

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


CVs


In A Week


David McWhir




David McWhir has been involved in management and training consultancy for over 25 years. He has worked with private, public and not-for-profit organizations across the world, including most of Europe, USA, China, India and the Middle East. With an MA in Psychology and thousands of hours of experience in training and coaching individuals to reach their potential, he is well aware of what employers look for from their new hires.


With a practical and humorous approach to the advice he offers, David is particularly interested in helping new generations prepare themselves for the world of work. He lives in Loughborough, UK, and has four children.




Introduction


Alongside your passport, your CV is one of the most important documents you possess. In many ways, it is as important as your passport, enabling someone at a gateway to decide whether you can pass to the next stage of your career. Unlike a passport, however, a CV is a document that you can strengthen and develop as your career progresses. In fact, the phrase curriculum vitae, for which CV is an abbreviation, means ‘life path’. Look after your CV and its accurate representation of your career achievements will serve you well as you move to new career challenges.


This book will help you build, maintain and navigate your way around your own successful CV. Career-wise it remains the single most important means of getting yourself noticed and in you reaching that critical first-stage interview.


As well as having a behavioural sciences degree and having consulted to a large number of public, private and not-for-profit organizations across the world, I have spent many years in business as a manager, sifting through CVs, and will share with you the key elements of a CV that make it stand out (for the right reasons).


Prospective employers vary widely in the degree of sophistication they apply in assessing CVs as the first stage of finding the right job candidate. Increasingly, organizations are turning to professional recruitment agencies to undertake the first stage of assessment. A number of others have started to use software to pick up on key words and phrases in electronically submitted CVs. What is clear is that, in economically challenging times, organizations are necessarily ruthless in reducing the high volumes of CVs they receive down to manageable numbers. In order to stand a realistic chance of passing through this rigorous first stage, your CV must be extremely well constructed, concise and relevant.
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Refer to this book every time you amend your CV (which, as we shall see, should be done every time you apply for a new role), and this discipline will ensure that you give yourself the best means of portraying your skills, experience and most important qualities in a way that managers and the increasingly used external recruitment agencies expect.


A proportion of what is contained in this book may fall under what can be called common sense. In my time, however, I have seen many CVs that do not even come close to meeting what would be called minimum standards. I have therefore included every relevant detail I can think of, whether obvious to me or not, in the hope that it will help you get the role you desire.


I will use the term ‘CV’ throughout this book as a description of the document initially presented to a potential employer, in which you describe your career and achievements to date. In some cultures and countries, such a document is referred to as a resumé (or résumé) and there is some debate as to differences between the two documents. However, any differences are essentially a matter of style rather than in core content.


Throughout the course of this book, I will also refer to the role applied for as a ‘position’, ‘job’ or ‘vacancy’ and in doing so I am referring to the same thing. I will also refer to the organization to which you apply for a role by a range of descriptions, simply for the sake of variety. Therefore, terms such as ‘employer’, ‘prospective employer’, ‘employing organization’ and ‘potential employer’ mean the same thing. However, it is worth pointing out at this stage that a CV or similar representation of one’s skills, experience and achievements is equally important for the increasing number of people who operate as self-employed or agency personnel looking to win contracts or other types of work where any type of selection process is involved.
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Today we will explore what organizations generally look for when assessing the CVs they receive for a particular role. Due to demographics and challenging economic pressures, securing a role, whether it is your first position or a step up in your career, is increasingly competitive. We therefore focus on how to increase the odds of your CV getting you through to the critical first interview stage.


The truth is that no matter how good your interview and interpersonal skills, one small error in your CV could prevent you having the opportunity to demonstrate those skills to a potential employer.


In this chapter we will look at:


•  points to consider before you start to write your CV


•  how a prospective employer will typically deal with your CV.
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The press often carries stories about seemingly industrious and committed individuals who have submitted tens if not hundreds of CVs (or to be more accurate, the same CV tens or hundreds of times) but appear unlucky not to have secured even one interview from their efforts. Is this indeed simply bad luck or is there something significantly amiss in their approach?


One of the problems in mass mailing the same CV to multiple organizations is that to the potential employer that is exactly what it looks like. It says to them that you are looking for any role and will take the first opportunity that comes along. While it is perfectly understandable for someone to adopt this approach if they are desperate to generate income, it is unlikely, other than in the most fortunate of circumstances, to get you the role that you desire. If you do secure a job using this technique, it is unlikely to be one that you will stay with for long, since the chances of your skills and the job’s requirements matching will be slim – leading you or the organization to look for a way out.


Points to consider before creating your CV


You may feel under pressure to get a job, or increase your income by moving role and be tempted to take the mass numbers approach described above. However, you are more likely to be successful if you take the following key steps.


Step 1


Be absolutely honest with yourself about what you want to do in your life and what types of role you enjoy. Think about which roles you are suited to through your skills, qualifications, experience and personality.


You may not necessarily secure your ideal role immediately but knowing what you are aiming for and being able to articulate your career goals will make you a more plausible candidate, not only from your CV but in the event that you are successful in getting to the interview stage.


Step 2


Seek feedback from family and friends as to what they see as being your strengths as well as areas that you may need to work on. Having, and admitting to, aspects of performance you need to improve is absolutely acceptable. In fact, many organizations are particularly interested in individuals who have recognized areas of development in themselves and have done something to address them.


Step 3


Invest time in understanding what a potential employer is looking for when they publicize a job vacancy. If your skills and experience are well below or, indeed, well above the required levels, it is unlikely that your CV will get you through to the interview stage. Although it is tempting to manipulate the description of your skills and experience to those requested, any gaps are likely to be identified by a competent interviewer, or when you actually start in the role.


An active decision not to continue an application based on a ruthless appraisal of the job description for the role in question will be to your advantage in the long term, because you will then be more likely to focus on roles that do fit your career goals.


Step 4


Thoroughly research the employment sectors you are interested in. Most sectors have a range of specialist publications which not only include vacancies in that particular sector but carry articles on issues and trends of relevance to it. An awareness of current issues within the sector of interest to you will place you in a good light with a potential interviewer as well as helping you understand what types of achievement will be of particular interest in a CV.


Spend time getting to know individuals already employed in that sector or role. Find out how they got into their role; what skills and experience their employers find particularly attractive in their employees; what roles are in demand and which organizations appear to be growing stronger (or doing less well, and which you may wish to avoid).


Step 5


It is important that you keep your skills and experience current while you research your next career step. Even if you are already in a role and looking to move internally to a different role, an employer will welcome evidence that you have continued to improve your skills. Recruiters often use phrases such as ‘drifted’, ‘coasted’ or ‘reached a plateau’ to describe an applicant who appears from their CV to lack direction or purpose. It is vitally important that you are seen as proactive in the progression and ownership of your own career.


There are a number of skills that are core to many positions. These can be categorized broadly into:


•  interpersonal and communication skills


•  IT and computer literacy skills


•  time and project management skills


•  managing a budget.


Demonstration of increased competence in any of these aspects, together with proficiency in any specialist skills required, are positive aspects to be included in your CV.


How a prospective employer typically deals with your CV


From experience, I believe that there are up to five common stages of CV review that will determine whether you and your CV get to the next stage of the selection process – this normally meaning the first-stage interview.


Not all potential employers will follow all five stages and others may amalgamate or reorder two or more of these. However, if you test your CV against what follows, you will increase your chances in getting through to the next stage of the selection process.
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The glance over


This is a very quick scan across the first page for ‘look and feel’. It may stagger you to learn that many organizations can reduce the CV pile by up to 90 per cent at this stage, without the reviewer having read a complete sentence in the document. Indeed, some organizations and recruiters are now using software at the first stage in order to identify key words and phrases of interest as well as negative aspects such as spelling mistakes.


Reasons for rejection at this stage include the following.


•  Spelling errors – even just one. Many CV reviewers can spot a spelling error the second they raise the document to read; it immediately catches their attention. The view runs that this is a document you have had time to craft and check before submitting to an organization as an indicator of you at your best. With resources such as online spell checkers, the traditional dictionary and a family member or friend to check your document, there is no excuse for spelling errors. These are often interpreted by CV reviewers as being from someone who has hurried through the exercise, has poor attention to detail or is indiscriminately churning out CVs by the dozen. Whichever way, these are not impressions that are seen positively by most potential employers.


•  Fonts that are too small, difficult to read or in different colours. These just take too much effort to read. As such, a CV may be rejected within a few seconds, regardless of the skills or experience of the CV’s owner.


•  Opening personal statements that are not backed up by evidence – and usually exaggerated, often baffling and frequently written in the third person. Such statements are normally ignored but can be cause for immediate rejection if they are particularly clichéd or outrageous in their claims: ‘Joe Smith is a dynamic and indomitable individual who is a huge asset to any team. He is simultaneously a team player while striving to lead those around him in surpassing objectives.’


The read through


Having passed the ‘glance over’ stage, your CV will then be subject to a more studied and structured examination. Your challenge for this stage is to make the reviewer read your complete CV without finding cause for rejection.
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What the reviewer is looking for in particular now is:


•  the relevance of your skills and experience to the role, particularly those deemed essential for the job


•  evidence/indicators of your ability to perform at the level of the role or, indeed, slightly above it


•  indicators of your approach to work and general attitude.


To increase your chances of successfully navigating the ‘read through’ stage and getting to the interview stage, you may wish to use my CAREER acronym:


•  Complete: Your CV should be up to date and cover your career achievements to date. Unexplained gaps are likely to lead to immediate rejection, so any periods of non-work such as family time or unemployment should be covered – be truthful and give reasons for these particular periods. The majority of organizations understand that such absences from work occur and are accepting of them if reasons are provided. Please do not mistake ‘complete’ for ‘lengthy’. If the prospective employer requires further detail, they will ask for it at the interview stage; your CV needs to be succinct and accurate.


•  Authentic: The one sure-fire way to get your CV rejected is to include material that is exaggerated or even completely untrue (in other words, a lie). Such an approach is likely to be uncovered at the interview stage when it becomes clear that you cannot back up a statement. Even if inaccuracies are not identified and you do secure the position, it is still possible to be dismissed months, if not years, later if your CV is found to be inaccurate. This will cause problems not only for the current job but for future progression, because your employer may point out this issue to future potential employers seeking references.


•  Relevant: As the next section explains, most positions are now defined by a job description, providing details of roles and responsibilities. The reviewer will be looking for the relevance and ‘fit’ of your CV to the job description for the position in question. It is important, therefore, that you invest time in reading and understanding the job description before tailoring and submitting your CV for this particular job.


Think about the roles you have undertaken and what you have achieved. How can you word these achievements to demonstrate how you can apply your successful approach to the requirements of the new role? Organizations continue to rely heavily on the view that previous behaviours are a reliable indicator of your future performance. If you can demonstrate that you are already performing many elements of the role for which you are applying, you will increase your chances of getting to the interview stage.
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•  Evidenced: Be prepared to back up at the interview stage any statements you make within your CV. Test each statement you make with a possible question that an interviewer might ask to ‘go deeper’ into a particular statement or element of your career to date. Think about how you will answer such questions on the basis of what you included in your CV. Assemble additional material that can be used to support your CV at the interview stage. Unless specifically asked to do so, you should not include such additional material with your CV. Instead, prepare it alongside your CV for use at the next stage.


[image: image]


View your CV as a series of signposts that highlight different aspects and achievements in your career to date.
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At the interview stage, the interviewer may ask for further evidence to support statements you make in your CV. For example, you may say in your CV: ‘I was the top performing sales person at my present organization in the previous year, beating my personal annual target by 25 per cent.’ Assuming this statement is relevant to the role in question, such a statement is likely to make a positive impression on the CV reviewer and add support to the decision to ask you to attend an interview. At the interview stage, be prepared to provide documentation that confirms your statement and to answer questions that search behind the statement for evidence of your personal contribution to such an outcome: ‘How did you achieve this result?’ or ‘What planning did you do and what steps did you take?’


•  Emotionally intelligent: An increasingly important quality considered by potential employers is your ability to interact effectively with people around you. Even if the intended role involves a significant proportion of time working on your own, most employers are looking for individuals who can communicate effectively with customers, colleagues and their manager. Therefore, your CV should include evidence of your ability to interact with other individuals and of self-awareness, a key element of emotional intelligence.


For more information on this topic, I would recommend Daniel Goleman’s book Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ (Bloomsbury Publishing, 1996). There are also many articles and discussions on the Internet on this important topic.


•  Referenced: Any elements you include in your CV should be capable of being backed up at the interview stage or via further reference checks by the potential employer. Information contained in your CV should be consistent with information a potential employer may obtain from previous employers and from other sources such as social media.
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To help you plan your CV, try checking it against the CAREER acronym. Your successful CV should be:
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