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Meet the author


Any CV can be made to sparkle if you get two things right: language and layout. Sounds too simple? Well, it’s exactly what professional CV writers do for their clients every day – and with amazing results. Good writing can transform an entire CV, making it sound more purposeful and positive, while great presentation hauls your best points into the spotlight.


My own experience comes from both sides of the fence. I wrote my first CV relatively late, already 19, for a dream sales job with a company car. Three years later I waved goodbye to the Vauxhall Cavalier after landing a job in a recruitment agency, where I developed my appreciation for well-crafted CVs. I sourced and interviewed candidates, tailoring their CVs to suit specific opportunities. Working with the same clients again and again was a great incentive to write glowing yet realistic CVs which sold candidates strongly, but which they could live up to. By applying the same skills I was able to move into trade marketing myself before I finally quit corporate life to become a freelance, specializing in something I felt I’d become pretty good at: CV writing. Since then I’ve helped more than 400 people, from school leavers to managers, to improve their image on paper and win over potential employers.


It’s my belief that anyone can learn how to do what a good CV writer does. To have a powerful CV you don’t need to be an experienced business executive, nor do you have to pay someone else a fortune to write it. All you need is some simple techniques, the time to ask yourself the right questions and the patience to refine your answers until they shine.


It’s a widely known fact that how you talk about yourself often carries more weight than your actual ability. No, that doesn’t mean you should fiddle your exam grades or invent qualifications, jobs and promotions to order. Untruths and exaggerations might make you feel more confident but they don’t add real power to a CV – plenty of intelligent, skilled executives have appalling CVs – and lying only works against you in the long run. This book focuses instead on helping you change how you think, write and talk about yourself. It is possible to convince recruiters you are worth employing and still keep a clear conscience.


I realized many years ago that people whose CVs get them invited to job interviews are rarely ‘naturally gifted’ writers. They’re often not the most skilled or experienced applicants either. The CVs that generate interviews are sent in by people who appreciate the simple fact that words, and how you use them, really do matter.


Julie Gray




Foreword


Dear Reader,


I have known Julie Gray for quite some time. I founded The CV Centre in 1998 and made the wise decision to hire Julie very early on. We have worked together ever since; she is now one of my Senior Consultants and The CV Centre is now the UK’s leading CV consultancy.


As a professional CV writer, Julie sees every single day which CVs really achieve results. This puts her in an excellent position to help you to create a truly exceptional CV of your own. She tells you exactly what to put in, exactly what to leave out, and what kind of a ‘spin’ to put on your CV, to ensure that it will stand right out from the competition.


Never forget that getting it right is the difference between getting your foot in the door for an interview, or ending up in the ‘no thank you’ pile – also known as the bin! Getting it right is absolutely essential if you are to achieve your full career potential.


No matter what your age, background, job and level of experience, Julie can help you to create a CV that really works for you.


This book condenses the same proven methodology we use every day with our clients and contains all the tips and – dare I say it – tricks, that you need. Julie cuts through all the debate and opinion about CVs and shows you what really works from the recruiter’s point of view – what we have proved to work.


I wish you the very best of luck in your future career. Reading this book will undoubtedly help to maximize your chances of success.


Kind regards,
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James Innes


Managing Director, The CV Centre


Author: The CV Book; The Interview Book; Brilliant Cover Letters




1: Only got a minute?



If you’ve got one minute to read this, you’re spending longer than many recruiters will spend reading your CV. That doesn’t mean it’s not worth learning to write one – in fact the opposite is true. Teaching yourself to write an effective CV, instead of sending a poor quality one or paying someone else to write it, has enormous benefits beyond increasing your chances of getting an interview. The writing process itself can help to improve your understanding of employers’ needs, awareness of your own skills, communication style, presentation and confidence.


Words matter


The words you use say a lot about you: they can give insight into your attitudes, beliefs and strengths, hopes, fears and weaknesses. They can also cause misunderstandings. A CV must be clear: convincing yet impressive, concise yet alluring, and true to who you are. The key is to be positive, while always thinking about things from a recruiter’s perspective.


Build a factsheet


Your starting point is building your factsheet. This contains all the information you might need including personal details, qualifications and employment dates. Understanding what employers need and want to know is essential, as well as knowing which things you can (or indeed should) leave out.


Look at your skills


Spend time analysing your own skills. Identify which skills you have and think up concrete examples of when you’ve put these skills to good use and what the result was. Examples can come from paid or unpaid work, interests or personal life. Useful techniques like SHORTlisting (see Chapter 4) can help you to distil these into short, punchy bullet points.


Create a generic CV


Set the tone for your CV with a brief summary or profile, based on the skills you’ve identified. Add your objectives and that’s your draft ‘generic’ CV – the foundation for all that follows. Your time and effort is then best spent honing your language and adding power.


Refine, refine, refine


 




	Your words … to suggest a person of action, with purpose, who delivers benefits.


	Your sentences … to keep them short, meaningful and relevant.


	Your section order … to keep ‘what you offer an employer’ firmly in the spotlight.





Always remind the reader why they should be interviewing you.


Target


The final edit is your most important: targeting or tailoring your CV. Showing an employer you don’t want just any job, but this one in particular, working for them. Do your research, and explain clearly why the fit between you, this role and this employer is so perfect. Target covering letters and application forms the same way.


Layout and presentation


Once the writing is finished, this takes over; it must be as strong as your CV content. Select the layout and format that feels right. Always do a quality check before sending. Keep your CV up to date and consider other (practical) ways to improve its basic content.


That’s it. Time to get started. Teach yourself a valuable new skill: how to write a great CV.





5: Only got five minutes?


If you’ve got five minutes to read this, you’re taking about five times as long as a typical recruiter will to read your CV. That doesn’t mean you should invest an equal amount of effort in writing it, although many CVs look as though that’s what happened.


A poor CV doesn’t mean you are a poor employee. Brilliant senior managers and experienced leaders frequently turn out disappointing CVs while school leavers and graduates may excel. Weak CVs tend to result from a lack of knowledge, skill or effort.


If you truly lacked effort it’s unlikely you’d be reading this, so it’s probably safe to say this book is targeted at anyone who feels they lack sufficient knowledge or skill to write themselves a powerful CV. Fortunately, you can teach yourself both.


You will be guided through a writing process: a way of picking out the most relevant information from your mind and then refining it, again and again, until it makes the impact you deserve. Aimed at all levels of CV writer, the focus is on getting your language right before moving on to layout and overall presentation.


Hard copy


There’s no doubt about it, writing is the hardest way you can communicate. No tone of voice, gesture or facial expression can help you to clarify your meaning and make sure someone understands you properly. Words, just words, on paper or screen. Words that a reader can interpret any way they choose.


Have you ever taken offence at an email, only to find the sender didn’t mean it the way you thought? Or got a text reply you weren’t expecting because the recipient misunderstood your text? When something like this happens, you normally have an opportunity to resolve the situation but when a potential employer misses the point or misunderstands you, it’s too late. Your CV is in the bin and there is no second chance.


Write right


Your writing needs to be spot on right from the very start of your CV. It should attract and then hold the reader’s attention until they have read and understood enough about you to put you on their interview shortlist. Powerful CVs need to be impressive yet thoroughly convincing, concise yet still inviting – and, above all, a true reflection of your best points.


With time and some guidance, you can learn to write a powerful CV. The key is to think positively and to evaluate everything from a recruiter’s perspective instead of your own.


In their shoes


A common complaint from recruiters is that, when writing their CV, the applicant didn’t take into account what the employer wanted. Yet, strangely enough, that’s the whole point of your CV: to show an employer that you understand what’s required and that you meet those requirements.


Employers need you to prove how you can be of benefit to their business: can you save them time, work hard, increase sales, be accurate, manage risk, develop staff, save money, motivate colleagues, meet targets or make a profit?


The most important word in the sentence above is ‘prove’: employers need reassurance that you are not making empty claims. Keep that in mind while writing, and you’ll be well on your way to creating an employer’s dream CV.


Preparation


A little preparation always helps writing flow more easily. There are certain basic facts, figures and dates you will always need on a CV: dates worked, certificates for qualifications, letters of commendation or promotion, etc. Find these first, keep them safe, and use them to create a basic, accurate factsheet to refer to – not just during your CV writing but throughout your job hunt.


Generic and specialist skills


If you’re not sure what you’re good at, let alone how to prove it to someone, focus on the types of skills that every employer will value. These ten generic skills are explained in detail along with examples and will help you kick start the process of assessing your own skills.


Once you find a skill on the list that you’re good at, your next challenge is to think of concrete examples of how and when you’ve shown that skill, and the benefit it had. Examples can come from your work or (if you have little recent work experience) your personal life. Useful exercises like SHORTlisting (see Chapter 4) will help you distil these examples into brief, punchy bullet points: solid proof that you can place throughout your CV.


Once you’ve finished the generic skills list, you can move on to more specialist skills – and by now you’ll have got the hang of it. Every example you can think of is potential proof to an employer that the claims in your CV are genuine.


Claiming three skills you can demonstrate is more powerful than claiming ten skills that you can’t.


Start as you mean to go on


All the proof of skills you’re putting into your Employment History is great stuff, but however concise you are this can easily get lost among the other words. A useful way around this is to draft a summary Profile and Objective at the start of your CV, which highlights your best points.


Working backwards from your skill examples, you’ll find you can create a Profile and Objective quickly and easily. Find a style you’re comfortable with, and by now you’ve effectively written your draft ‘generic’ CV. A generic CV should never, ever end up on a recruiter’s desk – but it is the basis of everything else you will write.


The remainder of the book – and the majority of your time spent CV writing – is about honing content, language and style until this generic CV is as sharp as it can be. Incredibly, most people don’t bother doing this part but it’s what gives a CV real competitive edge. You will need that edge if you are to get interviews.


Be your own employer


Refining the language in your CV takes place in several stages, and each stage creates another layer of appeal. When you do this effectively, your CV sends the right messages.


The right words can suggest a person who takes action. One who is purposeful, intentional, knowingly takes control and delivers results.


The right phrasing reflects not just your skills but your personality, attracting employers in a way that’s unique to you.


The right sentences are short but clear, making your CV totally readable, quick to understand and instantly memorable.


The right structure keeps the spotlight on what you have to offer an employer, and makes it easy for them to find what they are looking for. All the way through it reminds them why they should interview you, and not someone else who has similar experience.


You may think it strange to spend so long refining the language in your generic CV, but this is what will really lift it up above every other. Language holds enormous power.


Be unique


A refined generic CV is rather like a finely polished piece of wood: it has natural beauty, but no one is going to spend very long looking at it and it isn’t memorable. Once you take this piece of wood and carve a unique sculpture from it, people start to pay attention.


Not only should your CV be unique compared to other people’s CVs, but every one you send should be different. Yes, every one. Just like handmade sculptures, no two applications you send should ever be identical – each CV should be carved from your generic CV according to the job or employer in question.


Flattery gets you everywhere


This final edit is the most important one: targeting (or tailoring) your CV. Many people talk about doing this, but very few ever actually do it properly.


Targeting is not just about mentioning an employer’s name somewhere in your CV and shuffling your sales and marketing experience nearer to the top of your Skills list.


Targeting is the art of showing an employer that you don’t just want any job, you want this one, working for them: explaining why there is such a great fit between you and them.


To target your CV effectively, you do need a certain amount of knowledge about the marketplace, the company and the role you are applying for. If you don’t have this knowledge, then take the time to do some research.


To convince an employer that you’re the one for them, you need to think just as seriously about how best to convince an employer that they’re the one for you. Who wouldn’t welcome an employee who longs to work for them? Weave these arguments into every section of your targeted CV.


Finishing touches


Only when the writing is done should layout or presentation take over. These aspects might come last for practical reasons, but it doesn’t diminish their importance in any way.


Layout and presentation must be as strong as your CV content. For some areas there are guidelines you should follow whereas for others you can express your preferences; it’s up to you to create a professional-looking layout and format that you feel comfortable with, while avoiding common mistakes.


Your finished CV must be legible, quick to read and with key details easy to pick out. It should also be perfect in that there are no mistakes: you may need to enlist some help.


A skill for life


The book doesn’t end with your completed CV. It will need to be sent out with a covering letter and perhaps an application form, maybe even a personal statement, and all these items need careful targeting too.


Fortunately the information from your generic CV will also form the basis of anything that accompanies your targeted CV, and the writing techniques are all the same.


Once your application is checked and posted, the interview is over and the job has been offered and accepted, that’s still not the end of it. Whatever may once have been the case, jobs are not lifelong companions: your generic CV needs to be kept up to date.


Regular checks and revisions are an essential part of good CV writing, just as assessing and developing your skills is a sensible way to manage your career.


Start now


You can never start too early or be too prepared for writing your own CV. The sooner you start, the greater your advantage over people who aren’t thinking about theirs yet.


Looking for a job is not a lottery. It’s not about playing a numbers game and hoping luck is on your side. Job hunting is a competition and, like any competition, you will gain the upper hand by studying, training, practising and ensuring you stay in good shape.


If you’re worried about the future, why not teach yourself CV writing today?




10: Only got ten minutes?


Ten minutes: long enough for a recruiter to read at least five CVs, perhaps as many as ten or even twenty on a busy day. But what’s the right amount of time to spend writing a CV? It depends on how serious you are about the job you want, because there aren’t really any shortcuts.


Preparation


If you want a CV, you’ll need to do the preparation – there’s no getting around it.


If you’re short of time you might have considered simply asking someone else to write it for you. How much time would that save you? Not as much as you might think, when you consider a writer can’t create a CV in a vacuum. You still need to provide all the underlying information: personal details, education, qualifications, employment history, track record, skills and evidence of them, achievements, advert for desired job, employer research, etc.


By the time you’ve done all that, you’d be most of the way through this book and would have a skeleton CV prepared. Hopefully you’d have already skimmed out details that weren’t relevant or didn’t add to your case. The only missing parts would be to do with refining the language you use and getting the layout right, the two aspects a CV writer could possibly help you with. Then again, you could learn to handle these elements yourself and thereby add a useful skill to your other talents.


Developing a skill


CVs have attributes in common with many other forms of written communication. Writing concisely, positively, persuasively and with relevance is a generally desirable trait: learning to do this for your CV could also benefit you in many other areas of your work.


Sending a good CV to an employer is also all the proof they need that your written communication skills are as excellent as you claim: they hold the evidence in their hands.


Thinking differently


Core to teaching yourself how to write a good CV is changing the way you think, write and talk about your capabilities.


Thinking differently doesn’t mean adopting a feel-good, tell-yourself-you-are-wonderful-in-the-mirror-every-morning kind of way. It means using a logical framework to understand what skills are important to employers, which of them you’re good at and, most importantly, how best to prove it on your CV.


As a side-effect, your self-belief will probably increase naturally as you go through this process. It can be quite hard to write about yourself confidently if, deep down, you don’t think you are anything particularly special. You may feel this way because you don’t really know what’s expected of you, or you’ve had repeated rejections using your current CV.


This book can help you see that the things which come most easily to you – and which you therefore tend not to place so much value on – are often important skills that other people envy and an employer would appreciate. Your talent for keeping people calm perhaps, or your ability to work out solutions that suit everyone. So don’t skip this step: take the time to consider all your possible strengths and how you demonstrate them. You may have more than you thought.


Once you’re in this frame of mind, and are focused on proving all your skills, the way you write about yourself will improve automatically.


Writing differently


Good writing is very rarely perfect first time. Even the most experienced novelist will write a first draft, then a second, followed by much editing. They’ll go through this process more than once. They’ll likely rewrite several chapters, maybe even delete some completely, and then edit everything again. Finally, they are done. Their manuscript is sent to their editor, whose feedback may be incorporated into it as well.


Very few people go to this kind of trouble with their CV. Yet why wouldn’t they? World fame and six-figure contracts don’t come to most novelists. It’s fair to say that a two-page CV could, by helping you land the job you want or need, generate far more income for you in just one year than a whole book can for an author. A book costs the reader less than a tenner, while employers are prepared to stake thousands of pounds on what they read in your CV. So why on earth do so many people expect their CV to be perfect first time?


If you haven’t rewritten and revised your CV at least four or five times, then you probably haven’t given it as much attention as you should. Rewriting doesn’t mean you’re a bad writer; it makes you a better one. Some people don’t bother rewriting or editing their CV because they feel they don’t have time. That’s down to motivation.


For others, it’s because they don’t really know what to change to make it any better. That’s something you can teach yourself how to do.


The main focus of this book is on writing, refining and targeting (another kind of rewriting) because these processes are so very fundamental to the success of your CV. Again, there is a logical framework to follow.


Writing CVs


At the initial writing stage, the emphasis is on putting in what every employer wants to see – proof.


Proof of your generic skills comes from your past actions. Examples of things you’ve done and the positive results you achieved. It’s usually best to do nothing but write at this stage; don’t try to evaluate the quality of the examples you are writing, just capture all your ideas on paper or on screen.


Your first set of revisions will be completed with the aid of a useful technique called SHORTlisting (see Chapter 4). Each example of your generic skills needs to meet several criteria, which you can check off as you build them in:


 




	Short (as it says on the tin)


	Honest (you be the judge)


	Outcome (the benefit of your actions)


	Realistic (i.e. believable)


	Transferable (useful to any role/employer).





SHORTlisted examples make for convincing proof.


You’ll then do the same for the specialist skills you have, although of course these often won’t be as transferable to other employers unless you’re staying in the same field.


Once your proof is as punchy as you can make it, the final writing task is to make everything as easy as possible for a busy recruiter.


The first person to read your CV may not have any job specific knowledge and they almost certainly won’t have hours to spend poring over it. So it needs to be clear and to the point.


A clever summary which refers to the proof in your CV, coupled with a clearly expressed objective, will lead any reader neatly into the body of your CV – but even if time dictates that they stop there, at least they will have picked up all your most salient points.


Refining CVs


Again, many people would be tempted to stop after the writing stage. After all, you’ve thought up the proof of your skills, captured it, made it punchy and even produced a summary for the truly time-starved recruiter. Surely that’s enough?


Well yes, it’s enough to be able to technically call it a CV, but it’s still in draft format. You’ve considered content, but not language or style. Language can be incredibly powerful so it’s important you use the right words.


Verbs, or action words, are critical; if you don’t use action words when describing yourself, then you won’t come across as a person who acts to benefit their employer. Every basic action word belongs to a bigger family of action words, some of which hold more power than others. ‘Made’ is a basic action word that has similar, but more powerful, alternatives. People who ‘invented’, ‘devised’, ‘created’, ‘built’, sound more skilled than people who ‘made’ things, even if they are effectively doing the same thing. These power alternatives should be used to start your sentences and begin your bullet points.


There are also ways to communicate how good you are using adjectives, or description. Being concise in a CV is not the same as writing the bare minimum.


If you were part of a sales team, just putting ‘member of the sales team’ is certainly brief, but is it powerful? It’s just a job description that hundreds of other salespeople could use. Including a word or two about what a great sales team it was will suddenly make you stand a foot taller than the ‘ordinary’ salespeople around you. Was it the league-winning, best-performing, highest-grossing, or most profitable sales team in the company? If it was, say so! If it wasn’t, find an aspect of your performance that was extraordinary: you might not be the top salesperson in the company overall, but perhaps you’ve sold more of the latest model photocopier than anyone else.


Honesty


With such a strong focus on words, it can be rather tempting to just launch into a dictionary and round up the biggest and most impressive-sounding words you can. You might even feel it’s okay to exaggerate or make a couple of things up, especially if it helps to conceal the areas you feel you are weak in.


It can’t be stressed strongly enough that lying on a CV is not a good approach. There’s no benefit to your CV as this should be focused on proof, not empty claims. If you get caught in a lie, the consequences are often fatal for your job prospects in that company.


Increasing numbers of employers are using pre-screening tests on applicants, because honesty is so important to them; employee fraud and dishonesty costs companies millions every year. When you lie on your CV it is more likely to prevent you getting an interview than to improve your chances.


Generally speaking, a false qualification or a fictional promotion adds less benefit to your CV than excellent writing throughout. What you can and should use, especially on what you may feel to be your problem areas, is an approach called honest spin. 


Honest spin


Honest spin is about taking a positive view of every event or situation and no, it’s not the same as blind optimism. Depending on your nature, the glass may be half empty or half full: either approach is absolutely fine. But spin is not about you, it’s about the employer. What they want to know is that there is water in your glass, they can drink it, and that you are capable of getting more into it. What they don’t need to know is how much you spilt when you tripped over.


When thinking about a potential problem on your CV, begin by writing your ‘positive story’. This focuses on the good aspects of a problem area; for example, the skills you’ve developed while unemployed. It doesn’t change the fact that you have not been working for a period of time, but it can switch the focus (and any discussion at interview) to what you’ve gained rather than what you may have lost.


Thinking about problem areas in advance is well worth doing: the right kind of spin can, even if unable to turn negatives into positives, at least distract attention from the main issue. Once you’ve refined your positive story and feel comfortable with it, it will also help you to talk as well as write more confidently.


Plain English


Concluding the section on refining language is jargon. Effectively a language all of its own with highly specialized speakers, jargon can be universal, industry-specific or company- and role-specific.


The basic guideline – in any context, not just CV writing – is that jargon should only be used when it adds to your audience’s understanding. Mostly you don’t know the audience for your CV: if it could confuse or raises doubt, leave it out. If you really can’t leave it out, then ensure you explain it. This is particularly true if you come from a specialized background or are changing industry, or are moving from military to civilian employment.


Targeting CVs


With all the refining of language that’s gone before, you may assume the writer’s role is now over. If you were writing a novel, that might be a reasonable assumption. In actual fact for a CV you’re still in full flow because the generic CV you’ve whittled and polished is now ready for its most important treatment: targeting. Once again, standing or sitting in the employers’ shoes is essential.


While all of the previous processes add layer upon layer of value to your CV, targeting it to a specific role and a specific employer is possibly the most instantly noticeable. Targeting should never be forgotten. Yet there are plenty of people who do just that: who make multiple copies of their generic CV and send it out en masse for different job applications.


Doing this could waste all the time you’ve spent so far because targeting is the most effective tool for securing an interview.


Targeting means tapping into all your knowledge about a company, its marketplace and its activities. If you don’t have much knowledge, make sure to top it up through research. You’ll need this to create a positive story about why you fit so well with this particular employer and why you really want to work for them in this role.


The feeling that you’re not being altogether genuine is a common one when you first begin targeting, but if your story is honest, well thought out and convincing then it can be a very powerful tool.


A recruiter who opens your envelope to see that you mention their company by name twice, have a long-standing passion for their products and have some valuable skills to contribute, is unlikely to dismiss your CV out of hand. This kind of flattery is potent. Who wouldn’t want to employ someone who is genuinely keen to work for their company over someone who simply wants a job?


If you’re serious about convincing an employer you’re the one for them, think hard about convincing an employer that they’re the one for you.


The process of targeting your CV can act as fantastic interview preparation: when you do get the good news, you’ll already have answers in mind for many of the likely questions.


Targeting letters and other accompaniments


Your CV may be there to get you an interview, but your covering letter is there to get your CV read in the first place. As a result, it needs to draw from your targeted CV and be itself highly targeted, using the same language style and power techniques learned while CV writing to stand out from the pile of letters a recruiter will receive.


Being creative with your covering letter can be a good thing within the framework of the information you need to include. The structure isn’t quite as formal as a CV which means you can include additional information that has no place on your CV. Quoting references or testimonials from previous employers can be a great way to demonstrate proof of your ability in a novel way. You can also mention relevant activities that may lie in the future – such as a course you have booked – to show how serious you are.
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