Winning Cover Letters
Top Ten Reasons Why You Need a Cover Letter
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Your cover letter presents your intentions, qualifications, and availability to a prospective employer in a succinct, appealing format. It's your first chance to make a great impression, a personalized letter indicates you are serious about your job search. Your resume can give the nitty-gritty of dates, places of employment, and education but your cover letter must entice the reader to take the extra few minutes to consider you when faced with hundreds and thousands of candidates for any one job opening. 

1. Do you really need a cover letter?
You bet! Just as you would never just show up unannounced at a prospective employer's door, your resume should Never just appear solo on a decision- maker's desk. Your cover letter is your first opportunity to introduce yourself, present your qualifications, and show the search committee you are a potential candidate for the advertised position. 

2. Personalize it to the company.
Anyone can reproduce a "canned" cover letter and hope for the best. Instead, take a few minutes to personalize your letter by showing that you are really serious about working for the companies you are contacting. State the reason that you are interested in working for that particular company. Mention a department, a new project the company is involved in, an acquisition the company has made. Show that you have done your homework. Address the cover letter to a specific individual whenever possible. 

3. Why are you sending your resume and cover letter?
Cover letters should be clear and to the point. Include the specific job title, two to three reasons why your experience makes a good fit, and a brief outline of career highlights. 

4. Highlight your strengths!
You may be a great person and never call in sick, but prospective employers really want to know why they should consider you for this position. Brag a little! Give a few facts, list relevant skills, and state accomplishments on your present or most recent jobs that will be impressive. Increased overseas sales by 93%? Negotiated new financial leases/loans? Implemented new training programs which reduced staff turnover by 15%? 

5. State your intentions and qualifications right up front.
If you expect a senior personnel manager or recruiter to wade through a mish- mash of information on your cover letter before understanding why you are sending your resume, chances are, it will never happen. 

6. What makes you different?
Emphasize your skills, talents, and experiences to show how you would be a valuable addition to the team. If you have relevant volunteer or professional experience include it briefly in your cover letter. Example: An accountant who serves as volunteer treasurer for a nonprofit community health organization; an international sales rep who has lived in Europe and Asia and speaks several languages. 

7. No negative information!
Never include personality conflicts with previous employers, pending litigation suits, or sarcastic remarks in your cover letter. If you are bad-mouthing your present place of employment, interviewers may fear a repeat performance if they hire you. 

8. When should you include salary/relocation information?
The rule of thumb is to always include salary requirements and/or salary history in the cover letter if a prospective employer requests it. For example: My salary requirements are $60,000-$75000 (negotiable). Or: My current salary is $53,000 at XYZ corporation. To eliminate this information from your cover letter may justify your resume getting tossed out. Never include salary and relocation information on your resume, only address this information in your cover letter. 

9. Action Steps to Take
Take a proactive approach in your cover letter. State the fact that you are available for a personal interview; give your home, work, e-mail, and/or cell phone numbers where you can be reached; note that you will follow up by phone (where possible) to provide any additional information required. 

10. Be direct!
A professionally written cover letter and resume can open the doors to your next position on the corporate ladder, as well as a new career in a different field. A clean, error-free presentation combined with strong phrasing and solid facts will encourage the reader to review the attached resume and call you in for an interview. 

Create

Write your cover letter in your word processing program so you have access to features such as spell check. Because your letter will be viewed via email, the letter should be concise -- three to four brief paragraphs. Avoid beginning sentences with "I" or "my." Instead, focus on the employer's needs and demonstrate how your skills, achievements and track record would benefit the recipient's organization. A great strategy is to review job ads for your intended goal. Look for credentials that employers find desirable and incorporate your related qualifications into the letter.

What Should I Do?
Three Steps to Choosing a Career
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A professional wrestler runs for governor of Minnesota and wins. The owner and pastry chef of my neighborhood bakery is a former investment banker. A friend from college who was a computer scientist for seven years now makes her living as a sailboat captain in Seattle. 

How did these people get where they are today? Through a combination of luck, confidence and lots of self-awareness. As you contemplate where your own career might take you after college, it's impossible to know what opportunities fate may throw your way. What you can do, however, is identify your interests, talents and values, and then explore occupations that might make good use of them. If you follow the three-step process below, you won't just be sitting back waiting for careers and jobs to land in your lap. You'll be working toward discovering what makes you happy. 

Step One 

Figure out what makes you tick. Ask yourself these questions:

· What sparks and holds my interest? 

· What do I do well? 

· What kind of personality do I have? 

· What's really important to me? 

Take any career-related tests your college's career center might offer. Or think of times when you've enjoyed and excelled at a job, internship, class or aspect of your personal life. A great book to read for help with this process is Do What You Are by Paul Tieger and Barbara Barron-Tieger. 

Step Two 

Learn about your career options. Rarely do you have the opportunity to take a class in college that shows you what the work world is like. You have to take the initiative to explore it yourself. See if your college's career office has a library of books describing different kinds of work, the typical qualifications needed and the salary ranges for various occupations. You can also find profiles of career fields at the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) Web site. Your college's career counselors should be able to help. Also, talk to people through informational interviews, and try out careers by shadowing and taking internships or part-time jobs. 

Step Three 

Sort out your priorities. After you've spent time on steps one and two, some of your strong preferences may start to emerge. You might learn you don't want to be in a corporate environment: That rules out investment banking. Or you might find that your interest in art wouldn't sustain a career, so you cross those types of jobs off your list. Whatever it is that you learn about yourself, you're making important discoveries that will help you choose a good career when the time comes. 

Most importantly, keep it all in perspective. Remember that you don't have to live forever with any career decision you make now. Most people change careers several times over their lives, so the thing you choose to do right after college will most likely not be your career 40 or 50 years from now - unless you want it to be. So don't put too much pressure on yourself to make the perfect decision. And always keep your eyes open.

Tactics for an Effective Job Search
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You've posted your resume online and even applied for a few of the positions you've seen listed here. You're also scouring the newspaper classifieds like crazy, sending off cover letters and resumes for all the job openings that seem to fit you.

Is there anything else you can do to look for a job? Absolutely! In fact, the more diverse your job-hunting strategy, the more effective it's likely to be.

Here are eight tactics you can use to track down job opportunities:

Contact Professional Organizations in Your Field

National, regional and local professional organizations exist in great part to help their members with career development. Many organizations include field-specific job listings on their Web sites or in their printed publications. Check out the Career Contact & Alumni Network, comprised of alumni, employers, parents, students and friends who have offered to share their career experiences with students and alumni.

Visit Company and Organization Web Sites

Many companies and organizations post their job openings right on their own Web sites (usually under an "Employment" or "Career Opportunities" link).

Apply Directly to Organizations That Interest You

Do you know you want to work specifically for Company X or Organization Y? If so, send a well-written cover letter and your resume directly to the company, either to its human resources office or, often more effective, to the person who would likely make hiring decisions for the part of the organization that interests you. It isn't always easy to find the right person to get in touch with; typically, you'll have to do some digging, which brings us to…

Network, Network, Network

Generally the most effective job-hunting approach, networking is simply talking to people to either track down helpful personal contacts or learn about job openings that may not necessarily be widely advertised or advertised at all. Start by talking to your own family, friends and acquaintances. Let everyone in your life know you're looking for a job, and give them an idea of what type of job you want.

If there's a professional organization in your field, join it and start participating in its meetings and other events so you can get to know people in your area of interest. Work with a career counselor at your school, to both tap his contacts and learn of alumni from your school who might be able and willing to lend you a hand in your search. Finally, don't forget to tap your professors' connections as well.

Visit Your Campus Career Center

Most colleges and universities have a career center staffed by counselors and other professionals dedicated to helping students with career-development concerns. Take advantage of the services available to you right in your own backyard, if for no other reason than the fact that your tuition dollars are helping to pay for them.

Participate in Job Fairs

Many cities, particularly large ones, host job fairs at various locations throughout the year. Most colleges and universities hold their own job fairs as well, either individually or in collaboration with other institutions. A job fair is a rare opportunity to have employers come to you. So make sure you attend job fairs whenever possible.

Use a Placement Agency or Recruiter/Headhunter

There are companies out there that specialize in helping people find jobs. Some of them even focus on working with college students and recent college graduates. Maybe one of them can help you. A word of caution, however: While most of these organizations receive their fees from employers (and not you, the job seeker), some will seek money from you. So be careful, and make sure you know who's paying the bill.

Consider Temping

Often, by working briefly as a temp for a company, you can position yourself to be hired for a full-time, permanent position that opens up later on. Even if that doesn't happen, however, temping can help you see various companies from the inside, meet people in your field of interest and earn some pretty good money.

The more diverse your job-hunting methods are, the more opportunities you'll uncover and the greater the chance is that you'll find, and land, the job you really want.

The Power of a Simple
Thank-You Note
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When my wife was hired for her first real job after graduating from college, she was remembered and saluted by her new supervisor for one seemingly small step she had taken during the interviewing process: She was the only applicant of several interviewed who had sent a thank you note after her interview.

It seems amazing, but it’s true: A simple thank you note after a job interview can wield considerable power and influence, and reflect very favorably on your candidacy for the position. Why? Several reasons:

1. By sending a thank you note, you show your interviewer common courtesy and respect. 

Unfortunately, in our busy and often impolite world, we simply don’t acknowledge each other’s time, efforts and commitments. So in sending a thank you note, you tell your interviewer in no uncertain terms that you appreciate the time he has given you. After all, he had to give up part or all of the day to be with you, and expend effort learning more about you and what you have to offer.

2. So few job applicants send thank you notes that you automatically stand out if you do. 

It’s shocking, but the majority of job applicants fail to send thank you notes after their interviews. Why? Who knows? But the bottom line is that you wind up in a position to shine simply by putting forth the effort of sending a note. Strange, but true.

3. A thank you note gives you an opportunity to reiterate points you made during your interview. 

Have you ever left an interview wishing you’d more strongly emphasized a certain skill or experience the employer seemed to be looking for? A thank you note gives you the chance to do just that. After using the first paragraph of your note to thank your interviewer, you can use a brief second paragraph to touch again upon the key points you made in your interview. You can also use a similar strategy to clean up any interview rough spots you might have had -- i.e., to expand upon or clarify responses you felt were weak or shaky.

4. A thank you note lets you make points you forgot to make in your interview. 

Sometimes after an interview, as you walk out to your car, you smack yourself on the forehead and say to yourself, "Why didn’t I talk about _____?" Frustrating? You bet. But you can take care of the problem to some degree in your thank you note. Again, perhaps in the second paragraph, you can say something to the effect of "After our discussion, it occurred to me that I forgot to tell you about _________."

5. A thank you note demonstrates your written communication skills. 

In receiving and reading your thank you notes, your interviewer will see firsthand how you handle yourself on paper. You’ll be using similar skills every day with the company’s potential clients, customers and vendors -- so the interviewer will be reading carefully to see how you come across in print.

Writing thank you notes isn’t terribly difficult or time-consuming. It can make a much bigger difference than you might think -- perhaps even the difference between the job going to you or someone else.

Ten Interviewing Rules
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In the current job market, you'd better have your act together, or you won't stand a chance against the competition. Check yourself on these 10 basic points before you go on that all-important interview. 

1. Look Sharp. 

Before the interview, select your outfit. Depending on the industry and position, get out your best duds and check them over for spots and wrinkles. Even if the company has a casual environment, you don't want to look like you slept in your clothes. Above all, dress for confidence. If you feel good, others will respond to you accordingly. 

2. Be on Time. 

Never arrive late to an interview. Allow extra time to arrive early in the vicinity, allowing for factors like getting lost. Enter the building 10 to 15 minutes before the interview. 

3. Do Your Research. 

Researching the company before the interview and learning as much as possible about its services, products, customers and competition will give you an edge in understanding and addressing the company's needs. The more you know about the company and what it stands for, the better chance you have of selling yourself. You also should find out about the company's culture to gain insight into your potential happiness on the job. 

4. Be Prepared. 

Bring along a folder containing extra copies of your resume, a copy of your references and paper to take notes. You should also have questions prepared to ask at the end of the interview. 

5. Show Enthusiasm. 

A firm handshake and plenty of eye contact demonstrates confidence. Speak distinctly in a confident voice, even though you may feel shaky. 

6. Listen. 

One of the most neglected interviewing skills is listening. Make sure you are not only listening, but also reading between the lines. Sometimes what is not said is just as important as what is said. 

7. Answer the Question Asked. 

Candidates often don't think about whether or not they actually are answering the questions asked by their interviewers. Make sure you understand what is being asked, and get further clarification if you are unsure. 

8. Give Specific Examples. 

One specific example of your background is worth 50 vague stories. Prepare your stories before the interview. Give examples that highlight your successes and uniqueness. Your past behavior can indicate your future performance. 

9. Ask Questions. 

Many interviewees don't ask questions and miss the opportunity to find out valuable information. Your questions indicate your interest in the company or job. 

10. Follow up. 

Whether it's through email or regular mail, the follow-up is one more chance to remind the interviewer of all the valuable traits you bring to the job and company. You don't want to miss this last chance to market yourself. 

It is important to appear confident and cool for the interview. One way to do that is to be prepared to the best of your ability. There is no way to predict what an interview holds, but by following these important rules you will feel less anxious and will be ready to positively present yourself. 

You Can Survive the Behavioral Interview
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When asked a traditional question like, "What would you do if you had a customer who wasn't interested in buying the product?" you can make up a story. But when you are asked behavioral questions, the interviewer is listening for specific examples of how you have handled situations or problems in the past. 

Behavioral questions begin with phrases like, "tell me about a time when," or "can you give me an example of." The interviewer wants to hear your real-life examples. When an interviewer asks such questions, he or she is listening for examples of how you handled situations similar to the ones you may handle for this company. This is your chance to talk about your accomplishments. If you can demonstrate, through examples (preferably recent ones), that you've succeeded in certain areas of interest, you will be considered a possible candidate for success in a future position. After all, if you did it somewhere else yesterday, you can do it for this company tomorrow.

Your success stories should include the situation, the action you took and the result. Here is an example if you were interviewing for a sales position:

The Situation: I had a customer who did not want to hear about the features of my merchandise because of a prior interaction with my company. 

The Action: I listened to her story and made sure I heard her complaint. I then explained how I would have handled the situation differently and how I can offer her better service. I showed her some facts that changed her mind about dealing with the company again.

The Result: She not only bought the merchandise, but complimented how I handled her account. She is now one of my best customers. 

You can prepare for this type of interview by writing out your stories before the interview. Determine what stories you have that would be appropriate for the position based on its job description. If the job requires dependability, write your story about a time when your dependability was recognized or made a difference with a customer.

You can use the stories you prepare even when the interviewer does not ask behavioral questions. If you are asked a traditional question, use your prepared story and preface it with, "I can give you an example of a time when I used that skill on a previous job."

By preparing for the interview ahead of time and recalling your past successes, you will be able to have examples in mind and will not be caught off guard. There is no way you can predict what the interviewer is going to ask you, but you can prepare what you want him or her to know about your past as a predictor of your future performance.

Tell Me About Yourself
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It's one of the most frequently asked questions in an interview: Tell me about yourself. Your response to this request will set the tone for the rest of the interview. For some, this is the most challenging question to answer, as they wonder what the interviewer really wants to know and what information they should include.

Eleanor dreaded this question, and when it was the first one asked at her interview she fumbled her way through a vague answer, not focusing on what she could bring to the job.

"I'm happily married and originally from Denver," she began. "My husband was transferred here three months ago, and I've been getting us settled in our new home. I'm now ready to go back to work. I've worked in a variety of jobs, usually customer service-related. I'm looking for a company that offers growth opportunities."

The interview went downhill after that. She had started with personal information and gave the interviewer reason to doubt whether she was an employee who would stay for very long.

· She's married, and when her husband gets transferred that means she has to leave; she did it once and can do it again. 

· She has some work experience with customers but didn't emphasize what she did. 

· She is looking to grow. What about the job she is applying for? Will she stay content for long? 

The secret to successfully responding to this free-form request is to focus, script and practice. You cannot afford to wing this answer, as it will affect the rest of the interview. Begin to think about what you want the interviewer to know about you.

Focus

List five strengths you have that are pertinent to this job (experiences, traits, skills, etc.). What do you want the interviewer to know about you when you leave?

Eleanor is strong in communications and connecting with people. She has a strong background and proven success with customer relationships. Her real strength is her follow-through. She prides herself on her reputation for meeting deadlines.

Scripting

Prepare a script that includes the information you want to convey. Begin by talking about past experiences and proven success:

"I have been in the customer service industry for the past five years. My most recent experience has been handling incoming calls in the high tech industry. One reason I particularly enjoy this business, and the challenges that go along with it, is the opportunity to connect with people. In my last job, I formed some significant customer relationships resulting in a 30 percent increase in sales in a matter of months."

Next, mention your strengths and abilities:

"My real strength is my attention to detail. I pride myself on my reputation for following through and meeting deadlines. When I commit to doing something, I make sure it gets done, and on time."

Conclude with a statement about your current situation:

"What I am looking for now is a company that values customer relations, where I can join a strong team and have a positive impact on customer retention and sales."

Practice

Practice with your script until you feel confident about what you want to emphasize in your statement. Your script should help you stay on track, but you shouldn't memorize it -- you don't want to sound stiff and rehearsed. It should sound natural and conversational.

Even if you are not asked this type of question to begin the interview, this preparation will help you focus on what you have to offer. You will also find that you can use the information in this exercise to assist you in answering other questions. The more you can talk about your product -- you -- the better chance you will have at selling it.

What are Recruiters' Pet Peeves
with Regard to Electronic Resumes?
Probably the best way for job hunters to understand why it is so important to follow the simple guidelines in developing their electronic resumes is the perspective of folks who have to look at them and make hiring decisions. Here is a compilation of 12 pet peeves, known as the "Disciples’ Don’ts!!" that I’ve been gathering from recruiters and HR professionals as they comment about the thousands of resumes that cross their computer monitors:

1. Don’t send attached documents. Between viruses and the time it takes to scan and download, recruiters consider the resumes that they can easily read first! Many times, they will fill openings before they even get to the resumes that must be downloaded.

2) Don’t send a resume in an obscure, incompatible program. Use Microsoft Word regardless of whether you have a Mac or a PC.

3) Don’t use fancy fonts or graphics! In this day and age of fonts and graphics, job hunters have forgotten how to send a plain text message (aka ASCII, in computer parlance). Recruiters report that it would be so much easier if applicants created their resumes in a strictly text format with minimal special layouts and sent it in the body of the email. Then they are easier to read, scan and they take up less space on servers and hard drives. The additional benefit for recruiters is that they can quickly forward the resumes to hiring mangers. Simplicity in email is the key.

4) Don’t apply if it’s clear that your job experience does not match the job description. If there is a perceived mismatch of your previous job title, skill sets, and/or location requirements, then address it in a short, concise cover statement. For example, recruiters receive too many resumes from 3000 miles away with no explanation as to if or when they would be relocating to the area. These are immediately deleted! Recruiters do not have time to follow up on a resume that leaves multiple questions.

5) Don’t make multiple submissions. Since it takes no time at all to send a second or third resume online, job hunters think that their resume will stand out if a recruiter sees it more than once. Do not re-apply to the same position over and over. This becomes annoying, very quickly. Instead, try sending a quick email to ask if the recruiter/HR received the resume and if it is being considered. Multiple submissions make recruiters’ jobs that much harder and tend to irritate the daylights out of them.

6) Don’t send your resume out without using F7! There is no excuse for NOT pressing F7 to check your spelling, punctuation and grammar before sending your electronic resume. Check, double-check, then ask someone else to proof your resume before you send it out.

7) Don’t bother to orient your previous experience with the job posted. Job hunters who make no attempt to customize their resumes to the job description will NOT be considered. Recruiters recommend that job hunters develop multiple resumes so that job hunters have different ways of portraying who they are and what they have been doing. They recommend preparing at least 3 different resumes that highlight different aspects of a job hunter’s experience and expertise.

For example, if you are brand new to the job market, you probably have had a major and a minor at college or a job or internship that would mean more to an employer. Thinking of yourself as a multi-faceted, multi-talented individual and reflecting that in your multiple resumes will result in more job possibilities and opportunities. 

8) Don’t limit each line in your resume to 65- 72 characters maximum to accommodate the size of any recruiter’s monitor. Most e-mail programs wrap text around at 72 characters. That means any line longer than 72 characters is going to be cut off and dropped down to the next line, making your resume look like it was hit by a chainsaw. Avoiding that 73rd character will help format the document so it stays organized and easy to read. And HR folks will love you for being so considerate!

9) Don’t bother to showcase your strong points first. Remember that newspaper articles include the most important information at the front of the article. The best parts of a job hunter’s resume should be up front, too. Don't make the recruiter scroll down through loads of information before getting to the good stuff.

10) Don’t bother to take your electronic resume out for a trial run. Job hunters should email their resume to themselves, their references, and their friends so that they catch technical problems and errors -- not a recruiter. They will help you make sure the text looks right on the screen and prints out correctly. Ask your editor to double check how the format looks when they receive a draft of your resume through email. What you think may look lovely on your screen may be a jumble of words on theirs!

11) Don’t take advantage of the subject line to capture a recruiter’s attention right away. Too many job hunters ignore the power of the subject line. They merely say "resume" or "response to job posting." Use it to write something clever about the job posting or at least use the full description of the job so that it will be very clear to the person who receives your email. Don’t leave them wondering!

12) Don’t include a cover letter before you insert your electronic resume. It sounds like a no-brainer but many applicants for jobs don't include letters with their electronic resumes. Cover letters that accompany electronic resumes should be brief and concise. Keep in mind that recruiters want you to introduce yourself, they want to see how you write, and they want to see you make a case for why the position they need to fill is the one you're right for. Be sure to indicate which position you're applying for, what your qualifications are, and what you can contribute to the company.

