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THE CV COACH


Hilton Catt and Patricia Scudamore




MEET THE COACHES


Patricia Scudamore and Hilton Catt have 35 years’ combined experience of interviewing and preparing candidates. Between them they bring the perspective of both recruiter and interviewee. From backgrounds in HR management, they set up their own business in 1988 and began writing on careers subjects 15 years ago. They have now written more than 20 books based on their experience of what it takes to make careers work in today’s rapidly changing and uncertain world.


Patricia and Hilton 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 recurring themes in their work is exploiting this richness and diversity to the full. They view writing books as the best way to spread their messages to the greatest number of people. Their other books in the Teach Yourself series include Successful Career Change In A Week (2013), Successful Cover Letters In A Week (2013) and Successful Job Applications In A Week (2012).




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER






	•    Understand the importance of the CV in the contemporary job market and how this has come about.



	•    Appreciate the key features of this book and how to make it work for you.



	•    Begin to think about your attitude towards CVs in general and your own CV in particular by undertaking your first ‘coaching session’ – a simple questionnaire.






Those of you who are old enough can probably remember a time when most people didn’t have CVs. The standard way to apply for a job was to write a letter in which you gave details of your education, qualifications, work experience and so on, along with information to explain why the position interested you. Sometimes this did the trick and you got a letter back asking you to attend an interview. Sometimes the employer sent you an application form to fill in first.


CVs in the early days tended to feature only at the very top end of the job market – for example senior management positions in top companies. Even here, it was not unusual to find that the CVs in question had been prepared not by the people concerned but by the consultants who had been retained to advise on the appointment. It was a way of parading the candidates they had sourced to their clients, and it looked good or, more to the point, it made the candidates look good (and, on occasions, better than they really were). However, it wasn’t long before everyone got in on the act to the extent that, today, someone who doesn’t have a CV is a comparative rarity. In most cases the reason for this is either that they haven’t been active on the job scene for a number of years or, for one reason or another, they are complete newcomers to the world of work.


THE CV REVOLUTION


So what brought about the big change? What made it possible for more and more people to aspire to having a professional-looking CV? The answer is to be found in two late twentieth-century developments:


•  the growth in home PC ownership and the availability of relatively low-cost, high-quality inkjet or laser printers


•  the advice now widely available on how to produce a CV – advice that comes in the form of numerous books on the subject, tips and even ready-made CVs that can be downloaded from the Internet, not to mention people like outplacement counsellors and the support provided by bodies such as public employment services.


Yet with the good also comes the bad. While, on the face of it, there’s nothing wrong with standard templates, they can and do introduce an unfortunate tendency for everyone’s CV to look the same. Where the idea is to make your CV stand out from all the others, this sameness works against you – a point you need to consider when you’re attacking competitive job markets and one that will come up again as you work your way through the book.


The other factor that has a big bearing on the spread of CVs is the way employers deal with job applications. This has changed since the days when the ad invited you to write in with details of your age, qualifications and work experience. Now most of these ads ask for a CV, so, if you don’t have one, you will be faced with a problem straight away. The first port of call for people who are embarking on a journey into the job market, therefore, is to get a CV prepared or, as is more often the case, to bring the one they’ve already got up to date.


What other reasons could there be for needing a CV? CVs are normally seen in the context of making job applications, but this isn’t the whole story. For example, self-employed people who are trying to source work are sometimes asked to submit a CV as evidence of their skills and competence. What this serves to demonstrate is that CVs are there to do what you want them to do and this is a central message of this book.


WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?


So, assuming that you’re like most people and you’ve already got a CV, two questions will be figuring in your thoughts as you pick up this book and start to read it:


1.  Am I going to learn anything new?


2.  How will this knowledge benefit me?


The book is a mixture of interactive exercises (‘coaching sessions’) and commentary text. The exercises are not just there to make you think. The idea is to involve you in the process of acquiring a better understanding of the subject matter by relating it to your own thoughts and experiences.


Each chapter has the following features:
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER








A bullet list at the start of each chapter sets out exactly what you will have got from that chapter by the time you have finished it. This is in terms of both what you will have learned (e.g. from the running text) and what you will have done (e.g. in the ‘coaching sessions’).
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COACHING SESSIONS








These are the key, meaty features within each chapter that will get you really working on, and interacting with, the ideas given in the commentary text. They include self-assessments, checklists and reflective questions.
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COACH’S TIPS








These are key, ‘snappy’ pieces of advice, often drawn from our own experience.
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NEXT STEPS








This section is an end-of-chapter bullet list summarizing what you have learned and placing that learning in the context of the chapters that follow.
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TAKEAWAYS








Reflective questions at the end of each chapter will help you focus on how what you have read and done in that chapter has helped you, personally.


What counts at the end of the day, after all, is what you get out of the book, what you take away with you when you’ve finished reading it, and how much of what you’ve learned is information you can use.


The book therefore starts with the all-important task of deciding what task you want your CV to perform. Do you want to use it, for example, to attack overcrowded areas of the job market where competition from other candidates is going to be the biggest concern? Or are you thinking about sending off a mailshot to selected employers in the hope they might have something suitable for you? Once you’ve decided the aim, you can turn your thoughts to what needs to go in your CV and what, in some cases, to leave out.


As soon as you’ve got your CV down on paper, you can start to look at putting it to use, remembering all the time that a CV is only any good if it gets you the result you want. By following the advice in this book, you will be able to create a great CV ready to tailor to all your job applications.
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COACH’S TIP








Know your aim


First decide the aim, then design a CV that will achieve the aim.
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COACHING SESSION 1








CVs: myth or reality?


Here is a list of ten statements that represent commonly held opinions about CVs and how they should be written. In each case say whether you agree with the statement or not by ticking the appropriate box.


You can look at the list again when you have finished reading the book. It will help you to see where your ideas may have changed.
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	WHAT DO YOU WANT YOUR CV TO DO?
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER






	•    Understand why it is important to define the task you want your CV to perform.



	•    Consider the part your CV plays in making a good first impression.



	•    Know what readers of your CV want to see.



	•    Understand why being concise matters.



	•    Recognize what it takes to be ‘employer-friendly’.






DEFINING THE TASK YOU WANT YOUR CV TO PERFORM


Ask a cross-section of people what a CV is for and it’s a safe bet that most of them will answer, ‘To get you interviews.’ But think again. To help stimulate your thoughts, here is a coaching session for you to try.
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COACHING SESSION 2








What’s a CV for?


Consider these four people who all need a CV but for different reasons:


Brooke is looking to make a big step forward in her career and needs a CV to apply for top-drawer jobs she sees advertised on websites and in leading national newspapers.


Caspar is a sales high-flier looking for more money. He wants a CV to send out to six of his firm’s leading competitors to see whether any of them would be prepared to meet his aspirations.


Tim has a job that is at risk following the merger of his firm with one of its biggest rivals. Tim needs a CV to register with three agencies that specialize in people like him.


Steffi works for herself and has been asked to provide a CV by a prospective client.


In each of these four cases, what is the task that the CV has to perform?


Brooke:
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Caspar:
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Tim:
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Steffi:
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A ‘one size fits all’ approach to designing a CV doesn’t work. What you need to do before you give any thought to ‘putting pen to paper’ is to decide what you want your CV to do for you. Brooke, for example, needs a CV that will be capable of taking on and overcoming the high-powered competition she will undoubtedly come up against as she strives to climb the management ladder. Caspar, on the other hand, has no worries about competition. What his CV has to do is connect him with jobs that pay more money.


The four cases in Coaching session 2 are not an exhaustive list. Take, for example, someone who needs a CV to help them make a change of career. Among the needs here will be to convince readers that:


•  they’ve thought it through properly


•  they’re serious.


THE IMPORTANCE OF FIRST IMPRESSIONS


You won’t often be in situations where the recipient of your CV will be someone who knows you or who knows you through a third party. In most cases, your CV and the cover letter that goes with it will be an important first impression.


First impressions are important because:


•  good or bad, they tend to stick


•  once they’re formed, they’re very hard to shift.


First impressions have an important part to play in job applications and how far an application will go. A CV that makes a good first impression should pave the way to an interview. On the other hand, one that makes a bad first impression is almost certainly destined to find its way to the reject pile.
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COACHING SESSION 3








Put yourself in an employer’s shoes…


Imagine that you’ve been given the job of going though a batch of CVs that have arrived in response to an ad you have placed. In terms of presentation, what would make a good first impression with you and, conversely, what would act as a turn-off?
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In candidate selection, the halo effect describes the tendency to see some good points in a candidate at the beginning of the process and, thereafter, to ignore any flaws that come to light. The halo effect can also work in reverse. Bad points at the beginning can overshadow good points that come out later on.


HOW A GOOD CV CAN GO ON WORKING FOR YOU


The job of your CV isn’t done when you get the letter, email or phone call inviting you to come in for an interview. It can and does go on working for you – this subject is explored in more detail in Chapter 8. However, just as a taster, consider that when you arrive for an interview you will probably find the interviewer seated behind a desk with your CV and cover letter in front of him or her. In this way, your CV and cover letter become the starting point for the interview and go on to play a large part in determining:


•  the direction the interview takes


•  the topics that come up for discussion


•  the questions that are asked.


THE STANDARD OF ENGLISH


Many employers automatically bin CVs they receive that contain spelling mistakes, bad grammar or apostrophes in the wrong place.
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COACHING SESSION 4








Your CV and the standard of English


What are your thoughts on poor standards of English in CVs? Think back to the last CV you wrote: what steps did you take to check the spelling, punctuation and grammar?
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Take responsibility for the quality of the image you project


It is important that anything you put in a CV (or a cover letter) projects an image that is consistent with the one you want to project. Above all, don’t be seen as someone who is careless or lacks the capacity to pay attention to detail. Sadly, however, this is how a CV with mistakes will come across. To an employer, the person who put it together clearly couldn’t be bothered to check it properly and this doesn’t say a lot for how the same person would get on when given some real responsibilities.


There is more on making sure that the English in your CV is up to scratch in the final chapter of this book.
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COACH’S TIP








Get noticed for the right reasons


The idea is to catch the reader’s attention because of what you have to offer in terms of your skills and abilities, not your bad grammar and spelling mistakes.
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Does it make sense?


The syntax in some CVs is so bad that the content doesn’t make sense and these CVs are binned for that reason alone. Employers are sometimes faced with dozens, if not hundreds, of CVs, so the time they spend on reading each one is strictly limited. When they come across a CV where it’s unclear what the candidate meant, the natural inclination is to pass it by. Often, a bit more care would have been all it would have taken to see the problem and do whatever was necessary to put it right.


PRESENTATION


The appearance of your CV will clearly have a major impact when it lands on someone’s desk. Will this impact be a good one or will its appearance let you down?


The following coaching session is a useful checklist of dos and don’t about presentation. Keep it handy and refer to it when you are preparing your next CV.
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COACHING SESSION 5








CV presentation: dos and don’ts


Here is a list of dos and don’ts for you to go through. Make a note of any that you may want to go back to later.


•   Do use black ink on standard A4 white paper. This is because, on some part of its journey, your CV may have to be copied and/or run off on a black-and-white printer. Grey on grey doesn’t reproduce well.


•   Do stick to conventional fonts of the kind you normally find used in business correspondence, e.g. Arial or Times New Roman.


•   Don’t use strange fonts or graphics because you think they will look different and catch the eye. They will catch the eye, but not in the way you hope. Strange fonts and graphics tend to go with strange people.


•   Don’t try to save space or get more on the page by using font sizes that will have your readers reaching 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.


•   Don’t print off your CV using a cartridge that’s on its last legs or, worse still, use a ballpoint pen to ink in any parts that haven’t come out very well.


•   Do make sure that every CV you send out is in pristine condition.


•   Don’t recycle CVs. If one is returned to you, bin it straight away.


•   Do be careful where you store your printer paper. A waft of stale cigarette smoke or the smell of last night’s fry-up as your CV comes out of the envelope won’t make a good first impression.


•   Do use a standard white A4 envelope if you’re sending your CV in the post.


•   Don’t fold your CV to make it fit into a small envelope. It will forever bear the crease marks and, more to the point, it introduces the risk of someone at the other end with a not-too-clean pair of hands trying to smooth it out.


•   Do stick to the default settings built into your computer software when it comes to determining the width of the margins or the spaces at the tops and bottoms of pages.


•   Don’t try to cram more in by using every centimetre of space available.


•   Don’t hand-write your CV (some people still do). It looks old-fashioned but, more to the point, you lose the capacity to edit, make corrections and run off drafts.
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WHAT MAKES YOUR CV INTERESTING?


When someone picks up your CV, will they find it interesting or, more to the point, will they find it interesting enough to want to go on reading it from start to finish?
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COACHING SESSION 6








Your CV and your audience


Put yourself in an employer’s shoes. What would you be looking to see in a CV? What would catch your eye and make you focus your interest?
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The reader of your CV is the person you need to consider – no one else. For example, what you find interesting about yourself and what employers with vacancies to fill would find interesting are often two completely different things. Employers will be looking for people who tick the boxes in terms of their skills, experience, qualifications and possibly a few other attributes. When you have some or all of these attributes, these are known as your key matches, and these key matches, providing they are given sufficient prominence in your CV, are what will catch employers’ eyes and make them keep reading. Anything else in your portfolio will largely be seen as background material and, while not entirely irrelevant, will certainly have secondary importance.


THE IMPORTANCE OF CUSTOMIZING CVS


All employers are different, so what one employer sees as an essential requirement for a job won’t necessarily be viewed in the same way by another. When thinking about the task you want your CV to perform, a CV you put together to apply for Job A won’t be one you can use again when it comes to applying for Job B.
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COACH’S TIP








Customize, customize, customize!


Although the message about customizing CVs has been out there for some time, it is still surprising how many people use the same CV every time they apply for a job. The impression this gives to employers is that the applicant couldn’t be bothered to go to the trouble of putting together a new one. This is hardly a recipe for success!
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A warning


Where large numbers of CVs are being processed, the job of sorting out those that are of interest from those that are not is sometimes done by computer, using software programmed to search for key words and phrases. This is where a CV that makes no attempt to bring into prominence what the candidate has to offer in terms of the requirements of the job can become an early casualty. The CV gets put on the reject pile without ever being seen by human eyes.


WHY BEING CONCISE MATTERS


A great deal has been written about the need to keep CVs concise. However, achieving conciseness is challenging and can sometimes come into conflict with the need to say all you want to say about yourself.


The ‘one quick read’ test


Especially in situations where your CV is going to be one of many that an employer receives, it has to stand up to some pretty robust treatment. Notably:


•  it may not be read from start to finish


•  it will rarely be read twice (once on the reject pile it will tend to stay there).


A CV that is concise will have more chance of surviving this treatment than one that isn’t.
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COACHING SESSION 7








Achieving conciseness


What are your thoughts on the ideal length for a CV? What, in your opinion, would be the risks if a CV exceeded the ideal length?
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How to achieve conciseness


Don’t try to achieve conciseness by trying to cram everything into the smallest space possible. People who do this usually resort to:


•  using ridiculously small and reader-unfriendly font sizes


•  reducing the width of margins


•  not leaving spaces between sections and paragraphs.


The result in most cases is something that looks a mess and scores a bad first impression.


Conciseness is best achieved by ensuring that everything you say in a CV is relevant to the position for which you are applying – that is, relevant to the task you want it to perform. Irrelevant information should be left out and anything on the borderline should be given the briefest mention possible.


AN EMPLOYER-FRIENDLY CV


In the context of CVs, being employer-friendly means doing all you can to make your CV a quick and interesting read. Employers, particularly those faced with a big pile of CVs to get through, will want to find the fastest route possible to deciding whether you’re someone they want to interview or not. You can assist them in this process by highlighting the matches between:


•  what you have to offer


•  the requirements of the job.


Their attention is drawn straight away to what matters most, and by doing this you leave nothing to chance or to a tired pair of eyes failing to pick up what’s buried in a lot of otherwise irrelevant information.
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NEXT STEPS








Chapter 1 has been about examining the task you face when you sit down to the job of designing a CV. The key points are that:


•   no one single CV is going to perform all the tasks


•   to be any use, a CV has got to be capable of performing the task for which you intend it.


CVs and the cover letters that go with them can play a big part in making a good first impression on people who are going to be important in determining the directions you go in next in terms of your career. You need therefore to be confident that your CV will do what you want it to do when it reaches its recipient.


In the next chapter you will be looking at putting your CV to work and what you need to include in it to get the result you want.
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TAKEAWAYS








Has reading this chapter taught you anything new about customizing CVs? Is there anything in particular that you found useful?
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What do you plan to do differently when you next need to put together a CV? List the main points here.
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Are you satisfied that you are doing all you can to avoid spelling and grammatical mistakes? If you think you can do better, what plan of action have you come up with?
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Have you learned anything useful about how to achieve conciseness? As a result of reading this chapter, do you think that your previous attempts at designing CVs may have failed the ‘one quick read’ test? Write some notes here on what you plan to do in future to rectify this problem.
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Have you had any thoughts about how you could make your CVs more interesting for the people who have to read them?
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What do you think you have learned about using your CV to make a good first impression? How will this knowledge benefit you?
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	PUTTING YOUR CV TO WORK
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OUTCOMES FROM THIS CHAPTER






	•    Know how to use your CV to communicate your ambitions.



	•    Understand the benefits for you of making it clear where you’re coming from and what you’re seeking to achieve.



	•    Know what to do to avoid interviews that will go nowhere.



	•    Understand the importance of presenting yourself in a way that is a true reflection of who you are and what you can do.
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