, the online job boards are a “black hole”—a bottom-
less pit into which they keep throwing resumes with no response. In truth, 
it can feel this way. Because applying for jobs this way is so easy, many 
people do; therefore, the competition is fierce. And because automated 
scanners review those resumes for keywords, you must be a perfect match 
to rise to the top.

However, recent evidence suggests that results from the job boards are 
improving. In particular, entry- to mid-level professionals, technical people, 
and salespeople seem to get better-than-average results from this activity.

Because this option is viable, free, and easy, using it certainly makes sense. 
Just be cautious that you don’t spend all your time throwing resumes into 
the void and praying for results. Follow these guidelines to maximize your 
success rate:

 ● Customize your resume. When applying for a specific job, take the 
time to cross-check your content against the posting and adjust as 
necessary so you have a word-for-word keyword match—as long as it 
is accurate and appropriate to your background, of course.

 ● Include a cover letter. This step may be optional, but because it can 
give you a decided advantage, don’t overlook it. Use the strategies 
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we’ve discussed in this book to write cover letters that are concise, on 
point, and convey value to the employer.

 ● Create a quick, easy process to get your resume and cover letter 
out quickly. Don’t worry about following up; just send it and forget 
it. If they’re interested, they’ll be in touch.

 ● Use some restraint. Don’t submit massive quantities of applications 
for jobs for which you are only marginally qualified. It’s a waste of 
your time and the company’s time.

 ● Don’t apply repeatedly to the same company (either different jobs 
or the same job). More is not better. If you are really interested in 
the company and your resume and cover letter don’t draw a response, 
look for other ways to get in contact. Your network is the first and 
best place to start.

 ● Use niche boards. In addition to the major job boards 
(CareerBuilder.com, Indeed.com, Craigslist.org, Monster.com), 
don’t overlook the many niche boards that serve your profession or 
your industry. You can find a great primer on online job searching 
at www.job-hunt.org, one of the Web’s most informative career sites 
and a source for carefully vetted resources.

 ● Protect your privacy. If you post your resume online, be protective 
about personal information such as your home address and telephone 
number and your Social Security number. The best approach is to 
list simply your e-mail address and perhaps your cell phone number. 
Refresh your resume every two or three weeks so that your online 
presence doesn’t become stale.

Newspaper Ads
Traditional printed newspapers, business weeklies, and professional associa-
tion publications can be excellent sources of job ads and job leads, particu-
larly if you want to stay in your local area. Most major daily newspapers 
publish their careers section online as well as in print, so you have the 
option to look in either place—or in both. Sometimes scanning a dozen 
pages in the Sunday paper is easier than pumping in keywords and sorting 
through dozens or hundreds of irrelevant online listings to find the ones 
you want.
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Here are several guidelines for the paper pursuit:

 ● Go through your publications with a highlighter and identify appro-
priate job openings, hiring trends, and other news related to your 
industry or your career.

 ● For blind ads, follow the advice given regarding job boards (see 
“Internet Job Boards and Resume-Posting Sites” earlier). Customize 
your resume; include a cover letter; get your resume out quickly; send 
it and forget it.

 ● For ads that reveal the name of a local employer, before you send out 
a resume, contact your network to see whether you can get a referral 
to the hiring manager. If so, go directly to the source instead of or in 
addition to sending your resume to HR.

 ● Be alert to news about your target companies. You might learn some-
thing that will help you make a connection or make a great impres-
sion during the interview.

Recruiters
The most critical fact to remember with regard to recruiters (also known 
as headhunters) is that they don’t work for you; they work for the hiring 
company. So they are not “your” recruiter and won’t try to “find a job for 
you.”

But executive recruiters can be your best friends during a job search—
provided you have the precise set of skills, experience, and industry exper-
tise their client (the employer) is looking for. Follow this advice to get the 
most from the recruiter relationship:

 ● Take the time to find out the recruiter’s specialty areas before getting 
in touch. Otherwise, you’ll create a poor impression, not to mention 
wasting the recruiter’s time and your own. You can look through 
recruiter directories (check your local library) to find a list of appro-
priate recruiters, or simply phone the recruiters in your local area to 
ask about their specialty areas.

 ● When writing to recruiters, refer to “your client” or “your client’s 
organization” rather than “your company.”

 ● Send an e-mail cover letter with a resume attached and call the next 
day to follow up. The purpose of this call should be to determine 
whether that recruiter is a good fit for you and to establish the basis 
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for periodic contact. Be prepared to introduce yourself concisely with 
relevant information and some “wow” achievements.

 ● Don’t expect to hear back from recruiters unless they have a job that’s 
a potentially good fit for you.

 ● Understand the realities of recruitment. 
The recruiter has a mandate for the ideal 
candidate. If that recruiter doesn’t think 
you are the right fit, there is nothing 
you can do to change his or her mind. 
Move on to the next opportunity!

 ● If you can help the recruiter by referring 
good candidates, do so. It’s a win-win 
for all involved.

Direct Application
Most employers of any size have dedicated 
career Web sites, where you can peruse jobs 
and submit your application directly to the 
company. Sometimes this process is easy and 
satisfying: You get immediate feedback and 
can always track the status of your applica-
tion. More often, it is time-consuming, frus-
trating, and resembles the same “black hole” 
as the job boards. Still, it’s certainly worth your while.

These guidelines will help you navigate the company career sites:

 ● Customize your resume. Take the time to cross-check your resume 
against the posting; then adjust your content as necessary.

 ● Include a cover letter mentioning why you want to work at that par-
ticular company.

 ● If you receive a confirmation number or other information related to 
your application, make note of it! If an individual’s name is provided, 
be sure to write it down so you can follow up accordingly.

 ● Don’t apply repeatedly to the same job and don’t apply to dozens of 
jobs at the same company.

Tip: Never work 
with a search firm or 
employment agency 
that charges you 
a fee to get a job. 
Legitimate firms are 
paid only by the 
employer for whom 
they fill jobs. There 
should be no cost to 
you. (But don’t con-
fuse this advice with 
the fees you pay to 
private-practice career 
counselors, coaches, 
or resume writers; 
they provide their 
services for a fee and 
don’t promise you a 
job.)
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 ● If you apply to more than one job, be sure your resume is customized 
for each, but make sure that comparing the two side-by-side won’t 
reveal major differences or discrepancies.

Diversify Your Activities
As you create the plan for finding your next job, include all five of these 
avenues and make sure your daily and weekly action plans include some 
efforts in each area.

Additional avenues you might pursue include—in decreasing order of 
effectiveness—career fairs, alumni associations and college career centers 
(for both current students and alumni of any age), temporary or permanent 
placement agencies, billboards or other public postings, and of course, sim-
ply walking into a company and applying.

Whatever you choose to do, bear in mind—always—that looking for a job 
is hard work, and no one can do it but you. That’s not to say you can’t 
take advantage of professional services and automated tools to make things 
a bit easier and faster. But ultimately it is your responsibility, and you must 
be the one doing the bulk of the legwork, phone calls, e-mails, research, 
and evaluation of companies and opportunities. Beware of any person or 
company that promises to “find a job” for you or deliver access to the 
“hidden job market.” For most of these services, the price is high and the 
customer satisfaction low.

But develop a diversified plan, pursue it vigorously, and you will end up 
with a great opportunity and a satisfying career. The experience and knowl-
edge you gain during this transition will be valuable every time you make a 
move throughout your career.

Ace the Interview
The job search action happens in interviews. You have to get them; then 
you have to do well in them. If you have done your homework, you will 
seek out interviews for jobs that are a good fit for your skills and experi-
ence. That is a good start, but keep in mind that every person selected for 
an interview will have similar skills and experience. Therefore, your ability 
to communicate your value in the interview makes an enormous difference.
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Prepare for the 
Expected
Although every interview is different, you 
can expect to hear certain questions in most 
interviews. So be ready to answer these ques-
tions with accurate, positive, and on-point 
responses.

Review these common interview questions 
and use our guidelines to prepare your 
responses.

 ● Tell me about yourself. Here is your 
opportunity to share a 60- to 120-
second introduction that should include 
who you are, the highlights of your 
experience, and your greatest value to 
the company. Don’t make the mistake 
of repeating your entire life history and 
don’t get bogged down in too many 
details. Present an overview that is relevant to the job at hand.

 ● Why should we hire you? The emphasis here is on “you.” Why 
should this employer choose you over other candidates? You must 
give a reason, something that will distinguish you from everyone else 
interviewing for the job. Is it your track record of success in similar 
situations? Your impeccable integrity? Your reliability? Your ability to 
hit the ground running? Tell the employer the benefits he or she will 
gain if you become an employee.

 ● What are your strengths? This question seems easy. Just be sure that 
the strengths you are sharing relate as closely as possible to the job at 
hand.

 ● What are your weaknesses? Everyone has areas of greater and lesser 
strength, and it’s perfectly okay to discuss areas that are not your 
strongest points. Just don’t name anything as a weakness that might 
be a requirement for success on this particular job. If possible, show 
how you have worked to improve your weakness.

Tip: Consider every 
interview as a business 
meeting. In essence, 
you are sharing 
something of value 
(yourself) with another 
business professional. 
In turn, you should be 
evaluating whether 
the opportunity and 
the company are right 
for you. With this 
approach, you enter 
the meeting on an 
equal footing rather 
than hat-in-hand, beg-
ging for a job! You’ll 
feel and convey confi-
dence and profession-
alism.
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 ● What salary do you expect? For many reasons, we recommend that 
you “dodge” this question in a professional manner during your early 
interviews. At this stage, you don’t know much about the position 
and therefore can’t accurately estimate an appropriate salary. Refocus 
the discussion on the job and your qualifications by deferring salary 
discussion until later. Then be sure to do some salary research and 
reply with an appropriate range that gives both you and the employer 
some wiggle room.

Prepare for the Unexpected
You won’t be able to predict or prepare for every question that you might 
receive during an interview. What you can do, though, is spend some time 
constructing the “success stories” that illustrate your past experiences and 
future capabilities. Armed with this powerful and distinguishing informa-
tion, you’ll be able to respond in an appropriate and positive manner to 
many different interview questions.

For example, if you are asked about your experience with a specific job 
function, you can enhance your answer with an example illustrating when 
you performed that function successfully. If asked about your project man-
agement skills, you can share a story of how you overcame obstacles to 
deliver a project on time.

Too many candidates rely on “canned” or generic responses—in effect, say-
ing what they think the interviewer wants to hear. With that approach, it’s 
difficult to distinguish yourself from other applicants. But by employing 
your unique success stories, you immediately make yourself more memo-
rable and more credible. Try it at your next interview!

Tips for Preparing Your Success 
Stories
A tried-and-true approach for interview preparation is to develop “CAR 
stories.” CAR stands for Challenge-Action-Result and gives you the format 
and structure you need to describe your accomplishments in a concise, 
focused, and compelling manner.

 ● First, describe the Challenge or the situation: “I was asked to take 
over a software implementation project that was three months behind 
schedule and over budget. The team members couldn’t agree on the 
best approach, and there was a lot of resistance from the business 
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units; people were worried about the 
time needed for training and afraid the 
new software would make their jobs 
harder.”

 ● Next, discuss the Action—what you did 
about the situation. “The first thing I 
did was hold a team meeting to get all 
the concerns out on the table. I found 
there was a power struggle between 
team members but that underneath it 
everyone agreed on the best approach. I 
spoke individually to the two key mem-
bers who were at loggerheads and made 
it easy for them to resolve their differ-
ences, and I energized the team to move 
forward and catch up with our original 
schedule. Within the business units, I 
held demo days so they could see the 
new software in action and showed 
them how smoothly it would integrate 
with their existing activities, and I set 
up a ‘hotline’ that they could call 24 
hours a day for immediate help with any 
integration problems. My team worked 
to make the training fun, with lots of 
incentives and rewards for quick adop-
tion.”

 ● Finally, be specific about the Results. 
“We ended up completing the imple-
mentation a week ahead of schedule 
and allotted the extra week for training and familiarization. The new 
software saved the company $2 million a year by avoiding duplicate 
reporting, and most department managers told me that their produc-
tivity soared as a result. My team felt really proud of their efforts, and 
in fact the two warring team members asked to work together on a 
subsequent project. My manager told me that this was the first on-
time completion of a major software upgrade in company history.”

Regardless of your job function or level, you can find specific examples 
highlighting when you did your job well, overcame obstacles, solved a 

Tip: Thorough prepa-
ration is key to a 
good interview. Take 
the time to find out 
as much as you can 
about the company, 
industry, and people 
with whom you are 
interviewing. Good 
sources of informa-
tion are the Internet, 
industry publications, 
local newspapers, ref-
erence books, and of 
course, your personal 
network. Think about 
the challenges the 
company faces and be 
prepared to discuss 
your experience and 
abilities as solutions 
to those challenges. 
Where does the com-
pany want to go, and 
how can you help 
it get there? With 
this approach, you 
can go well beyond 
“standard” interview 
questions into a sub-
stantive business dis-
cussion.
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problem, delivered an unexpectedly good result, or otherwise contributed 
to the success of your organization. In fact, these examples can come from 
volunteer or classroom experience as well as on the job (although we rec-
ommend that you use job-related examples as much as possible). Success 
stories are a powerful way to illustrate the skills and competencies that you 
want to use in your next job. And, as mentioned, because they are specific, 
they are memorable to hiring managers and therefore will help you stand 
out from the other candidates.

Another important area to think about is interview etiquette. As our society 
becomes increasingly informal, it seems that interview behaviors are match-
ing this casual behavior. We hear stories of candidates who chew gum, 
answer cell phones, send text messages, dress in too casual or too revealing 
outfits, or otherwise confuse private behavior with proper interview eti-
quette. Don’t make these mistakes!

Remember that your interview is a business meeting; in fact, it’s a sales 
meeting, and you are trying to convince the employer that you would be a 
great addition to his or her company. Don’t let your attire or your behav-
ior become a reason to dismiss you from serious consideration. Just follow 
these simple guidelines:

 ● Dress up. For interviews, dress at least one step above what you 
would normally wear on the job. For most professional positions, this 
means a business suit or at least a jacket (for both men and women). 
Be sure your clothing conveys your professionalism. This means it fits 
you well, is appropriate in style and color, and is not too revealing.

 ● Clean up. Be certain your hair is neatly trimmed, nails clean and 
neat, shoes shined, teeth flossed, makeup (for women) subdued. You 
want the interviewers to remember you for your capabilities, not your 
wild hair or purple lipstick!

 ● Straighten up. This advice refers to your physical posture (don’t 
slouch or put your feet up), your demeanor (be alert and attentive), 
and your message (leave the jokes at home and focus on getting across 
the message of your capabilities and value).

 ● Show up. Arrive at your interview about 10 minutes before the 
appointed hour; being late means an automatic strike against you. 
Turn off your cell phone, iPod, laptop, BlackBerry, or pager and 
mentally place yourself 100 percent into the conversation. You will 
be evaluated from the minute you arrive at a company, so be sure you 
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act professionally the entire time (even when you think you’re out of 
earshot and eyeshot).

Your goal is to earn the job offer. This places you in control; you can 
accept it or reject it. So do everything you can to keep yourself in the run-
ning.

Organize and Manage Your Search
During your job search, you will come in contact with scores of people, 
investigate dozens of companies and opportunities, and send out hundreds 
of communications—resumes, cover letters, 
quick notes, thank-you letters, and more. 
Keeping track of everything can be quite a 
challenge! Yet it is essential that you appear to 
be sharp, well organized, and “on top of your 
game” when potential employers contact you. 
You don’t want to torpedo your chances of 
landing a job by fumbling to find the correct 
correspondence or calling your interviewer by 
the wrong name. So organization is key!

You can use a system as simple as a three-
ring binder and as sophisticated as contact 
management software. The point is to choose 
a method and use it—thoroughly and con-
sistently. Record all your job search activities 
and contacts. Make notes of your conversa-
tions. Schedule your follow-up activities with 
built-in reminders. Always be aware of the 
image you’re projecting and be smart about 
how you handle the various interactions of a 
typical job search.

 ● When you receive a phone call in 
response to one of your letters or other 
outreach efforts, be certain that you are 
in an environment that will allow you 
to appear 100 percent professional. If 
there is family noise, a blaring TV, or 
a dog barking, don’t be afraid to tell the caller, “I’d like to get to a 
quieter spot. May I call you back in five minutes?” Similarly, if you 
are distracted and don’t have all your materials immediately at hand, 

Tip: Technology can 
help! In selecting the 
right tools to help you 
organize and manage 
your search, look for 
the ability to track 
appointments, send 
follow-up reminders, 
store contact informa-
tion, and input notes. 
You can purchase 
standalone CRM 
(contact relationship 
management) soft-
ware such as ACT! 
or GoldMine, acquire 
extensions to your 
e-mail management 
system such as Zoho 
CRM or Prophet, or 
sign up with an online 
relationship manage-
ment tool. One we 
especially like, www.
jibberjobber.com, was 
created specifically to 
manage your career 
and career transitions.
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ask whether you can call back in five minutes and take that time to 
gather your notes and assume your professional persona.

 ● To create a consistently positive impression, be sure that your voice-
mail message is brief and professional—no kids, songs, voice impres-
sions, jokes, or group greetings.

 ● Your e-mail address, too, should reflect your professional image. Best 
of all is “yourname@email.com.” Such an address helps your recipi-
ents find and keep track of your messages. In fact, consider creating 
a separate e-mail address to use just for your job search. It will enable 
you to keep all your job search correspondence in one place and help 
you respond quickly and appropriately to messages.

 ● Before every interview, gather and review all your material about the 
company, opportunity, people, and industry. Make notes of any chal-
lenges and opportunities you can identify from your research. Print 
several sharp copies of your resume on good-quality resume paper 
(available at any print shop or office supply store). Enclose everything 
in a professional-looking leather portfolio and be sure to include a 
high-quality pen. This becomes part of your “interview suit,” a key 
element of your professional preparedness and presentation.

Well organized and sharply presented, you exemplify the professional per-
sona you will carry with you to your new job.

Plan for the Future
Your current job transition is not likely to be your last. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, the median tenure with current employers is 
only four years, and the average “Young Baby Boomer” (born between 
1957 and 1964) held an average of 10.5 jobs from ages 18 to 40. So, as 
previously mentioned, it’s smart to learn how to go about finding a new 
job—and that’s what this book is all about.

But perhaps even more important than “job finding” is “career finding.” 
What do you want to do for the 40 hours or more that you spend working 
each week? What jobs make the best use of your unique talents? What tasks 
give you the most satisfaction? What industries capture your interest and 
passion? You should consider all these elements as you evaluate the job you 
take today and those you vie for tomorrow.

An entire profession of career coaches and counselors exists to help you 
unite your talents and interests with your job. If you are truly in “career 
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pain”—terribly unhappy in your present job, feeling stuck and totally 
unsure of where to go, never mind how to get there—then it’s definitely 
time to find a pro who can guide you through the exploration, decision 
making, and pursuit.

But assuming that you enjoy your work and are fairly satisfied with your 
career, you can still take steps to ensure that your career continues to be 
fulfilling as you age, evolve, learn, and grow. Here are some ideas:

 ● Keep career topics on your radar. A wealth of career information 
is available in traditional print and online publications. You can read 
about different “dream jobs,” “best companies to work for,” job-
search sagas, career paths, and many more aspects of finding satisfying 
work. Stay tuned to these articles and continually evaluate your own 
career based on new findings.

 ● Stay in touch with your university career center. Available to 
alumni and not just to new grads, many of these centers are staffed 
with knowledgeable professionals who can provide expert advice to 
you throughout your career…free! Plus, they can grant you access to 
tools, resources, and publications that might be cost-prohibitive if 
purchased independently.

 ● Find a mentor. Ideally, this would be an influential person at your 
place of employment who can give you sound advice about advancing 
your career. If you’re lucky, the mentor relationship will last for many 
years and provide you with insightful information as you move up 
and out to new roles.

 ● Become active in professional associations. Gain access to respected 
professionals in your field as well as educational and networking 
opportunities. You might be surprised to know how many job oppor-
tunities come about through these kinds of contacts.

 ● Establish your online presence. Begin with a profile on www.
LinkedIn.com and a web portfolio at www.VisualCV.com—two 
smart, low-cost or free tools to build your visibility online. Expand 
that visibility through published articles, book reviews, professional 
papers, perhaps your own blog as well as comments on other blogs. 
Your ultimate goal is to become a sought-after candidate rather than 
a job seeker. You do this by becoming known in your field and easily 
findable online.

 ● Keep your resume up to date. Once or twice a year, sit down and 
update your resume with your latest accomplishments. Review the 
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entire document to see whether it is congruent with your current 
career goals. Be ready to respond to any opportunity that comes your 
way at any time.

 ● Be consistent and professional in an online world. Think twice 
before posting suggestive photos on MySpace or publishing that party 
video on YouTube. Of course, you want to be genuine, but it would 
be foolish to assume that personal activities won’t affect your profes-
sional career. Be smart about what you do and assume that anything 
and everything may be publicized (online or off).

The primary advantage to ongoing career planning is that it gives you ulti-
mate control over your career and your life. Rather than being buffeted by 
fickle employment markets or at the mercy of your employing company, 
you are always prepared for change and confident of your skills and value 
to past and future employers.

Key Points: Chapter 6
Here are the key points of this chapter:

 ● Use a diversified strategy for your job search, pursuing opportunities 
in many different channels.

 ● Spend the bulk of your time in networking activities because this is 
the proven “king” of all search strategies.

 ● Craft a careful message so that you give your network contacts every-
thing they need to know to be able to help you.

 ● Create a fast and easy process to respond to job board and newspaper 
listings; don’t spend too much time in this activity, which typically 
yields poor results.

 ● Understand how recruiters work to make them an effective part of 
your search activities.

 ● Master interview strategies for expected and unexpected questions.

 ● Organize and manage your search using old-fashioned or up-to-the-
minute tools; always be prepared for interviews and phone calls.

 ● Be wary of people or companies that promise to do the work for you; 
you must manage your own job search and ultimately your career.

 ● Consider career management as a lifelong process, not simply finding 
your next job.
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Notes
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