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Cover Letters


In A Week


Patricia Scudamore & Hilton Catt




Patricia Scudamore and Hilton Catt have many years’ experience of working in recruitment, enabling them to bring the perspective of both employer and candidate. They have written over 25 books based on their experience of what it takes to make careers work in today’s rapidly changing and uncertain world. They were among the first to embrace the idea of people taking on the job of managing their own careers as opposed to leaving it to employers to do the thinking for them. They have seen for themselves the richness and diversity modern careers can offer and one of the central themes in their work is exploiting this richness and diversity to the full. They have written a number of other books in the Teach Yourself series. You can visit their website at scudamorecatt.com and their blog site at patriciascudamorehiltoncatt.com




Introduction


Over the course of the coming week we are going to teach you everything you need to know about:


•  putting together a good cover letter


•  understanding the important part cover letters play in moving job applications to successful conclusions


•  how to use this knowledge to your advantage.


Starting on Sunday, read the book a chapter a day so over the week you will build up an expert appreciation of what it takes to make cover letters work for you across a wide range of situations.


On Sunday we will look at how important it is to make a good first impression and the vital part cover letters have to play in getting job applications off to a good start.


Cover letters are what employers read first. If what they see interests them, they’ll look at your CV. If, on the other hand, they see nothing that interests them they might give your CV a miss, meaning that’s the end of the road as far as your chances of getting the job are concerned. The impact your cover letter makes is, therefore, vital. We will also be looking at the importance of correct grammar and spelling and how to avoid your application going nowhere for this reason alone.


On Monday we will consider how all employers are different. What interests one won’t necessarily interest another and catering for this diversity is important. At the same time we will show what you can do to make your cover letters ‘employer friendly’, which is the start of the all-important process of making employers want to engage with you.


Then on to Tuesday when we will look at what you need to put in a cover letter and how to set it out in a way which will be both (a) acceptable to the recipient and (b) eye-catching. There are dos and don’ts to follow. There are different dos and don’ts for cover letters that are going to be emailed.


Unless you happen to work in some highly specialized field, jobs which have been advertised on the open or ‘visible’ market are going to draw in large numbers of applicants. On Wednesday we will show you how to design a cover letter specifically for the purpose of engaging and overcoming competition.


Thursday, on the other hand, will focus on the tricky job of designing a speculative cover letter for the ‘invisible’ market. Unsolicited job applications call for a more thought-out approach and we will tell you what works and what doesn’t.


On Friday we will look at cover letters for registering with recruitment consultants (agencies) – people who will try to find a job for you but where the challenge is making sure they understand what you want.


Finally, on Saturday, we will look at how, with practice, you can learn and get better at writing cover letters.
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Today you will learn about good first impressions and why it is important to make them.


Cover letters occupy a special place in the stages through which a job application passes on its journey from you seeing an opportunity that interests you to what you hope will be a successful conclusion. Cover letters are what employers read first. Up to when your letter comes out of the envelope or arrives in an email, employers know nothing about you. They have no preconceived opinions on your suitability for the job, so the stage is set for you to convince them that it is you and not any of the others they should be taking seriously.


A simplified view of cover letters is that they act as appetisers. If your cover letter does its job, your CV gets read. If your CV does its job, you get an interview, and so on. However, what this simplified view fails to take into account is how well-written cover letters can go on working for you right the way through to the final stages of selection. We will explain how this happens as we take you through today’s lesson.





The halo effect


If you have read another of our books in this series (Job Applications In A Week) you will already know about the halo effect.


The halo effect is the tendency to see some good points in a candidate at the start of the selection process and, from there on, to ignore any flaws which come to light. Professional interviewers are taught to beware of halo effects. They can lead to the wrong candidate getting the job.


The halo effect in reverse


What a lot of people don’t realize is that the halo effect can work the other way round. Bad points can register at the beginning and, from there on, it is quite hard to make a comeback.


First impressions stick


The halo effect teaches us:


1  the importance of first impressions


2  how first impressions stick


3  how, once first impressions are formed, they are very hard to shift.


First impressions and cover letters


Cover letters occupy a unique place. They are what employers read first, so how they are seen, good or bad, will play an important part in determining what happens next. For example, a cover letter which arrives written on a scruffy piece of paper and full of spelling mistakes might mean the CV which accompanies it ends up being thrown in the bin without being read. Even if the CV does get a reading, an impression has already formed in the employer’s mind and it hardly needs saying the impression won’t be favourable and could be a strong factor in deciding who goes on the interview list and who doesn’t.
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Anyone who has worked in recruitment will tell you how common it is to find CVs which have had a lot of thought put into their preparation accompanied by cover letters which look like they’ve been dashed off in five minutes without anyone bothering to check them. In some cases it is difficult to believe the cover letters and CVs have been written by the same person.




Key point


It’s no use spending hours crafting a great CV unless you are prepared to put the same level of time and effort into crafting an equally great cover letter. The two go together. One without the other doesn’t work.





Make the most of the opportunity


There are still people out there who feel they can dispense with cover letters. They send in job applications attached to business cards or to home-made compliments slips. Alternatively, the cover letters they write consist of no more than a simple sentence or two, such as ‘I wish to apply for the position of [ ]. A copy of my CV is enclosed. Yours sincerely’.


How such applications are received depends to a large extent on who reads them. Some employers may take the view that the person who sent in the application couldn’t take the trouble to write a cover letter (a proper one); that would be a bad first impression. However, there is a much bigger point to be made here and it is this. A cover letter is an opportunity to make a good first impression, and missing the opportunity is a pity. Particularly in competitive situations (where jobs have been widely advertised and where there will be hundreds of other applicants), the need to score good first impressions is vital, and what better place to do it than in a cover letter?


An integral part of your CV


This is important. See your cover letter as an integral part of your CV – the front page, if you like. As we shall see later in the week, a cover letter serves the function of drawing out and précising the key points in your CV vis-à-vis the job for which you are applying. Like the front page of a newspaper, you are saying to your readers ‘These are the headlines but you’ll find lots more interesting stuff inside.’




Key point


In the business of getting jobs see a great cover letter and a great CV as the winning team.





How a cover letter goes on working for you


We have seen how good first impressions have a vital part to play in moving job applications forward. We have seen how, once you’ve made good first impressions, they stay there and go on working for you. What we also need to consider is that, as a job application progresses, it brings in more and more people. For example, if you get put on a short list, the Human Resources Manager who saw you at the first interview will hand your papers over to another manager (perhaps the person who will be your boss if you get the job). The top item on your papers will be your cover letter, so now a fresh pair of eyes will be looking at it – someone else whose first impressions of what they see need to be good.


Bad English


Cover letters full of spelling mistakes, bad grammar, incorrect word usage and apostrophes in the wrong place don’t go down well with employers. Now is perhaps an opportune moment to say a few words about how much damage job applicants inflict on themselves by not paying sufficient attention to their English.
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When all is said and done, it is the responsibility of each one of us to make sure that anything we put in a cover letter (or, for that matter, a CV) projects an image which is consistent with the one we want to project. What we don’t want to be seen as is someone who is careless or doesn’t have the capacity to pay attention to detail, but sadly this is how cover letters and CVs riddled with mistakes come across. The people who put them together couldn’t be bothered to check them properly and, to an employer, this doesn’t say a lot for how the same people are going to get on when they’re given some real responsibilities.


Later in the week we will be coming back to the subject of making sure that what you’re writing won’t be sending shudders down the spines of employers who read it!


Spellcheckers


There is nothing wrong with spellcheckers but people can and do place too much reliance on them. A survey recently commissioned by the learning disability charity Mencap highlighted the fact that spellcheckers have given many people a false impression of their spelling ability. Because they’ve used the spellchecker they think anything they write is fine. They don’t proofread, they don’t get out the dictionary, they don’t go to the trouble of getting a second opinion and the result is they let themselves down badly. The even bigger problem for these people is that no one ever tells them why their applications keep on ending up on the reject pile. They go on sending in letters and CVs riddled with mistakes.




Warning!


Don’t run away with the idea that the problem of letters and CVs full of mistakes is confined to school-leavers and recent graduates. On the contrary, we see many examples of letters written by well-qualified professionals, people applying for senior and top management jobs, which are equally bad.


Footnote: the grammar and sentence construction in some cover letters is so bad they don’t make sense.





Standard cover letters


We have already looked at cover letters consisting of nothing other than ‘Please see attached CV’. Almost as bad – for reasons we’ll explain shortly – is the sort of standard cover letter people keep in template form in the documents stored on their computer. Even worse is the standard letter which is printed off with blank spaces which people then fill in with their not always terribly tidy handwriting.


What’s wrong with standard cover letters?


Apart from the usual opening and closing paragraphs, they typically give a thumbnail sketch of the applicant: e.g. qualifications, background, current employment, main responsibilities. The constraints of keeping the letter to one page of A4 then tend to kick in, so the employer reading it sees nothing that’s greatly relevant to the position they’re seeking to fill. Once again the opportunity to score points is missed and the cover letter and the CV that goes with it stand a fair chance of ending up on the same pile as those of all the other applicants who don’t seem to have anything interesting to offer.


To employers who see a lot of job applications, standard cover letters:


•  are instantly recognizable


•  suggest minimal effort has gone into preparing them


•  project an image of someone who doesn’t overexert themselves


•  project an image (perhaps) of someone who is applying for jobs all the time, i.e. not the kind of person who will be a long-term asset to the business.


Again, tomorrow’s lesson will have a lot more to say about making cover letters do what you want them to do. A prominent message will be the need to engage employers with what interests them, not bland personal statements of the kind which will make them want to switch off.

Pay attention to detail


To people who have never worked in recruitment, it may be surprising to learn just how many cover letters come in with the name of the people to whom they’re addressed spelt incorrectly or similar mistakes in the spelling of the names of businesses and/or their addresses. We say surprising because, in the majority of cases, all the applicant had to do was copy what appeared in an advertisement.


Since there can be no other explanation for these lapses apart from carelessness, the message here is always, always pay attention to detail. Needless to say, people who make silly mistakes don’t endear themselves to employers. In the world of business, silly mistakes cost money.


Using your cover letter to project a good first impression


So what you need to focus on when you design a cover letter is the impact it will make when it lands on someone’s desk. Will it make a good first impression? Or will it let you down and put the kiss of death on your application?


Here is a list of dos and don’ts on presentation which will help you


•  to avoid some of the more common mistakes people make


•  to ensure your cover letters make a good first impression when they arrive at their destination.




Do use black ink on standard white A4 paper.


Don’t use coloured ink or paper because neither looks good if for any reason your cover letter has to be faxed or photocopied. The same goes for email, where some of the businesses you write to might print your letter off on a black and white printer.


Don’t handwrite cover letters. It looks old-fashioned and, more importantly, you lose the capacity to draft, edit and make corrections.


Do stick to conventional fonts such as Arial or Times New Roman.


Don’t try to catch employers’ eyes by using fancy fonts and graphics. Keep it plain and simple.


Don’t, in your efforts to get everything on one sheet of paper, try to save space by resorting to font sizes which will have your readers searching for their glasses (or conversely not bothering).


Do take care when printing off, especially on inkjet printers, where blots and smudges can become a problem.


Do take care with where you store the paper you use for your cover letters (and CVs). A waft of stale cigarette smoke or the smell of last night’s fry-up as it comes out of the envelope at the other end won’t do much for you on the first impressions front.


Do use a standard A4 white envelope.


Don’t fold your cover letter and CV to make them fit in a small envelope. They will forever bear the crease marks and it runs the risk of someone at the other end with a not too clean pair of hands trying to smooth them out.


Do keep it concise. Achieve conciseness by keeping it relevant.


Do stick to the default settings when it comes to the width of margins or the spaces at the top and bottom of pages.


Don’t try to squeeze more in by using every square centimetre of space available.


Do leave a clear line space between each of your paragraphs.


Don’t try to cram more in by cutting down on white space.


Do remember to sign it.


Note: there will be more on setting out cover letters when we get to Tuesday.











	Conclusion





	
Making a good first impression will set your job applications off on the right track. Today we have been looking at how cover letters, written with some thought and effort, are the starting point of a process which will hopefully end with you walking away with the offer of a job in your hand. The role of cover letters is often misunderstood. They are seen as serving no purpose other than providing the anchor point for attaching your CV. As a result, little attention is paid to what goes in them and a golden opportunity is missed for scoring important points right at the very start. An opportunity has also been missed for the same points to keep finding their mark with people who come into the selection process later on and who, by definition, will have a large say in whether you get the job or not.


Also today you have seen how silly mistakes in cover letters can and do put employers off. The mistakes stick out like a sore thumb and are in most cases the result of carelessness and failure to check letters properly before they are emailed or put in the post. The idea is for people to catch employers’ eyes with their skills and abilities, not their bad grammar and spelling mistakes!
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