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The Ultimate Job Hunting Book


Write a Killer CV, Discover Hidden Jobs, Succeed at Interview


David McWhir, Hilton Catt, Patricia Scudamore, Mo Shapiro and Alison Straw




PART 1


Your CVs Masterclass




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 Part of the 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.


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.




Chapter 1


Planning a successful CV





In this chapter 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.





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.


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.


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.


•  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.
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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:


Complete


Authentic


Relevant


Evidenced


Emotionally intelligent


Referenced
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Validating your CV against role requirements


This stage may be wholly or partly incorporated within the read through described above but is one to consider very carefully when creating your CV. The majority of roles today are normally defined by a ‘job description’ detailing the roles and responsibilities of the job holder: what is expected of the job holder, to whom they report, how their performance will be measured and so on. The key point here is that the organization already has a very good idea of the type of person they require. It is fundamental to your chances of success that your CV matches the requirements of the role as stated in the job description as closely as possible.




Example job description


Company: Cool Vectors Inc.


Job title: Sales and Marketing Executive


Reporting to: Sales and Marketing Vice Principal, Alphaville


Based at: Cool Vectors Inc., Ivory Towers, Alphaville


Job purpose:


To plan, co-ordinate and execute direct marketing and sales activities, so as to maintain and develop sales of CV Inc.’s Vector Tool range to US major accounts and targets, in accordance with agreed business objectives.


Key responsibilities:


1.    Maintain and develop computerized customer and prospect database


2.    Plan and carry out direct marketing activities to agreed budgets, sales volumes, values, product mix and timescales


3.    Develop sales campaigns and create offers for direct mail and marketing to major accounts by main market sector and CV product range


4.    Respond to and follow up sales enquiries by post, telephone, email and site visits


5.    Maintain and develop existing and new customers, through active key account management and liaison with internal order-processing staff


6.    Monitor and report on activities and provide relevant management information (MI)


7.    Undertake market research, competitor and customer surveys


8.    Maintain and report on equipment and software suitability for direct marketing and sales reporting purposes


9.    Liaise and attend meetings with other company functions necessary to perform duties and aid business and organizational development


10.  Manage the external marketing agency activities of telemarketing and research


11.  Attend training and develop relevant knowledge and skills


Scale and territory indicators:


Core product range of 12 tool sets price range $80 to $450. Target sectors: All major multiple-site organizations having more than 500 personnel. Prospect database c.10,000 HQs of large organizations. Customer base of c.150 large organizations. Typical account value $20 to $50 p.a. Total personal revenue accountability potentially $4.5m p.a. Territory: USA





Under the CAREER acronym, there are a number of other words I could have used in R, including ‘Replicable’ or ‘Repeatable’. The CV reviewer will be looking for indicators that the achievements, skills and experience referred to in your CV, as well as being relevant, can be repeated in the role for which you are applying. When an organization seeks an individual who is ‘experienced in the role’, what they are essentially saying is we want someone who has performed in this role before and can do so again at a competent level.


In order to pass this part of the CV sifting process, it is therefore critical that you:


•  carefully read the job description and understand what types of skill and experience are required in the role


•  match your relevant skills and experience in a way that specifically addresses the requirements of the role


•  make it easy for the reviewer, who will be reading your CV at speed, to make the link between the requirements of the role and what you have to offer.


Seeking a second opinion


It is common practice in recruitment for a second opinion to be sought on CVs before the decision is made to invite a person to interview. In some cases, two individuals will work together to review all CVs. However, it is more common for one, usually junior, individual to undertake an initial review of CVs (removing those containing spelling errors as well as those that do not fit the job description), before passing on a much reduced pile of CVs to a manager or specialist who is normally closer to the role vacancy in question and who has a very clear idea of what is required.


It is also increasingly common for the initial phase of the recruitment process to be outsourced to a recruitment agency. In such instances, you have to negotiate this initial barrier before your CV gets in front of the final decision maker. Where you are aware that the types of role you intend to apply for are likely to pass through a recruitment agency as a first stage, you might find it productive to build a relationship with those agencies preferred by your targeted employer. Again, undertaking some initial research will be likely to identify such agencies. Consider making approaches to them before a specific role becomes available and they may be quite helpful in terms of offering guidance on the suitability of your CV. If it is what they believe their clients are looking for, they may offer to submit your CV not only to the prospective employer you had in mind but for other positions that are not advertised in the open press.


Recruitment agencies tend to receive payment for their services from the employer, normally expressed as a percentage of your starting annual salary.
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Be wary of agencies that seek to charge you for their services.
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Due diligence and cross-checking


The majority of checking and validation of what is contained in your CV and what you say at interview takes place through the referencing process once an offer of employment is made (the cost of checking all applicants in the early stages of the process would be too great). However, in instances where a CV is of particularly high quality and the reviewer wants some comfort that what is written has basis in fact, they may cross-reference your CV with the information about you that is available from social media sites and other sources before they meet you. Also, you should not underestimate the contacts that a reviewer may have within, and indeed outside, their sector. Such contacts might well know of you.


Whether you agree, or not, that social media sites or informal conversations should be used as a basis for determining your progression to the interview stage, these actions are a fact of life. As such, you should do what you can to manage your reputation across all sources, as far as possible.
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Remember that it’s not just a list of former jobs an employer is looking for; it’s evidence that, as well as any role-specific requirements, you have certain core skills or attributes, such as good communication skills and self-awareness. Think about how you can articulate and demonstrate these.
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How organizations sift through CVs


Here is the list of the key steps that many organizations take in sifting through large volumes of CVs to identify the individuals that they really believe are equipped for the role or job position in question:


  1  Glance over


  2  Read through


  3  Validating your CV against role requirements


  4  Seeking a second opinion


  5  Due diligence and cross-checking







Summary


For many people, taking time to focus on their own skills and experience and using these assets to construct a powerful CV seems to be an uncomfortable process. It is tempting to bundle elements together quickly, using a document you prepared in the past or even simply ‘cutting and pasting’ from a colleague’s document or from an example you found online.


The reality of successful CV design is that it requires some work from you in digging down deep to reflect on your strengths and main areas of competence. It’s not something that many people take to naturally, but seek opinions from others who you trust to be honest with you. This will give you additional insight into your strengths and weaknesses and will therefore be helpful in giving you a further perspective on the roles for which you are best suited.


From this secure position and clarity of purpose, you can build CVs to address any future roles of interest to you.




Fact-check (answers at the back)


The ten questions at the end of each chapter will help you to assess your understanding. Try to resist the temptation to look back through the chapter as you answer the questions. There is only one correct answer to each question. If you make a mistake, look back through the chapter and reread the section to help you understand the idea better.


 Let’s see how much you have picked up from our thoughts on creating a successful CV.


 1.   The abbreviation CV:






	a)   Is a shortened version of Career Vector, meaning ‘direction of career’
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	b)   Stands for the Latin phrase curriculum vitae, which translates as ‘life path’
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	c)   Is short for Consultancy Vérité, meaning ‘true consultancy’
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	d)   Was copyright protected by a recruitment agency in 1986
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 2.   One of the primary purposes of a CV is to:






	a)   Give you something to talk about at the interview
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	b)   Manufacture a profile that the potential employer will find attractive
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	c)   Meet anti-discrimination legislation
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	d)   Demonstrate a strong match between your capabilities and the stated requirements of the role
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 3.   A small error in spelling or grammar in your CV:






	a)   Demonstrates in a positive way that you work at a fast pace
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	b)   Could lead to it being discarded in the initial ‘glance through’
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	c)   Is of no consequence as the reviewer will focus on your obvious strengths
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	d)   Cannot be helped and is just one of these things
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 4.   Experience suggests that the percentage of CVs discarded at the first review stage is:






	a)   50 per cent
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	b)   90 per cent


	[image: image]







	c)   25 per cent
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	d)   10 per cent
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 5.   In the acronym CAREER, what does the A represent?






	a)   Artistic
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	b)   Altruistic
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	c)   Appropriate
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	d)   Authentic
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 6.   Getting hold of the relevant ‘job description’ or ‘role profile’ before constructing your CV is:






	a)   A waste of effort as it is purely your qualifications and experience that count
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	b)   Something that can be done only through a recruitment agency
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	c)   Essential, since it enables you to tailor your skills and experience to those required for the specific role
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	d)   Useful if you have the time to request and review it
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 7.   Demonstrating ‘emotional intelligence’ in your CV:






	a)   Can be an important differentiator as organizations are keen to employ individuals with good self-awareness and an ability to interact effectively with other people at all levels
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	b)   Is useful only where you are applying for positions in caring professions
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	c)   Is a sign of weakness
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	d)   Is impossible
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 8.   Use of the summarizing personal statement in a CV:






	a)   Is now totally discredited and should no longer be used
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	b)   When carefully constructed can provide a powerful, immediate and accurate understanding of your capabilities to the reviewer
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	c)   Is only used by people who lack genuine skills and experience


	[image: image]







	d)   Turns it into a legal document
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 9.   Leaving a gap in your employment history:






	a)   Is advisable if you have been unemployed or in prison during the period in question
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	b)   Should be avoided as it may lead to your CV being discarded without you being given an opportunity to explain
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	c)   Is so common during periods of economic downturn that it is no longer an issue
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	d)   Is a good ploy for getting an interview as the reviewer will be curious
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 10. Once you have created your CV:






	a)   You may use it as a basis for constructing future role-specific CVs but be wary of using it unedited for other roles
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	b)   You can use the same document as often as you like as it contains the essential details of your skills and experience


	[image: image]







	c)   As you know it works, pass it on to your friends to use
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	d)   As you’ve used it once, you must destroy it immediately
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Chapter 2


The core elements of a successful CV





In this chapter we look in detail at the core components that make up a CV. We look at two main types of structure: the traditional approach and the ‘achievement-based’ approach.


Many organizations still have a preference for the traditional layout of CV, in which you list your personal and contact details, previous employments, educational qualifications and references – in that order. However, many applicants are finding success in restructuring their CV to convey their achievements in a way that is adapted and relevant to the role for which they are applying.


My view is that in following this second approach, you do not disadvantage yourself when presenting your CV to reviewers that prefer the traditional approach, while providing the opportunity to impress those organizations that prefer to see an achievement-based approach.


In examining the factors that will help you to construct your CV in a way that best represents your capabilities and suitability to the role you desire, we will look at a number of components:


•  Structuring the content


•  Personal statement


•  Achievements


•  Employment


•  Education and qualifications


•  References.





Structuring the content


There is, as you will be aware, a huge body of work advising on how best to structure your CV. Success depends on a range of factors including the preferred style of the person reviewing your CV, the culture of the particular sector you are interested in and the process used by the organization offering the role in shortlisting CVs for the interview stage.


The primary focus of your CV should be to secure you a place at the interview stage. The best way of achieving this objective is to help the reviewer see as quickly as possible on starting to read your CV that your skills and experience match the requirements of the position on offer. In my opinion, simply listing your employments and qualifications in chronological order under the traditional approach is like setting out the ingredients of a recipe and leaving someone else to combine the various elements in the correct proportions and order. Alternatively, by ordering your skills and experience into the correct combinations to match the requirements of the new role, you are making it much easier for the reviewer to see the links between you and the role. This gives you an advantage over applicants of similar skills and experience who have not adapted their CV in such a way.


Tempting as it may be, you should not try to use your CV to answer all the questions a prospective employer may have about you as these can be addressed at the interview. Such an approach will make the document too long and could lead to it being discarded.


[image: image]


Every statement you include in your CV should earn its place in linking your capabilities to the role. If it doesn’t, take it out.
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The key elements


In order to get that green light to the interview stage, it is vitally important that you get the key elements of your skills and achievements across to the reviewer as soon as possible (you will find out later why I recommend that in most instances you should restrict the length of your CV to two pages). Remember that a reviewer’s impressions start to form as soon as they pick up your document.


In the past, conventional wisdom was that a CV should be arranged in this order:


•  Personal details (name, address, etc., date of birth)


•  Employment history (in reverse chronological order, i.e. most recent role first)


•  Education (school, further or higher education)


•  Other qualifications and skills (driving licence, languages, etc.)


•  Hobbies and interests


•  References (names and contact details, usually of two references).


The above structure is, and will continue to be, seen by many as the conventional way of documenting your personal details, skills and experience. Many employers still expect to see a layout similar to that described above.


In my view, however, this approach contains one big flaw. It leaves the effort involved in linking your capabilities to the requirements of the role to the person reviewing your CV. During periods when the ratio of CVs to vacancies is tens if not hundreds to one, such CVs, unfortunately, are likely to be discarded in the first review. Simply put, you have to do some of the hard work to relate your skills and experience to the new position, and not leave it all to the person reviewing your CV. More likely than not, a reviewer will not expend the effort, preferring instead to look in more detail at a CV that has already begun the process for them. After all, such CVs tend to indicate a person who has studied and understood the job description and has already started to put forward aspects of their skill and experience that relate directly to the specific role in question.


More recently, there has been a tendency towards structuring a CV in a way that communicates your relevance to the available position as quickly as possible, making reference to aspects of your skills and experience in ways that match the requirements of the role.


The structure favoured increasingly today, under the ‘achievement-focused’ approach, follows this order:


•  Personal statement


•  Achievements relevant to the new role


•  Employment history – most recent first


•  Education and qualifications


•  Contact details and additional relevant personal information.




The two main approaches to CV structure


There are two primary ways of structuring your CV:


Traditional


  1  Personal/contact details


  2  Employment history (most recent listed first)


  3  Education/key qualifications


  4  Other relevant qualifications and skills (e.g. driving licence)


  5  Additional personal information


  6  References


Achievement-focused


  1  Personal statement


  2  Achievements


  3  Employment history (most recent listed first)


  4  Education and qualifications


  5  Contact details and relevant personal information
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The achievement-focused approach helps the person reviewing your CV to quickly see the links between your capabilities and the requirements of the role. This is particularly important where your current position does not exactly match the one for which you are applying.
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The personal statement


A relatively recent development is the personal or character statement I referred to earlier. While this element can have a very positive impact when used correctly, when not it can be seen as clichéd to the point that it is either ignored completely or becomes a point of amusement for the reviewer. I know of several organizations where the most outlandish and exaggerated of such statements are pinned on the wall. As such, I would advise that you carefully construct the statement that takes up this prominent space, seeking to inform the reader who you really are and how you can help their organization.


Let's explore the following contrasting examples to help get the point across. Which one would you prefer to read if you were reviewing CVs within a limited time frame?




Example 1


James is a dynamic, forward-thinking individual who grasps every opportunity open to him. He is a strong team player who is also known for his leadership qualities and is a true asset to any organization seeking to employ him. He is now ready to face his next big challenge.







Example 2


I am a qualified project manager with eight years’ experience in the utilities sector, three of which were spent overseas. I have personally managed four projects with budgets in excess of $20 million, all of which completed on time and within budget.





I would hope that the question I asked before setting out these two examples was an easy one to answer. Before I dissect these very different approaches, just take a couple of minutes to compare them and note their differences. Which approach does your opening statement normally take?


It is worth investing time in your CV’s initial statement since it is second only to the immediate appearance of your document (which we will cover later) in creating an impression on the reviewer. Bearing in mind, as we said earlier, that many reviewers take a matter of seconds to form an opinion, it is essential that your CV ‘locks in’ to what skills and experience the prospective organization seeks for the vacant role.


Let’s now compare the two examples in detail to see if you picked up on the points I have in mind.


The two statements are of approximately the same length and therefore take up the same amount of space on the document. It is important that this initial paragraph is not too long. Interestingly, the first example runs to 50 words, whereas the second runs to 42 words. Lengthwise, I would say that both are acceptable.


Now, let’s turn to the content of each of these statements. Which one gives the reviewer the most useful information at this earliest opportunity, in your opinion? You may argue that the first example is the most telling in that it gives insight into the applicant’s character, determination and so on. I would agree that it is the most revealing, but not necessarily in a good way, and might lead to immediate discarding of the CV, and here is why:


•  It is too generic. This first example could have been used in every CV sent out by our applicant James. It therefore fails one of the ‘golden rules’ of a successful CV, which is that it should be tailored to the position in question. Indeed, some commentators on this subject go as far as to suggest that a CV should be started from scratch for each and every new position for which you apply. In following this approach, you should therefore think carefully about what content goes in, and just as importantly, what content stays out. While I believe a CV should be tailored to each new job application, I do not think it necessary to start afresh each time, particularly if you have worded your achievements (which we will look at in more detail shortly) strongly. However, I do firmly believe that you should write a new and individually tailored initial or personal statement for each CV you submit.


•  The first example speaks of James’ personal qualities, yet provides no context or example for such supposed personal strengths. In comparison, the second example uses figures and timescales to indicate what level of activities the applicant has undertaken as well as their likely levels of seniority and responsibility (indicated by the size of budget they have managed). This approach tends to leave it to the reviewer to determine what qualities and skills a person has from a description of their achievements, rather than rely only on unsubstantiated claims made by the applicant themselves.


•  This next point may be a personal bugbear of mine, but it is one that is mentioned by many reviewers I know. I refer to the increasing tendency for people to refer to themselves in the third person (James is a…), when they have written the document themselves. Very few of us are in a position to have other people author their CVs for them and this is intended to be a document written by you and about you. There is absolutely nothing wrong in referring to yourself in the first person. Anything else is an unnecessary affectation.


To summarize on the personal statement, it should:


•  relate directly to the role for which you are applying


•  be no more than four lines / 50 words


•  be written in the first person (I am…)


•  contain specific, quantifiable information that is relevant to the role


•  above all else, convey effectively why the reviewer should read further and consider you for interview, even after only having read your first 50 words or so.


It is a good idea to draft your personal statement when you start to build your CV and revisit it again once you have completed it, making any adjustments to ensure that the statement accurately reflects the main body of the document. This statement should strive to be a mini CV in itself, giving a true flavour of your distinguishing abilities and relevance to this specific role.


Achievements


After the personal statement, the next component to be added to your CV is a list of relevant achievements. This section of short paragraphs demonstrates succinctly to the reader that you have previously used your skills and experience to undertake aspects of the role for which you are now applying.


The technique is a simple yet highly effective one that assists the reviewer in connecting you with the role. It does involve you having a clear understanding of:


•  the key components of your previous roles, such as:


–  key objectives and targets that you met


–  any budgetary responsibilities


–  any managerial responsibilities


–  how you approach planning


–  the degree of autonomy or freedom you had in your role


–  details of any improvements you made, how you influenced others, including your managers, to adopt your suggestions


•  examples which demonstrate the above


•  the primary requirements of the role for which you are applying, such as:


–  what similarities there are between your previous role and the new one


–  where there are clear similarities in the types of skill and experience required


–  where there are obvious connections between your achievements in previous roles and the requirements of the current role.


The key difference between the conventional method of setting out your CV and the achievement-based approach is in drawing out common aspects from your previous roles and applying them in a structured way to the new one. Imagine if you will that your career to date is like Rubik’s Cube, the three-dimensional mechanical puzzle. When fully complete, each of this puzzle’s solid coloured sides represents one of your various previous jobs. Under the traditional approach to describing your career to date, you would simply list each of these jobs in your CV one by one. However, under the achievement-based approach, it is as if you start to twist and rotate the various components of the cube, mixing up the small squares that made up each of the original sides. If you imagine that each job is made up of a series of elements, then you start to see the analogy. Each job is made up of a number of skills and sets of experiences that you can use to be successful in other roles, even if you have not undertaken that exact type of role previously.


You can take the Rubik’s Cube analogy further, in that for some roles there are skills or traits that are not close to the surface in terms of their relevance for a particular role. However, slightly reconfigure the role and such skills might play a bigger part in its requirements, bringing about a change in emphasis in how you blend the description of your accumulated talents.


This approach can make you more confident in applying for jobs that do not, on the face of it, appear to be exactly the same as your previous roles. Start to see your previous roles as combinations of your various skill sets, which can be reconfigured and rebuilt to meet the demands of new roles. Never again see a job as a singular, set entity; instead see it as a combination of skills and capabilities, some of which you may be stronger in than others.


In adopting this approach, it is possible that you as an applicant might bring it to the attention of a prospective employer that their vacant position may benefit from certain skills or traits that they had not previously considered but which you possess.


Let’s now look at examples of achievements and how to construct them. To remind you, the objectives of such paragraphs are to:


•  capture examples of how your skills and experience have been applied to meet the objectives of your roles in the past


•  lead the reviewer to conclude that such skills and experience can be applied to the new role.




Example 1


IT Migration Project: As IT programme leader, for 2 years from origination to completion, I led a successful €30 million project to migrate IT systems to a new platform. I reported directly to the main board and ran a core team of 15 project managers and 7 contract staff. All major milestones and budget targets were met.







Example 2


In-house sales training programme: As head of design on this project, I was responsible for the scoping and development of an 18-month duration sales programme for 400 sales representatives in three countries. A key part of my role was development of multicultural material acceptable to all territories. Feedback on the design component of the programme averaged 4.2 out of 5 with a 92 per cent response rate.







Example 3


Office relocation: Reporting directly to the CEO, I was responsible for the planning and execution of office relocation to a different city with a key objective of providing an uninterrupted service to clients. Critical aspects such as utilities, communications and personnel relocation / desk planning were under my direct control. Being able to plan and undertake this project internally saved the company $40,000 in external costs.





All these three examples of achievements included the following elements:


•  Reference to the key objective or requirement


•  The role of the applicant in the project


•  Some indication of degree of responsibility – personnel or budget


•  The outcome.


While the scale or size of each of the examples may vary, this is not important since it is the structuring of the content we are interested in. The use of different scales of budget are merely to indicate that the same structure can be used whether you are aiming for a board-level appointment or considering your first move upward in your career.


The reviewer is interested in how what you have achieved previously can be used for the benefit of their organization should you be appointed to the role. In each of the three examples, the applicant can be seen at the heart of the project.


Such an approach, if structured well, can convey key aspects applicable to many roles, including:


•  a willingness to take responsibility and have experience in doing so


•  experience in coming into contact with and managing day-to-day problems and issues


•  experience of reporting progress to the next level of seniority and having an awareness of and experience in working to timescales and budgets


•  a proactive and problem-solving approach to work, which can be picked up on by an experienced reviewer.
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Using active words and phrases rather than passive ones tends to denote someone who prefers to shape their environment rather than let their environment shape them.
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It should go without saying that wording in a CV itself is no proof of a proactive and committed individual, since anyone can place these words on a piece of paper. An experienced interviewer will investigate statements made in a CV to determine their accuracy. The role of a CV, you will recall, is to get you through to the interview stage by highlighting your relevant skills and experience as clearly and succinctly as possible. It should not be used to make claims that cannot be supported at the interview stage.


What the CV can do, however, is show your skills and experience in the most effective combination to demonstrate their relevance to the position in which you are interested.


I hope that you can now see the advantage of adopting this achievement-based approach over the traditional approach of reciting your past roles and positions in reverse chronological order. The traditional approach, while easy to adopt and even easier to reproduce for future applications, requires no real hard work on your part and as such is more likely to fail in making strong links for the reviewer between your attributes and the vacant role.


So, let us now take a moment to consider what we have built into your new CV. We have drafted a personal summary statement (which we will fine-tune once the CV has been completed) and we have given examples of achievements, using the guidance above, to demonstrate our suitability for the role. You should order these achievements, aiming to give four or five, in the order of most relevant first. If you believe, for example, that sales and marketing experience and results are key to the new role, you should list this most relevant of your achievements first.


Employment history


Although you have used the Achievements section of your CV to demonstrate the relevance of the skills and experience you have gained from your current and previous role to the one for which you are applying, it remains helpful to the reviewer, and indeed is still expected, for you to list your recent employments.


Starting with your current employment first, you should include the following elements for each listing:


1  Dates of joining and leaving that employment


2  Type of employer and sector


3  Your role – being specific but succinct


Again, there is debate concerning exactly what else to include in this section of your CV. I will go through each of these elements, explaining the rationale for including them or leaving them out before offering you my opinion as to which approach you should take. Ultimately though, it is your decision, based on the specifics of your situation and any stated requirements from your prospective employer.


4  Name of employer and your manager


Many applicants decide to include the name and address of their employer in relation to each employment entry. Others go as far as to include the name of their department and the name of their manager. This has tended to be the traditional approach but it is my view that such information should be left out since it fails one of my tests for inclusion mentioned earlier. You may recall me saying that each statement included in your CV should earn its right to be there. I hold the view that while the role you undertook, the type of organization you were employed by and the length of your time there are relevant to an understanding of your capabilities, these additional details don’t necessarily improve your case. Indeed, the experiences of the reviewer in relation to one of your former organizations, whether conscious or not, may have a negative impact on how they perceive your CV. Of course, any negative perceptions of one of your previous employers (or indeed a previous manager) will still exist if revealed at the interview stage but at least, by being present, you will have an opportunity at that stage to identify and manage such potential objections. At the initial CV stage, this obviously isn’t possible and any reviewer prejudices will go unchallenged.


There is one exception I can think of in going against this reasoning. If you have been fortunate enough to have undergone training or a spent a period of time working for a respected market leader in the sector, then mentioning the name of such an organization in your CV could possibly provide you with an advantage over those who haven’t. In this instance, rather than including the name in the Employment section, I would include it as part of your initial personal statement.
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Remember that you are trying to create a positive impression as soon as possible in your CV: use your best material first.
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Example


An Adams & Jones trained accountant, I have specialist experience of forensic risk management in the US investment banking sector….





5  Reason for leaving


Again, traditionally, this element is almost always included. However, I question the right of this particular piece of information to be in your CV. Can you think of any reason for leaving that would be responsible for making you attractive to a potential employer? In reality, although this element is normally included, the reasons usually given are clichéd, such as ‘left to take up a more responsible position’ or ‘headhunted by a competitor’. As such, this information is seldom given any degree of attention by a CV reviewer, unless you provide a negative reason such as having been dismissed for gross misconduct. This raises the question as to whether you should disclose such unfortunate circumstances in your CV or whether it is acceptable to do so at interview.


The fundamental principle is that you should not be dishonest or misrepresent yourself; this means giving the correct response to questions you are asked on application forms, pre-interview questionnaires and at interviews. This is particularly relevant to questions around any criminal record, financial circumstances, and you being what’s known as ‘fit and proper’ to undertake the role in question.


Be prepared to disclose any fact about yourself that is material to a prospective employer’s decision about whether to employ you or not. The point I am making here is that including a reason for leaving such as not seeing ‘eye to eye’ with your previous manager, without giving yourself an opportunity to explain the background, could lead to your CV being discarded at the review stage, but be readily understood and accepted were it to be raised at the interview stage. On the other hand, an applicant involved in fraudulent activities applying for a role in a financial management capacity is unlikely to be accepted regardless of whether they disclose this issue at CV or the interview stage. (Remember, non-disclosure of material facts is likely grounds for instant dismissal months if not years after you are appointed, and will also seriously damage your future employability prospects.)


6  Salary


It is assumed that disclosure of your joining and leaving salaries at your previous employers are helpful to the new organization in seeing a rising figure, no doubt indicative of increasing responsibility. Again, I would question the benefit of automatically including your salary details in your CV.


The requisite combination of skills and experience should be the key factors in determining your suitability for the new position. For a whole range of reasons, it is possible that you might have been underpaid or overpaid in relation to your capabilities in the past; none of this is relevant to your current application. The new employer should have determined the market rate for the position in question and have made that figure known when advertising the role. If you believe you have the attributes to undertake the role set out by the employer in return for the specified remuneration, then your previous salary levels are an unnecessary distraction to the key equation.


7  Detailed job description for each role undertaken


The danger of detailing each and every role is two-fold:


•  You increase the length of the document to the point that the reviewer discards it as being too long and repetitive


•  The key information the reviewer needs is obscured by this unnecessary additional wording.


As we will cover in further detail later, a successful CV manages to convey sufficient information on your relevant skills and experience to get you to first interview. It also creates ‘hooks’ or points of interest that an interviewer will wish to explore further. You can set up these signposts within your CV to point to areas you would like to discuss further at interview and which further reinforce your ability to fulfil the requirements of the new role.


Education and qualifications


Where a degree or other qualification is key to the role, again follow my general advice to present your best supporting material as soon as possible, including reference to these in your personal statement or achievements. The most effective way of doing this is by beginning one of your statements with this information, before continuing to describe a particular achievement.




Example


With a PhD in molecular sciences, I was responsible for running a team of 20 researchers working on a 4-year £3.5 million project to investigate the role of temperature fluctuation on hydrogen fuel cell depletion.





In the Education and qualifications section, it is normally sufficient to list your qualifications as follows, from the highest level downward:


•  Higher degree (PhD, Masters, etc.) – institution and subject


•  First degree – institution, subject and level of award


•  Schooling – name of school or college and summary of type and number of qualifications obtained.


It is unnecessary to provide details of your junior school. It is also unnecessary to detail every school qualification obtained; only include these if they are relevant (for example, a minimum qualification required in language or mathematically related subjects) or when specifically requested by the employer.


Contact details and additional personal information


Under this section, you should provide clear details of how you may be contacted, and include your:


•  postal address


•  email address


•  contact telephone number.


You should provide brief details of any other relevant qualifications or experience in this section, such as language skills (your degree of fluency).


References


Unless they are specifically requested, I suggest you do not provide names and contact details of references. These are almost always only taken up just prior to, or even after, an offer of employment has been made. As such, these details are not normally required at the CV review stage.




Summary


You can significantly increase your chances of securing an interview if you can capture your suitability for a role in a well-structured, clear and brief CV. In this chapter we have suggested a structure that can help you accomplish this objective. We have also suggested what types of information you can exclude from your CV, either because you can provide it at interview or because it is irrelevant in determining your suitability.

OEBPS/images/box.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/P003-001.jpg
Teach
Yourself





OEBPS/images/line1.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FOR

THE ULTIMATE
JOB HUNTING
BOOK

*WRITE A KILLER CV
*DISCOVER HIDDEN JOBS
*SUCCEED AT INTERVIEW





