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He or she who gets hired is not
Necessarily the one
Who can do that job the best;
But, the one who knows the most
About how to get hired.

—RICHARD LATHROP, IN HIS CLASSIC Who’s Hiring Who
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1

PREPARING TO WRITE

YOUR RESUME



RETHINKING WHAT A RESUME IS

Yeah, I think I know what you want. You want me to get right to it. Tell you how to write a winning resume, give you an outline or template, tell you how to fill it in, tell you where to post it. And that’s that.

Well, much as I would love to do that, I just can’t.

Resumes need a lot more thought these days. Since the Great Recession of 2008, resumes aren’t working too well.

I’m guessing you knew that.

Everyone assumes this is because there are no jobs these days.

Well, there are jobs. I’m looking at the government’s little-known report, sitting here on my desk right now. It’s called JOLTS for short, but its full name is Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey. You can look it up on the Internet. It’s issued monthly. This one is for January 2014. It reports that during that month, 4,500,000 people in the United States found jobs, and there were still 4,000,000 vacancies unfilled at the end of that month. That’s a total of 8,500,000 vacancies filled or waiting to be filled. That month! That’s pretty typical in the United States. Every month.

Now admittedly, that’s not enough jobs or enough vacancies to fix our distressing unemployment problem. Still, somebody’s getting those eight million jobs. Each month.

Why shouldn’t you be among them?

Well, one reason—a big reason—may be your resume.

It almost certainly needs fixin’.

Yesterday’s resumes just aren’t up to the task today.

Yesterday’s resumes are like a dull knife trying to cut food. Need sharpening. Badly.

These days, you can’t just fill out a resume, post it, and expect it to go anywhere.

Resumes now take more time than they used to.

They take more thought than they used to.

In this economic climate, you have to work harder to make yours effective, in finding those jobs that are out there.

But you can do it. Yes, you can.

That’s what this little book is about.

Let’s start simple, with some thinking. Or, rethinking.

LET’S START SIMPLE

Okay, here’s the story:

You want to find work. To find it, you’ve got to secure an interview with some employer or employers who actually have the power to hire you. And employers are busy people. They’re not necessarily anxious to spend all day doing interviews. So, since you know that, you send someone on ahead of you, to plead your case for you.

And that someone is not actually a person but a piece of paper.

Yes, you send a piece of paper on ahead of you, to make the case as to why you should be invited in for an interview. And that piece of paper has a name. It is called a resume. Or resumé. Or résumé. Or its near cousin, CV (curriculum vitae, meaning “the course of my life”).

Now, the most interesting thing about this piece of paper (digital or real) is that while it looks like just a bunch of words, it really is a painting. And that’s because employers have the same thing you do: imagination.

Yes, your resume looks like just words. A lot of words. But when they’re reading your resume, the words are lifting off the page and painting a picture of you in the imagination of the employer who reads it.

Employers wouldn’t call it a painting; they would call it an “impression” of you. Same thing. They are looking at this piece of paper, covered with words, but they are thinking in terms of pictures. They are visualizing you.

Now, here’s the question. Do the words they read make them visualize you as a competent worker, or not? Do the words they read make them visualize you as energetic, or not? As joyful, or not? As a team player, or not? As honest, or not?

And let’s throw in: Do they visualize you as tall, short, or average height? Young, middle-aged, or old? Yes, those things aren’t covered in your resume, but employers can’t turn their imaginations off, just because they’ve finished looking at this piece of paper you sent on ahead of you. Rightly or wrongly, they see, they imagine, beyond your words. That’s just human nature.

But to my main point: It’s not just words that determine whether or not they decide to call you in for an interview. It’s the picture of you that these words paint in an employer’s imagination that determines whether they invite you in, or not.

So, when you set out to compose your resume, you would do well to think of yourself overall as a painter, not a writer. Your paintbrushes are your words. What is the picture of you that they paint? That is the question you should ask yourself, when you—or someone you hire—are debating what words to set down in your resume.

EIGHT SECONDS

Let’s say you see a job posting. Some employer is looking for someone to fill a vacancy or a job newly created. You send in your resume. And you want to know how long an employer will likely spend looking at this resume/painting of you that you are sending on ahead, to plead your case for you. The answer will vary, of course.

There’s a difference, for example, between how long the owner of a restaurant will spend looking at the resume you drop off, when you are applying to become the manager there, versus how long a multibillion-dollar corporation will spend looking at your resume when 250 came in that day. With a small employer you might get as much as two minutes. With larger employers, we know (because people have measured it) that generally your resume will get between four and fifteen seconds of attention. The average is eight.

Eight seconds! Yikes! An employer is going to be reading down your resume fast. In fact, they may not get all the way to the bottom in those eight seconds. So, what they read first, what they see in the top half or even top third of your resume, is going to be determinative.

What can you do about that?

What can you do about this painting that the employers may be taking only a fast look at?

Well, real painters of course paint in various ways. But, as we can tell from the sketchbooks of famous painters like Rembrandt (below1), they usually begin by laying down in broad strokes the outline of the whole portrait or picture. Then later they fill in. Details, shading, and such.

[image: ]

If your resume is only going to get eight seconds of attention, then it must do something like that. In the top third of your resume you must lay down in broad strokes an outline of who you are, using the words you write. Enough to make the employer hungry to see what else you have to say for yourself, as during the remaining two-thirds you shade and fill in. So to speak.

KEY WORDS OR KEYWORDS

The new wrinkle of our day and age, regarding resumes, is key words. In the old days—ten or twenty years ago, say—you never heard about these. But now, article after article on the Internet will emphasize the importance of your putting key words near the top of your resume. Everyone thinks it’s because of computers and scanning software. And that’s a great part of it, sure.

But not solely. Eventually the eyes of a real human are going to be looking at your resume. Key words, like all the other words on your resume, are paintbrushes. But it is the peculiar task of key words to lay down, in bold strokes, near the very top of your painting—excuse me, resume—the broad outline of who you are, which the rest of your resume is then going to fill in. If the employer’s eyes get down that far.

Now, this term is normally spelled keywords. But the dictionary permits the term to be spelled as two separate words, and throughout this guide I spell it as two separate words.

Why? Because in my working with job-hunters I have discovered that altogether too many of them think keywords are a separate animal, with an official list from which you choose, and that sort of thing. No, they are just words—any words—that are key to understanding the job under discussion, and what you have to offer. Most any word, noun or verb, may become key to understanding a job … or You.

And you want those key words near the top of your resume.

Here’s one example, starting on next page.2
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ELIMINATE, ELIMINATE

Still, you’re puzzled.

Why do you have to write this way?

Why is an employer only giving you eight seconds?

What’s the hurry? Why so fast? Why so brief? I mean, you may have slaved over that resume, hours on end, and now it only gets an eight-second look? Come on! What kind of game are employers playing?

Well, it’s simple. They’re not playing a game of hiring. They’re playing a game of elimination. At least at the beginning.

They’re faced with a problem bigger than you. On average, corporations, for example, get 250 resumes for each vacancy that they post or advertise.3 When an employer is faced with such a large stack of resumes, real or digital, they go through that stack with one main obsession: “How can I cut the stack down to size?”

There are just too many job-hunters. Too many knocking on their door. Most especially now. When we’re still recovering from the Great Recession of 2008. Employers are looking for ways to get it down to last man standing. Or last woman standing. Your sending them your resume just makes it easier for them.

Later, it will be Who can I choose? But for now, it’s Who can I eliminate? Elimination is the name of the game.

They’re reading down your resume—fast—looking for one thing: a reason—any reason—to eliminate your resume, so they can cut their stack down to a manageable size that they can call in, at the end, for an actual interview. Incidentally, we know how many they’re trying to end up with: just five or six. The average number of interviews employers need to conduct to find a hire stays pretty constant, year in, year out. It’s 5.4 job-hunters. (No, I don’t know how they only interview .4 of one of those people!)

Eliminate, eliminate, eliminate, eliminate. Playing this game of elimination represents a time savings for the employer. As it only takes a typical employer about eight seconds to scan a resume with their eyes, they can get rid of fifty job-hunters—I mean turn down fifty resumes—in five minutes or less. Whereas, interviewing those fifty job-hunters in person would have required a minimum of twenty-five hours. Great time savings!

AN EMPLOYER’S SCANNING SOFTWARE

If it’s a large organization, they can speed up the elimination game even more, by first putting your resume through automatic resume scanning software—technically called ATS (applicant tracking system) or ERM (electronic resume management) systems.4

The more sophisticated—which is to say, the more expensive—of these ATSs can be set to look not just for key words, but also for other words that usually are near that key word when it is authentically used, and if the software doesn’t find that—if you just tossed that key word in there because you thought it sounded good—they will screen you out.

At which point, as the scientist Kenan Sahin points out, this may technically still be software but it behaves more like a “robot” (though not as we typically think of robots). And this process doesn’t take the software/robot eight seconds; it just takes a fraction of one second.

All this may happen, if it’s a large organization. (These systems are expensive. They can cost thousands, on up into the millions. Therefore, small employers—250 or fewer employees—are not likely to have them.)

But jobs aren’t all with large organizations: 66 percent of the jobs in this country are, in fact, with organizations that have just 1–250 employees; 18 percent are with organizations that have 251–1,000 employees; and only 16 percent are with still larger organizations.5

Okay then, how common are ATSs in large organizations? You will find the following answer all over the Internet: If it’s a large organization, they will for sure electronically scan your resume, which means you run the risk of software rejecting you, not a human—if it doesn’t find the proper key words, or your resume isn’t formatted properly, or it uses the wrong font. All large organizations do this.

Well, maybe.

But there was a survey—done by BYU professors—that discovered 60 percent of the Fortune 500 companies surveyed did not electronically scan the resumes they received. They input the data manually, if they input it at all.6 The wastebasket or shredder was and is always an alternative. So who knows? Maybe all large organizations do use an ATS; maybe all large organizations don’t. Take your pick.

All you need to know is that these days there is a chance that your resume may get scanned by software before it gets scanned by human eyes. So, you must prepare for this possibility.

Mentally prepare, as well as taking practical steps in the formatting and such.

Best mental preparation? Remember, this is no big deal: just another step—an extra step—in the game employers are initially playing with your resume anyway—the game of Elimination.

Here’s an infographic overview showing how all of this plays out in a typical large organization:
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You can be forgiven for feeling as though this resume of yours, this little emissary you’re sending on ahead to plead your case for being given an interview, is having to make its way across a battlefield to safety, dodging bullets all the way. But I want to teach you how to dodge those bullets. You can alter the way you were going to set up, construct, and format your resume, as we shall see in the next chapter.

It helps if you keep in mind, throughout this process, that employers obviously don’t just want to eliminate.

No, ultimately they want to find. Once human eyes are reviewing your resume, they are looking for certain positive things as they scan down your resume.

THE THREE THINGS EMPLOYERS ARE HOPING TO FIND IN YOUR RESUME’S PAINTING OF YOU

Even during the elimination game, employers are keeping their eyes open for some things they really want. Good things. You need to know what these are. Obviously.

All generalizations we might make at this point are suspect. If someone tells you today that all employers are searching for employees who are kind, someone else will show you tomorrow an employer who is looking for someone tough as nails, who takes no prisoners.

So, generalizations are dangerous. Still, in general … there are three things employers are most hoping to find, as they glance at your resume.

And the first two are: Competence plus Compassion.

To expand that a bit, employers want to know if you can do the job, of course, but they also want to know, How do you get along with people?

Or put another way: they want to know, What can you do? What do you know? What experience have you had? But they also want to know, What are your people skills?

The latter are sometimes called your soft skills. “Soft” means “unquantifiable.” It is kind of a silly term7—reminds you of softheaded—but there you have it.

If “soft” skills are so important, you naturally want to know what they are. Well, they range all over the map, but they are basically concerned with how you interact with people. Here’s a brief list of some of them.

“SOFT SKILLS”8

You have good soft skills if you (choose any or all): are likable—friendly, cheerful, optimistic, open, honest, even-tempered, emotionally stable—and manage yourself well; are confident, conscientious, and dependable, with a sense of humor; interact well with coworkers and customers or clients regardless of their background; can see things through others’ eyes; are understanding, compassionate, empathetic, a good communicator, a good listener, a good learner, good at resolving conflicts, flexible, and adaptive; can stay calm, cool, and collected; have the ability to motivate others, not intimidate others. Good soft skills means you understand yourself and your own inner world and have a high “emotional intelligence quotient” (EQ).9

The one thing soft most assuredly does not mean is “a soft manager, going easy on people who fail to perform, tolerating mistakes from others, repeatedly.”

So, to my point: everyone knows that employers are looking over your resume to see, What can you do? What do you know? What experience have you had? What education? What many job-hunters or career-changers do not know is that employers are also heavily focused on how you get along with people.

They want both, and I mean both; but they will privately confess to you that, for many jobs, they give priority to the question of how you get along with people. In the past, employees, especially managers, have wrecked a company because while they were very competent at what they did with information or things, they had terrible people skills. So, it’s important to find this out now.

Aye, and there’s the rub. Traditional resumes have a format that is designed to help you make the case for the first part of the equation—what you can do, what you know, what experience you have had—but that format is lousy at communicating anything about the second part of the equation: how do you get along with people?

That’s where resumes come up short. We’ll see, in a minute, what you can do about that.

But first, remember how I said there were three things, not just two, that employers are generally looking for when they glance at your resume? Well, here is the third thing:

Anything Disturbing.

Yes, when they’re looking at the painting of you that the words on your resume are creating in their imagination, heaven help you if they notice a blemish or ugly gouge in your portrait that draws their attention and makes them shake their head.

In other words, this third thing is not about something you should put in; this is about something you should take great care to leave out.

I say it again: on your resume it is important to leave out anything that will disturb them. Such things might come up later, during an interview with them, once you get it; and if that happens, fine. You can explain it. But you don’t want it on your resume—this piece of paper that they’re only giving an eight-second look.

I know you may be wondering what I mean by “anything disturbing.” Well, to understand that, we can do no better than to turn to the Internet.

GOOGLE IS YOUR NEW RESUME

If you’re not on the Internet,10 then you can just forget this whole section.11

But according to the latest survey, 85 percent of us in the United States are, via either home computer or smartphone.12 Not only on it, but conspicuously and frequently, leaving tracks behind. You know. Facebook. Twitter. Pinterest. Instagram, Tumblr, Google+, MySpace, Flickr, Picasa, Craigslist, eBay, YouTube, blogs, photos, LinkedIn, and much more.

Many of us, in fact, have left enough material about ourselves there to constitute the makings of a good resume, if we were to put it all together. And Google has.13 (It’s just not organized.)

Yes, if you are on the Internet you no longer have just one resume. You now have two, in effect, whether you want to (two) or not. Because employers nowadays look at both: the resume you carefully compose, then send to them, and the one that Google.com will randomly display before their eyes, when they type your name into Google’s search engine and bammo! If you’ve been anywhere near the Internet—and as I said, most of us have—and if you’ve posted anything on Facebook, Twitter, and the like, or if you have your own website or webcasts or photo album or blog, or if you’ve been on anyone else’s Facebook page, every aspect of you may be discovered by that employer.

All of this is subject, of course, to your privacy settings—who you allow to see your pages and who you don’t—and puhleeze, an employer does not have the legal right to demand your password; if they do demand it, you’ve got to weigh how much you really want to work there. Unless you’re desperate, you do have the right to refuse and go look elsewhere for a job.

Let us pause a moment to shed a tear over the death of the “good old days” when you had control over your private life when you went job-hunting. The only way an interviewer could learn much about you was from that piece of paper called your resume or CV. The good thing about this—from your point of view—was that you had absolute control over what went on that piece of paper. You could always show only your best side.

You could omit anything that was embarrassing, or anything from your past that you have long since regretted.

Short of their hiring a private detective, or talking to your previous employers, a prospective employer couldn’t find out much else about you.

That was nice. But those days are gone forever. With social media sites, much of your life is now an open book. As Edward Snowden and a host of others have been reminding us, privacy is kinda dead.

It’s easy now for anyone to find out more about you than just your resume.

So naturally, upon deciding to explore the resume you sent them, a vast majority of employers (91 percent of them, according to recent surveys14) will Google your name—yes, Google has become both noun and verb—before they’ll consider interviewing you, or consider hiring you.

And what are they looking for? Well, as I said, they’re looking for anything disturbing, in the total picture the Internet paints of you.

With Google they often find it: 70 percent of all employers who regularly Google a job-hunter’s name have in fact found some thing that caused them to reject an applicant.

What kinds of things? Well, the biggie is anything that shows you lied on your (other) resume. Experts say that 82 percent of all resumes need checking out, because there’s something that looks questionable. When I first interviewed experts who fact-check resumes for companies, and heard this statistic, I thought it was way too large. Nope, turns out it wasn’t. And isn’t. Apparently, people lie, right and left, on their resumes these days—and think nothing of it—unless or until they get caught—and, consequently, don’t get the interview or lose the job. Then, of course, it’s too late. So, don’t … do … it!

In addition to lies, there are some other things employers generally dislike: bad grammar or gross misspelling on your Facebook or LinkedIn profile; your using bad words (starting with “f … ”); badmouthing of previous employers or people with whom you’ve worked; any signs of racism, prejudice, or jaw-dropping opinions; anything indicating alcohol or drug abuse; obsession with sex, as well as any—to put it delicately—inappropriate content, etc. Not to mention the general overall tone of you, on the Internet.

Remember, employers are looking for three things: competence, compassion, and … nothing disturbing. Don’t just shrug your shoulders and ignore this last.

If they find something disturbing, they will dump you. You will never be called in. Or hired.

CLEANING UP YOUR GOOGLE “RESUME”

Not fair, you say. And I agree. But let’s look at the bright side: you can fix this, if you will just give it some thought beforehand.

In almost all circumstances, you can manage or remove anything online that might disturb a prospective employer, prior to that employer’s Googling you. Prior to your sending them your resume. In other words, you can clean up your portrait on the Internet.

First of all, there’s an automated way to at least begin the process. The site is www.reppler.com. In a few minutes, it will go through all the sites you link it to—your Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Flickr, Picasa, and YouTube accounts, and so forth—and then flag those things you might want to delete. Nice app! And so far, it’s free. Use it.

Secondly, you can use your brains. Naturally!

Try painting an ideal but realistic picture of yourself, in your own mind, that you’d like the employer to see, or imagine, when they Google you. Paint that picture in broad strokes, by making a list of adjectives you’d hope would pop into the employer’s mind when they look you up.

Experienced? Professional? Determined? Creative? Organized? Well-rounded? Honest? Trustworthy? Kind?

Make your own realistic list. It should include, above all, any of the soft skills we saw that you feel you can legitimately, honestly claim as your own.

That list is how you’d like to come across, on the Internet.

Now Google yourself and read everything the search engine pulls up about you, most especially on social sites like Facebook, LinkedIn, Plaxo, MySpace, Tumblr, Craigslist, Pinterest, or YouTube.

Remove anything you posted, or allowed others to post, that contradicts the items on that list of yours.

How? Just type or speak the following into a search engine like Google: “How to remove an item from [here name the site you are concerned about; say, Facebook],” and the chances are 9 out of 10 that Google will point you to somebody’s clever detailed, step-by-step instructions for “scrubbing” that site.

Just remember, you want current instructions, so look at the date on the list of items the search engine pops up. Pick the most recent, and try what they suggest.

As you’re doing this cleanup, if you come across any sites (LinkedIn, in particular) that allow you to fill out a profile, STOP! and DO IT. Fill it out completely. Now. These “profiles” are little mini-resumes. So, show them great care. Cross every t, and dot every i, and have someone check your spelling. And grammar. Particularly if English isn’t your first language. Leave no part of the profile blank unless you have a very good reason.

More than 277 million people are on LinkedIn alone, and it is the first place an experienced employer turns to, on the Internet, when they are curious about you.15

If you’re on LinkedIn, you can find guidance about filling out your profile at http://blog.linkedin.com/2012/02/14/profile-completeness. They emphasize that you should include the following:


1. A profile photo, head and shoulders, broadly smiling. Yes, do it. Surveys reveal that employers spend 19 percent of their time on your LinkedIn mini-resume just looking at your picture.16

2. Your industry and location (postal code at least).

3. An up-to-date description of your current position (if you’re presently employed; otherwise, your most recent one).

4. Two past positions at least; if you choose to list all the jobs or positions you’ve held, do so in reverse chronological order (working backward), along with descriptions of your roles.

5. At least five of your favorite and best skills.

6. Your education (where you went to school).

7. A summary about yourself.

8. At least fifty connections (LinkedIn will tell you how).



If you’re on Twitter, fill out your profile there, too. Find out how at www.dummies.com/how-to/content/how-to-complete-your-twitter-profile-settings0.html.

And looking down the road, be sure you make it a weekly or monthly practice to keep such mini-resumes up to date. Really up to date. I know that’s hard, but you do want to look professional, and there is nothing that makes you look less professional than having an obviously outdated profile, somewhere, somehow.

Okay now, I’ve been talking about the Internet as though it’s a potential millstone around your neck. Actually, if you do things right, it can become a tremendous asset instead. All you have to do is just make your two “resumes”—what you write plus what Google turns up—work in tandem with one another.

MAKING YOUR TWO RESUMES WORK TOGETHER

Let’s go back to our earlier problem: I said that although employers’ eyes, looking at our resume, want to find out not only if we are competent but also if we have compassion, it turns out to be incredibly difficult if not impossible for them to determine the latter. A resume’s traditional form and nature just doesn’t allow that.

We know this, and we want to help them. But just when we are at our wit’s end about how to fix this, along comes our Google resume to the rescue. It offers us a chance to correct that little problem, because it is there that we can triumph over the limits of a traditional resume. There, on the Internet, we can demonstrate and parade our people skills.

And if we commit to doing that, does it actually work? Yes, it sure does. Some 68 percent of employers have hired a candidate because they were impressed by what Google showed them about that candidate’s skills with people, in addition to their creativity or professionalism demonstrated online, and the wide range of interests exhibited.17


    The Traditional Resumes vs. Google “Resumes” chart that follows gives an overview of how your two resumes complement each other, in painting a picture of You in the imagination of an employer.

TRADITIONAL RESUMES VS. GOOGLE “RESUMES”


    ORIGIN

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Created by you or your agent

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Gathered by search engine

    PRIMARY FOCUS IS ON:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Your technical skills (what you can do, what you know, what experience you’ve had)

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Your people skills (“soft skills”): your relationship to and handling of people (as shown on Facebook, etc.)

    SECONDARY EMPHASIS ON:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Your people skills

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Your technical skills

    FORM OF THE INFORMATION:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Well organized

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: A mish-mash

    SIDE OF THE BRAIN APPEALED TO:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Left side of the brain

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Right side of the brain

    NATURE OF THE INFORMATION:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Evidence, with stories

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Impressions

    WAYS OF IMPROVING THIS RESUME:

    TRADITIONAL RESUME: Experience: Cite more stories, even if in one brief sentence, to prove you are not just claiming you have this technical skill or that, but you actually have demonstrated you have that skill.

    GOOGLE “RESUME”: Anecdotes: Put up more stories, on your Facebook page and elsewhere, which show you are likable and good with people. (Tell stories of times when you demonstrated any soft skills.)

    
    
    Thus Google supplements your traditional resume. And your traditional resume, in turn, supplements Google. It’s no quick matter for an employer to Google you. The stuff about you that Google can call up may be all over the map.

    You help by using your written resume to summarize and organize the most pertinent information about yourself, as it relates to this employer’s needs and job requirements.

    
    
    SUMMARY

Well, this is the end of your preparation. What have we learned thus far?


1. You are not primarily a writer, but a painter when you create a resume. You’re writing words. But employers have imaginations. They can’t help themselves. Your words inevitably create a picture of yourself in their imagination. So, you must think of your words as giant paintbrushes.

2. You have two resumes, loosely speaking: the one you write (or “paint”) and the one that Google pulls together about you. With these two working in tandem, you can convey to an employer the two things they most want to know: that you are competent but also compassionate. Your resume alone can’t do much about the “compassionate” part—your soft skills, your people skills. But your postings on the Internet, done thoughtfully and intentionally, can complement your resume’s focus on only your technical skills.

3. You must take especial care, on both “resumes,” to remove anything that an employer might find disturbing, when they are weighing whether or not to invite you in for an interview.

4. Employers play the Elimination Game before they play the Hiring Game. Your resume therefore doesn’t at all get the attention you feel it deserves. On average, it’s eight seconds. You must therefore structure your resume so that it paints a quick impression of who you are in the top third of that resume, using key words.

5. As part of the Elimination Game, ATS technology may be used to run your resume through an automatic scanning (and possible rejection) procedure, at large companies. But hiring is not all about large companies. In fact, 66 percent of all jobs in the United States are with small companies, having fewer than 250 employees. There, your resume is most likely dealing with human eyes from the beginning (go back to number one).



Now, with this preparation, you are ready to write that resume.


1 A Sheet of Studies (1630s), by Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn.

2 Yes, it’s a two-page resume. This will strike terror into the hearts of those who feel a resume must never be more than one page. But so many are. So many successful ones are. (Another “rule” out the window.)

3 “Why You Can’t Get a Job … Recruiting Explained by the Numbers,” ERE, May 20, 2013, www.ere.net/2013/05/20/why-you-cant-get-a-job-recruiting-explained-by-the-numbers. I am indebted to Dr. John Sullivan, whose article this is, for taking the time and trouble to gather so many of the studies (and statistics) I cite here.

4 Janine Truitt, “When Applicant Tracking Systems Attack,” ERE, July 26, 2012. www.ere.net/2012/07/26/when-applicant-tracking-systems-attack.

5 Reported by Regina Pontow, author of Proven Resumes (Ten Speed Press).

6 Reported by John Feldmann in www.theundercoverrecruiter.com/creative-resumes-how-much-too-much.

7 See “There Is Nothing Soft About ‘Soft Skills,’ “ The Intentional Workplace, October 28, 2010, intentionalworkplace.com/2010/10/28/there-is-nothing-soft-about-soft-skills.

8 The term was apparently coined in 1985 by Wayne Payne in his A Study of Emotion: Developing Emotional Intelligence, and it started being used widely after the subject of emotional intelligence became more popular, due to Daniel Goleman publishing a series of books on that subject, beginning in 1995. Robert Sternberg’s 1997 classic Successful Intelligence also demonstrated the importance of soft skills.

9 Incidentally, by the by, you can take “free” online tests that claim to determine your emotional intelligence, on such sites as www.queendom.com. It takes quite a while to finish all 146 questions there, and then they want you to buy a report (for just under ten bucks) that will explain your score to you, and what areas you need to work on. (Free?) Anyway, most of you probably don’t need or want this, but there you have it, just in case.

10 If you are out of work for any length of time, and you do not have the skills of knowing how to use a computer or how to access the Internet, you will be wise beyond your years if you go take some computer courses at your local community college or adult school or your nearest CareerOneStop center (now called American Job Centers).

11 According to surveys, all but 2 percent of the population could be on the Internet. That 2 percent live in nonwired rural areas. The main reason others are not? Age, cost, or no interest in it (www.theverge.com/2013/8/26/4660008/pew-study-finds-30-percent-americans-have-no-home-broadband).

12 This according to the Pew Internet & American Life Project’s May 2013 and April 2012 surveys; 80 percent of households have Internet access, but this average fluctuates (greatly!) according to annual income. Only 46 percent of adults have Internet access at home, if they live in households with annual income under $30,000. But 87 percent of adults have Internet access at home, if they live in households with annual income over $75,000. And 99 percent have Internet access at home if they live in households with annual income over $150,000.

13 So has Safari, or Bing, or any of a dozen other search engines. For an October 1, 2013, list of Google’s most popular rivals, see www.ebizmba.com/articles/search-engines.

14 As, for example, a study by Reppler.com, reported by Kashmir Hill in Forbes (“What Prospective Employers Hope to See in Your Facebook Account”) on October 3, 2011.

15 If you want to keep up to date with these kinds of statistics, Digital Marketing Ramblings (http://expandedramblings.com) is your go-to site.

16 Will Evans, “Eye Tracking Online Metacognition: Cognitive Complexity and Recruiter Decision Making,” The Ladders, 2012, http://cdn.theladders.net/static/images/basicSite/pdfs/TheLadders-EyeTracking-StudyC2.pdf.

17 According to a www.reppler.com study, reported by Kashmir Hill in Forbes (“What Prospective Employers Hope to See in Your Facebook Account”) on October 3, 2011.
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HOW TO CONSTRUCT A

WINNING RESUME



DECISION #1: WHO SHOULD WRITE IT: THEM, OR ME?

I. THEM

“Them” of course are professional resume writers. There’s a whole tribe of them out there. They are in virtually every town and village in the United States. They even have an association, called the National Résumé Writers’ Association, and they get together annually. If you aren’t good at writing a resume, they will do it for you. For a fee. Of course. That’s how they make their living. Their prices vary. Greatly. As to why, see http://blog.knockemdead.com/2011/08/resume-is-critical-marketing-tool-for.html, written by Martin Yate, an immensely popular and knowledgeable career expert.

If you decide you want to hire a professional resume writer, go to www.thenrwa.com/whyhireaprofessionalresumewriter. Or consult your local Yellow Pages, either online or off. You should briefly interview at least two or three of them and then back home compare them, before deciding to hire one of them.

Compare? What are you looking for? Well—surprise, surprise—the same thing an employer is looking for in you: competence plus compassion.

Compassion is easy to tell. Do they feel like people anxious to help anyone who is in trouble, regardless of income; or do they seem to be more interested in making money, serving primarily high-paying clients? (Yes, Virginia, the tribe is large, and it takes all kinds to make a world.) Yes, “the laborer is worthy of his hire,” but you also want compassion!

As for their competence, there are four degrees or levels:

Competency Level #1. They will claim they can create a beautifully written document for you.

Critique: No surprise here; “writer” is in their very name. Of course, that doesn’t mean the resume they write for you will go anywhere, but at least it will look beautiful.

Competency Level #2. They will claim their resume can “sell you” to employers. This is a common claim, in the trade.

Critique: Many of the resume writers who operate at this level were marketers in another life, and can produce some stunning sales pieces.1 But no matter what they may tell you, no matter what all your friends may tell you, no matter what the world may tell you, it is not a resume’s job to sell you. That task has to be saved for the interview.

What can a resume do? Pique an employer’s curiosity? Sure. Intrigue an employer? Maybe so. But actually cause employers to hire you, just on the basis of this sales piece, without even an interview? Hardly ever, unless it’s a digital design, marketing, or sales position you’re going for. And often not even then. An employer buys a person, not a pamphlet.

Competency Level #3. They will claim their resume can get you invited in for an interview with some employers.

Critique: Well, that is a resume’s true vocation, so if the resume they write for you actually does that, theirs is a high level of competence.

Competency Level #4. They will claim their resume can get you invited in for an interview with a particular target (employer) of your own choice, a place where you’re dying to work.

Critique: A lot of people claim this, but it’s often empty words. However, if it turns out to be true, then Bingo! This is the highest level of competence you can find, among resume writers. This resume writer is really good at what they do.

So much for competencies. Now to the $64,000 question: If you are comparing two or three resume writers, how can you tell which level of competence each writer has?

Well, here is a clue: as I’ve been emphasizing, a resume has a mission, and anticipates a result. If you hire someone to write your resume for you, you want it to result in your getting in for an interview.

If the resume writer you are considering hiring is results-oriented, they will know that, and they will have kept track of their results.

So, did they? You have a right to ask: What percentage of your clients actually got an interview because of the resume you wrote for them? Say, in the last three months?

If they are good, they will know. If they are honest, they will tell you.2

Many won’t know. It has just never occurred to them to keep track of the results.

Others know, but will not tell you (you can probably guess why).

I once visited a noted resume writer in a distant city from where I lived. We’ll call her “Ms. Betty.” I walked in the office door, and found myself in an outer reception area. “I’d like to talk to Ms. Betty,” I said. “I’m doing some research.”

“She’s busy,” said the front desk person, “but I can answer any question you have.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’m doing some research, and I’m trying to find out what percentage of a resume writer’s clients actually got an interview as a result of their resume, during the last three months. I know of Ms. Betty’s reputation, so I’m hoping she can help me.”

The woman at the front desk looked stricken; you would think I had asked her for her bank account number. “I’ll get Ms. Betty, right away,” she said.

Ms. Betty immediately appeared, and then spent a lot of time trying to convince me that the statistic was irrelevant. “I write beautiful resumes,” she said, “that is enough.”

No, no, no, it’s not!

If you pay a dentist to fill a cavity, you want that cavity filled; not just a nice-looking cap placed on top of the still-open cavity. Ouch! Beauty is nice to have. But in the world of job-hunting, only results count.

II. ME

Okay, let’s suppose you can’t (or don’t want to) pay the cost of getting someone to write your resume for you. You’re going to do it on your own. Any way to get some free guidance?

Good news: There are indeed online sites that will (figuratively speaking) hold your hand and walk you through the task of writing your own resume, step by step. A nice list of them can be found at http://jobsearch.about.com/od/resumebuildersites/Resume_Builder_Sites.htm. These resume-building services on the Internet are mostly free.

Good. Grand to have them.

Not to be a wet blanket or anything, though, may I add just a tiny word of caution here?

Just because websites say they’re free doesn’t mean they are. Resume writers, by and large, are nice people with good hearts. But in addition to some among them who are just inept, there are also crooks in their midst, wolves in sheep’s clothing. Crooks!

I’ve learned about them from my friends in states’ attorneys general offices. Also, the U.S. president’s Advisor for Consumer Affairs some years ago asked me to write a white paper for them, describing all the tricks that crooks play on job-hunters, with resumes and other parts of the job-hunt. The Federal Trade Commission then read that paper and called me to Washington, to dig deeper. During our mutual exchange, they shared additional tricks and traps they had discovered that I hadn’t run across—’til then. The total picture—theirs plus mine—was truly depressing. Why do crooks decide to prey on people when they are most vulnerable—i.e., out of work, unemployed, and desperate? I don’t know.3

What I do know is, you must be vigilant. It is not likely you will run into a crook, but keep the possibility in the back of your mind, so that if you turn to some “free” site or company on the Internet for help with your resume or whatever, and that “free” site suddenly asks for your credit card midway through, stop!

Scam Alert!

The favorite scam of crooks in this field involves claiming their services are free, then revealing—deep into the process—that there is a small charge for this or that, and therefore they need your credit card number now, to cover that small fee. Except, somewhere there in the small print—very, very small print—it says that you are giving them authorization to charge your credit card monthly. Which they then do, hoping you won’t notice. And you very well may not, unless you examine your credit card bill in scrupulous detail every month. (They often use a name you won’t recognize.)

So, if any site suddenly asks for your credit card, study the teeny-tiny print on the site, word for word. You might also want to look up that site, company, or person on www.ripoffreport.com and see if there are any complaints about their financial practices. If after all this you just have a feeling, it just doesn’t smell right, I know you’re a very kind person, but please, do not give them the benefit of the doubt.

Bail.

Immediately.

Go find guidance elsewhere. Heaven knows, there are enough books, articles, blogs, and YouTube guides to give you lots of advice as you set about doing this.

Can you write your resume yourself?

Maybe.

Maybe not.

But before you hire someone, first at least try writing it yourself.

Many people are surprised to discover they can. With just a little guidance, and with their best friend checking them for grammar and spelling, afterward.

And if so, wonderful. The real You will come across much clearer. Your resume will be professional looking, one hopes, but it will also come across as personal, if you did the writing in your own words.

Some employers value the personal touch, particularly those at small companies (250 or fewer employees).

So, write away.

Just keep this in mind—the first rule in writing your own resume is: Don’t lie.

Ever.

About anything.

The second rule is: Don’t lie.

And the third rule is: Don’t lie.

Your resume must paint a portrait of yourself in the imagination of the employer who reads your resume. But it must be an honest portrait.

In this day and age, if you lie about something, it will come out!

DECISION #2: LEFT UP ON THE VILLAGE GREEN, OR ON SOMEBODY’S DOORSTEP?

What do you put in your resume? What kind of picture do you paint of yourself, in the imagination of the employer who reads it? The answer is a strange one: your resume’s content is determined by how you’re going to distribute it, once written. Here’s how it works:

I. LEFT UP ON THE VILLAGE GREEN

Is it your intent to—metaphorically speaking—walk your resume down to the village green, and nail it to a tree there, for all passersby to see? (Or if you have no village green, then to its digital equivalents: Monster. Careerbuilder. Dice. Indeed. Simply Hired. Craigslist. And the like. Same distribution, but nailed to a digital tree.)

There is no specific target, just any employer in your field.

It’s equivalent to writing a letter that begins with To Whom It May Concern.

If this is your intent, then you write a generic resume highlighting why you’re a wonderful worker. With evidence.

Period. End of story.

Here, the resume is mainly about You. “Here’s all I have done, thus far, in my life.”

It’s like drawing, with your words, a full-on portrait of your whole face. You’re hoping some employer in your field—any employer who has a vacancy—will come across your resume, decide you sound really interesting, and call you in.

That’s one type of content. Dictated, as I said, by how you’re going to distribute your resume.4

We’ll call this your General Resume (some call it your Master Resume).

II. ON SOMEBODY’S DOORSTEP

Or is it your intent, instead, to target individual employers with your resume, addressing them by name and posting your resume on their front door, as it were; which is to say, on their website, or via LinkedIn, or mailed directly to them? In that case, the content of your resume must specifically revolve around that employer, or—to be more exact—that employer’s job requirements.

It’s a tailor-made resume, and if you’re targeting five different employers, or five different job openings, then you write five different resumes, basically identical at their core, but varying when it comes down to details.

Here we have a different type of content from the first.

This type of resume is equivalent to writing a personal letter addressed to a particular individual.

In this case the resume is mainly about Them.

It is their needs, their goals, their challenges that you focus your resume on, talking about yourself only insofar as it shows that you are hopefully a good fit with those things.

If they’ve posted a vacancy, you begin with the key words they used, in describing who they’re looking for, and then in your resume you allude to each of those words, one by one, citing how you match that key word.

If they haven’t posted any vacancy, then you research that organization (which is to say, you Google them) and find out what kinds of skills and knowledges they have always seemed to hunger for, in their ads or postings in the past. And then in your resume you allude to each of them, one by one, plus how you match those requirements.

In the end, your resume here mentions only the experience, skills, and knowledge you have that are relevant to a job at that place. It’s like a painting of only the side of your face—your best side—tilted toward them. No need to show them the rest.

We’ll call this your Targeted Resume.

Now you see what I mean when I say your resume’s content is determined, strangely enough, by how you’re going to distribute it. You must decide that first, before you ever start writing.

DECISION #3: EMPTY CLAIMS, OR CONCRETE EVIDENCE?

I. EMPTY CLAIMS

When you start writing your resume, your first concern will likely be: What should you include?

But, given that your resume is first going to go through the Elimination Game, before it can participate in the Hiring Game, your first concern should be, What should you leave out? What words should you not use?

You see, there are certain words that—if they see them on a resume—make employers scream: Not again!!

I think you will be surprised to learn what they are. Some of them are the very words you were probably planning on using in your resume. You were thinking that if you sprinkled some of these “magic” words around, this would make your resume more attractive to employers.

Un-uh. There is broad consensus that they have just the opposite effect on the majority of employers and HR people.

Here are the “no longer magic” words, the words that make most employers scream:

Able, accustomed to fast-paced environments, analytical, approximately, assisted with, attempted, bottom-line focused, capable, career objective, confident, creative, demonstrating a talent for, dependable, driven, dynamic, excellent, effective leader, energetic, exceeded expectations, exceptional, experienced, expert, extensive experience with, familiar with, fast learner, flexible, goal oriented, good at, good (or excellent) communication skills, contributed to, go-to person, 4.0 GPA, hard worker, has talent for, highly qualified, highly skilled, innovative, looking for a challenging opportunity, loyal, outside-the-box thinker, outstanding, participated in, perfectionist, people person, proactive, problem solver, professional, proven ability, proven track record, references furnished upon request, reliable, responsible for, results-oriented, quick learner, responsible for, results focused, scalable, salary negotiable, seasoned, self-starter, skilled, strong, strong work ethic, successfully, suitable, team player, top-flight, top-notch, track record, workaholic, works well under pressure, works well with all levels.

“You’re kidding. What could possibly be wrong with those words?”

In many cases, nothing.

The first time they were used in a resume.

They looked grand.

But now that employers have seen them five thousand times on five thousand resumes, the words have been drained of all meaning. Employers and their HR people use four words to describe why they’re fed up with seeing these words.

Cliché. Buzzword. Hyperbole. Outdated.

Ask them to expand on these four words, and they will quote their dictionaries to say that by and large these are words that are meant to sound important, intended to impress, but they have long since lost their originality or force through overuse, so that now they have become meaningless due to endless repetition of one word or another by job-hunter after job-hunter after job-hunter after job-hunter.

Outdated? Yes, some of them. Once upon a time they were found on every resume, but now they are regarded as passé. “Career objective” is one of them. That is rarely wanted on today’s resumes. “Salary negotiable” for another. And “references furnished upon request” for yet another. Fashions change, even in resumes.

The overarching major problem with these words is that most employers consider them to be just empty claims, devoid of any proof.

“You say you’re able, analytical, bottom-line focused, capable, creative, effective, exceptional, experienced, expert, goal oriented, highly qualified, highly skilled, innovative, outstanding, problem solver, professional, results-oriented, seasoned, self-starter, skilled, top-flight, and top-notch? Prove it! Give me numbers, percentages, illustrations, or substantiation.”

Employers have been fooled in the past by these words. “Outstanding,” for example, sounded impressive, but it just didn’t hold up, once that person was hired.

So employers are tired of these words now. Unless they are backed up.

These days employers want evidence. On your resume. Before they’ll call you in. As I said, they want numbers, percentages, illustrations. That sort of thing.

Try it! These “used-to-be-magic words” can often be redeemed by expansion, and a number. Example:

“Experienced” (Blah)

“Experienced technician” (Just okay)

“Experienced wind turbine technician” (Better)

“Experienced wind turbine technician with 8 years experience on California wind farms” (Now you’re talkin’.)

That’s the kind of thing employers are looking for!!

II. CONCRETE EVIDENCE

What kind of evidence are employers (in general) looking for, on your resume, that proves you can do what you claim you can do?

Usually it’s experience that they’re looking for.

Length of time counts, too. If you’ve done it for seven years, that carries more weight than if you’ve just done it for two months. How long ago you did it matters, too. That’s why it’s important to include dates on your resume (e.g., 2005–2013).

Numbers are the most important evidence of all. Employers want to make money. You are a cost. They want to know if the money you make for them, or the money you save them, will exceed your cost. They’d even like to guess by how much. Giving them figures regarding your past achievements helps them to gauge that.

They’re looking for things like: “During my seven years there, I sold a million dollars’ worth of merchandise each year,” or “I increased sales by 23 percent.” Or “I was able to reduce costs so that we could undersell our chief competitor by $34 per item, resulting in a profit of $75,000 the first year.” Or “I invented a new procedure that cut the waiting time by 2 hours.” Or “Due to my care in fitting the customer, returns dropped to only 3 per month; they were running 39 a month, on average, before I came.”

DECISION #4: YOU ARE A COST OR YOU ARE A PROFIT

Generally speaking, employers are more reluctant to hire these days than they were before 2008. If they can get by with the workforce they already have, they will. Given an economy that is taking way too long to get back to normal. Given the uncertainties about the future, due to our dysfunctional Congress. Given the as-yet-unclear implications of the Affordable Care Act. Given the effects of raising the minimum wage. Employers are more reluctant to hire, these days.

Sometimes they will dip their toe in the waters. They will advertise a vacancy and interview candidates just to see if hiring more workers seems to make sense. But often, even during the interviews, they are not yet sure. They’re waiting to be impressed. They’re waiting to be convinced.

If they decide yes, then they face the big question: shall I hire part-time or full-time? More and more, across the board, their answer is part-time. Even when, prior to 2008, their answer would have been: full-time, of course.

You must be prepared for this.

To figure out how, let’s step back for a moment. Suppose we lived in a different world altogether. A world without resumes. You’re at a meeting of some kind, and find yourself accidentally sitting next to the person you would most like to work for, in the whole world. And she—or he—is friendly and willing to chat. You discover that they are weighing whether or not to hire someone.

The direction of the conversation is up to you. What would you want to talk about?

I expect you’d be curious. Curious, initially, to know what the job involves. What would be the tasks, projects, deadlines, expectations, goals this new worker would be assigned, and who would they be working with?

Then if you liked the sound of what you’d heard, you’d want a chance to argue gently why you’d be the perfect person for this job.

Except you wouldn’t just say it that way—“Hey, I’m the best.” A little arrogant-sounding, put that way. No, you’d say the same thing but in their language, the language of almost every organization in the world: money.

Every organization needs money, even if they’re a nonprofit. So, you’d want to show them how you’d bring in more money, or save them more money, than the cost of hiring you would add up to. You’d want to show them how you would represent a profit for them, not just a cost. That is far more persuasive than “Hey, I’m the best.”

That’s what you’d do in a different world. Now back to this world. It is not so easy to chat with an employer, but you do have a resume at your command. So the $64,000 question (again) is, How do you write your resume so it conveys the fact that if they’d hire you, you’d represent a profit for them, and not merely a cost?

Ideally, you’d like to be able to quote actual numbers—something like, My salary and perks would cost you $85,000 a year, but I have figured out a way to save you (or make you) $260,000 over a year’s time, once I’m up and running.

Ending with: So—$260,000 minus $85,000—I represent a profit for you, not a cost.

If the employer reading your resume was sitting on the fence about whether to hire some new blood, or not, this would push them into the Yes column. You’ve said you’re the best, but in their language: money.

Problem: Nine hundred and ninety-nine times out of a thousand you won’t be able to quote numbers as I have just fantasized.

So, what can you do?

You can write your resume so it demonstrates that this is the chief thing you have on your mind when you’re looking for any job: how can I be a profit there, rather than just a cost?

You convey this by focusing on words like: accomplished (and say what), accomplishments included, time saved, any increased profits, any reduction in costs, any breaking existing sales record, created, created new, developed, example, improved, increased, increased productivity by X percent, initiated cost-saving, ranked first in sales, pioneered new incentive program, reduced, researched, reduced costs by, secured five new x worth $x, won, under budget by.…

And—well, you get the point. How can I be a profit, and not just a cost, should underlie every thought you have, every line you write, every bold stroke you paint, on your resume.

With all the above words, you want to throw in any NUMBERS, any PERCENTAGES, and—assuming this is a Targeted Resume—any details that look transferable from where you were, to where you want to be.

And make the connection for them. “In a company that, like yours, had less than a hundred employees, I was able to …” Or “In an organization that, like yours, was facing a marked decrease in sales, I was able to …”

It does not always appear easy to say how you represented a profit to your employers in the past. So, let’s look at some examples that may offer you a guide.


1. Think of some mythical person they might have hired who would have done that job very badly. Compared to you, how much more would that person have cost them? For example, let’s say you paint houses, and your paint jobs last ten years. If they had hired someone who did a poor job, instead of you, how soon would they have had to have the house repainted? You know your industry well enough to know how long a shoddy paint job would have lasted, but let’s guess here, and say it might have been five years; then the house owner would have had the whole cost again, plus inflation. So you can fairly say, “I did the painting so well that I typically saved my clients $x,” where “x” is the cost of that second paint job, necessitated in just five years because of the shoddy job such a person would have done in the first place. To make the figure more impressive, you can make it a yearly sum: add up how many house paintings you did in a year—let’s say it’s “y.” Then multiply “x” by “y” to get “z,” and say, “In a year I typically saved my customers the total sum of ‘z.’ ” That’s no lie!

2. Did you save the organization time, and thus increase their profit?5 Either by accomplishing more work in less time than your predecessor had, or by meeting impossible deadlines and always saving the organization a penalty, or by taking on additional responsibilities so that they didn’t need to hire an additional (part-time) person? Put a guesstimate or number on all of these, if you can.

3. Did you save the organization money, and thus increase their profit? Either by finishing a major job (or project) below budget, while others would have gone over the budget, or by coming up with some true cost-saving ideas with respect to procedures they had always done “the old way”? Put a guesstimate or number on these if you can.

4. Did you increase the organization’s total sales, and thus increase their profit? Either by attracting new customers or clients, or by generating new business, or by alerting the organization to a problem they were missing that could be easily solved, or by pointing out an opportunity or new market that they were missing? Put a guesstimate or number on all of these, if you can.



Now, I guarantee you that average job-hunters do not try to present themselves as a potential profit to the organization they send their resume to. “Salary negotiable” is a common phrase on resumes. That means they’re thinking of themselves as a cost, and trying to soften the blow.

You represent a profit. Keep that always in your mind.

DECISION #5: JUST START WRITING, OR FIRST COLLECT ALL YOUR INFORMATION

A popular song many years ago began “I’m gonna sit right down and write myself a letter …” This is the approach some of us consider when it comes to crafting a resume. “I’m gonna sit right down and write …”

Sometimes that’s a virtue. Most times that’s a mistake.

When it’s a virtue, it’s because you already have a clear picture in your head of what an employer will be looking for. You will know from studies that in the first four seconds their eyes are scanning the top third of your resume for three things:6


1. Your previous job titles, with an explanation after each, in parentheses, if the meaning of that title isn’t immediately obvious.

2. The companies or organizations where you have worked, and your starting and ending dates there, listed in reverse chronological order, working backward from the most recent.

3. Your education—just your degree and institution—plus any relevant additional training you have had between then and now. If your education was long ago, and you are concerned your age will be held against you, omit any dates.



So, if you want to just start writing, you will write out those three bits of information. Writing freely, writing loosely, enjoying the ride, then going back later to edit and tighten it up. Your right brain will have a ball.

BEFORE WRITING, CAST A WIDE NET

For most of us, however, our memory isn’t so hot, so we will profit from a more left brain approach, systematically gathering any information from our past that could possibly be useful, before we actually begin writing.7

The Starter Kit here is designed to help you do this—so try to fill it out thoroughly and systematically:8

A STARTER KIT OF 45+ QUESTIONS

Begin by thinking of the skills with information, or with things, or with people, that you believe you possess innately, or have picked up along the way. What things have you done in your life or work experience that no one else has done, in quite the same way? That last phrase is important.

Which achievements are you proud of? More to the point, which skills do you love? Take some blank sheets of paper and fill in any answers that occur to you.

As I mentioned in the last section, it is important to be quantitative when you talk about the results (e.g., mention dates, percentages, dollars, money or time saved, brand names, etc.).

Volunteer, Community, and Unpaid Work


1. Have you completed any voluntary or unpaid work for any organization or company? (e.g., church, synagogue, mosque, school, community service, or special needs organization)? If so, what?



Educational


2. Did you work while you were studying? If so, did you receive any promotions or achievements in that role?

3. Did you gain any scholarships?

4. Were you involved in any committees, etc.?

5. Did you win any awards for study?

6. Did you have any high (e.g., A or A+) grades? If so, what were the subjects—and grades? You may or may not decide to mention these on your actual resume.



Sales or Account Management

Have you ever been in sales? If so, what were some of your achievements? For example:


7. Have you ever consistently exceeded your set budget in that role? If so, by what percent or dollar value?

8. Have you exceeded your set budget in a particular month(s)/quarter(s) in a role? If so, by what percent or dollar value?

9. What level were you, compared to other sales professionals in your company? (e.g., “Number three out of twenty on the sales team”)


10. Have you ever increased market share for your company? If so, by what percent or dollar value?

11. Have you ever brought in any major clients to your company?

12. What major clients are/were you responsible for managing and selling to?

13. Did you ever manage to generate repeat business or increase current business? If so, by what percent or dollar value?

14. Have you won any internal or external sales awards?

15. Did you develop any new successful promotional or marketing ideas that increased sales?





Administration, Customer Service, and Accounts

Have you ever been in customer service or helped run a business unit? If so, which of the following four things did you do:


16. Did you assist in reducing customer complaints, etc.?

17. Did you set up





Responsibility









Events or Conference Planning or Logistical Management







Computers








Mechanical






Building, Construction, Electrical, and Plumbing





General









Positive Feedback







Memberships






Published or Presented Work





Looking Ahead






Okay, that concludes the outline. That should give you a good start. Modify the outline any way you want to—add items and questions to it, change the wording. Whatever.

Now it’s time to boil all that information down to its essence. Now, it’s time to start writing.

DECISION #6: POSTPONE YOUR WRITING, OR START WRITING NOW

Sure, you can just sit down at your computer keyboard, pull up Microsoft Word, and let your thoughts freely flow.

That’s the way we used to do it. It came out looking something like this (on the next page):

[image: ]

But that simple kind of resume doesn’t fare so well, now that we are in the twenty-first century, and post-2008. So, a template would be useful, at this point. A kind of empty form that we could fill in (or fill out) and then post.

I debated putting one here, but sadly I’m afraid I would start to see that template imitated widely, with the thought that this is a form I officially endorse.

And maybe sometimes it wouldn’t work. That’s a prospect too horrible to contemplate. I would be tarred and feathered, and ridden out of town on a rail. So, I’m not going to give you one, other than the example you already have on this page.

Fortunately, there are already hundreds of free ones out there. Lots of different ones to choose from. They’re on the Internet, of course. Try www.southworth.com; it has a bunch of different templates, submitted by various resume writers.

In addition, www.gotthejob.com/resume_writing_service_samples.html has some interesting samples (in the midst of an attempt to sell you one of their many packages).

Also, www.job-hunt.org/resume-samples/sample-resumes.shtml has some interesting ones, from Susan Ireland.

Beware that there are some sites that advertise “free resume templates” but they are our old friends, the “resume-builder” sites, which—as we saw earlier—require registration before they will show you anything, and almost always try to sell you a “package” with a fee attached, halfway in, should you want to print your finished resume or do other follow-up. Among the most common names you will run into, in this broad category, are Live Career, MyPerfectResume, PongoResume, Resume-now, ResumeGenius, Resumizer, and SmartResumeWizard. Three of these are the same company.

If you read the earlier parts of this guide, you will realize that many of the resume templates out there violate some of the most basic research I have reported to you in this guide; viz, they begin with the controversial “Objective,” they do not list your key words at the top, they do not sketch out the main outlines of You on the top third of the page, they use some of the words that employers say they’re sick and tired of, they make empty boasts without evidence, they are absent any numbers or percentages, they do not present You as obsessed with being a profit rather than a cost, and they have no plan for highlighting your “soft skills” (how you get along with people). Most of all, your vitality is missing from the inert page or pages.

All of which is to say, that you are wiser than those templates and examples, and if you pick one, you may need to considerably change, adapt, and edit whichever one you choose, to the point where the final product will likely have only the vaguest resemblance to the template you started with.

You can use the earlier example on this page as your initial inspiration. Go from there. Refer to the Q&A that follows. Put your own stamp upon it.

Q & A ABOUT WRITING YOUR RESUME

I know I should put my name and contact information at the top of my resume. How much information should I put there?

You will find various opinions, ranging from include everything to include the least amount possible; not even your home address and maybe not even your phone number. Just your name and your email address. The reason for this caution is, you guessed it, people out there who are up to no good. You wouldn’t leave the door to your home or apartment wide open all night while you slept; don’t do that with your resume, either.

Personally, I’d include your name, phone number if someone will always be there to answer (otherwise specify what hours they should call), your email address, and before that your street address and town—to assure them you’re a local, and not living out of your car. (Unless you are.)

Should I include a job objective?

Oh, opinions about this range all over the lot. Some employers say emphatically No, others say emphatically Yes.

Personally, I like Alison Doyle’s suggestion of a Headline instead of an Objective, right beneath your personal information.9 The difference? An Objective describes who you want to be in the future. A Headline describes who you’ve been up until now, namely, a person with great experience. A Headline presumes, of course, that you’re not looking for a career change. Here are a few of Doyle’s headlines, slightly edited:








I know I should put some key words right below my headline or objective. What should I include in those key words?

They should be nouns or phrases, rather than verbs, generally speaking.

If it’s your General Resume (the To Whom It May Concern type), your key words should include Fields that you’re familiar with (such as applied mathematics, fracking, or accounting), Special Knowledges you have (such as total familiarity with a computerized warehouse management system [WMS], or the Japanese language, or computer programming), Skills you possess (such as analysis, research, creative imagination), and any other nouns that an employer would expect to find for the kind of job you’re looking for.

If it’s a Targeted Resume (the Dear Mr. or Ms. type), your key words should take their cue from the employer’s job posting that you’re responding to. It should repeat every key qualifier in that job posting that you can legitimately claim of yourself. And I mean legitimately. This is no time for lies, believe me. It might sometimes get you an interview, but then what? You will be discovered as a liar.

Here’s an example of how to find key words for a Targeted Resume. I picked this posting at random off the Internet, and I have already capitalized and underlined the key words therein (from the employer’s perspective):











Now what do you have with those words that I have capitalized and underlined above? You have a potential list of key words for your resume. I want to stress the word “potential.” You must look at each underlined word or phrase and grill yourself: Do I really have that? Do I REALLY have that?

If the answer is honestly “Yes,” it goes into your key word section at the top of your Targeted Resume. If the answer is a reluctant “No,” you DO NOT include it. The rule is, Never lie.

And when you’re done, you have your key words for your Targeted Resume to a particular employer, in response to their job posting.

Don’t add anything else to your key word section (why confuse the employer, or send them down a side road?) unless you think it really strengthens your case for that job!

What should be the form of the body of my resume, where I list my work history and experience?

In the ancient debate between the chronological form or the functional form, employers today generally prefer the reverse chronological form. The so-called functional form (which focuses on your skills and knowledges minus any dates, rather than on your work history) used to be an equal option, but is now regarded with some suspicion by employers as an attempt to hide either your age or big gaps in your employment history. That doesn’t mean you can’t use the functional form; it only means you should be aware that it introduces an extra question mark in the minds of many employers.10

If I use the chronological form, what do I do about gaps in my work history?

In a chronological resume11 some experts advise you to put the date range in, for the times when you were employed, don’t comment on the gap(s), and just hope some employer will be so intrigued by the rest of your resume that they will call you in anyway, and then you have a chance to explain the gap(s).

Others say that’s a gamble, and you should take care that there are no gaps on your resume. For the period(s) when you were out of work, they recommend you put down the dates, and then say “Out of the workforce. Helping raise my family.” Or “Out of the workforce. Studying x, to update my skills, so I could be a stronger asset to my next employer.” Or “Out of the workforce. Volunteering at my local x.”

I’m a returning vet. I’m not sure how to write a civilian resume.

That’s certainly not surprising. Your major problem is going to be one of translation. Our country has lots of subcultures, and each has its own language. When we’ve been in that subculture and then move out of it, we have to translate our old language into that of the civilian world. For example, clergy live in just such a subculture, and when they move into the civilian world—or as they would say, the secular world—they have to stop talking about their experience as “preaching,” for example, and translate that as “teaching.”

So it is with your experience in your subculture, the military. Now that you are returning to the civilian world, you have to do some translation. Fortunately, there are a number of websites devoted to helping returning vets, with Military Skills Translators. These include:









Your second problem will be to pick out a target industry and a target job. Don’t just go after anything. Then figure out what skills such an industry and job demand, and compare this to the skills you picked up or demonstrated in the military.

There is also www.ClearedJobs.Net, a veteran-owned, security-cleared job board that connects cleared talent with cleared facilities employers.

Lastly, http://WeHireHeroes.com is more popular than three of the top four government-run veteran job sites. So take a look at it, and see if it is of any interest to you. Check out, also, VetJobs.com and HirePatriots.com.

I have a different problem. My age! What can I do about my age? I’m beyond the age of forty (fifty, sixty …), but I still need to work, and I want to work.

Well, they’re going to find out your age, once they invite you in. Hence, the question here is only about your resume. So, here goes:

Don’t list your age or birth date on your resume (this advice goes for everyone).

Don’t include a photo on your resume (this advice also goes for everyone). If you feel your appearance is a definite asset, and you want a photo to be available, put it on your LinkedIn profile. Most employers that you want to find it, will.

If you have a college degree, don’t put a date next to it.

List your work history for only the past ten years (this advice also goes for everyone). Employers generally feel anything beyond ten years back is ancient history, and totally irrelevant to today’s workplace. A man named Fred Trotter put this well, for any age: “If I knew what I knew four years ago today and that’s all I knew today, I’d be out of a job.”

If you have come firmly into the twenty-first century, be sure to list things that prove that (like “I’m on Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Pinterest, and Instagram”). And be sure it’s true. Never lie.

Once your resume is complete, concentrate on approaching only organizations that have 250 or fewer employees; they tend to be much less bothered by age than the large monoliths are.

Finally, if you can’t find work, don’t always assume it’s because of your age. And don’t assume it’s because of your resume. It may be for some other reason entirely (like, employers holding out for The Perfect Candidate, who doesn’t even exist anywhere in the world except in their mind).

My problem is that I have a handicap. What should I say about that—on my resume?

You will run into a wide variety of opinion about this, if you scan various job advice sites on the Internet.

My own take on it is that you should almost certainly say nothing—on your resume.

You should say everything—if you get an interview. Face to face is the time to discuss this with a prospective employer. Not before.

I want to put a summary of my experience in the top third of my resume, right after the key words. How long should that ideally be?

Experts say it should be a maximum of five to seven sentences, each making a different point.

I would like to include some skills (action verbs) in my resume. But I don’t know which ones I can legitimately claim. Where can I find a decent checklist?

An excellent list can be found on JobMob (jobmob.co.il/blog/positive-resume-action-verbs).12

I don’t know if my own self-assessment accurately reflects the way that others see me. How can I check this out?

There is a wonderful app called Checkster (www.checkster.com). Scroll down the homepage to click on the button at the bottom left: “My Checkster.” You give them the email addresses of six (or more) of your coworkers, friends, etc. Checkster will contact them on your behalf, ask them to evaluate you, then when Checkster gets their answers, it will strip off their names, so the feedback is now anonymous; then they’ll mash it all together and give you a summary. It’s for your eyes only, unless you want to share it with an employer for any reason, down the line. And My Checkster is free. A nice gift from its founder, Yves Lermusi.

Where should I put my education on my resume?

The traditional place for it is at the end or toward the end of your resume. Even if it’s one of the four things every employer looks for, this will carry their eye down to the end of your resume. Which you want.

Should I say “salary negotiable” near the bottom of my resume?

No, for three reasons. First of all, that is assumed. Secondly, it shows you are thinking of yourself as a cost, and not as a profit. And lastly, it is one of those phrases employers have seen way too many times already, as we saw earlier. They are tired of it.

Should I include references in my resume?

No, and don’t even say “references available upon request.” That is assumed. If you land the interview and an employer at that stage wants references, I guarantee you they will ask. And if they ask, at that time, don’t ever give someone as a reference without having asked their permission first. Permission is not automatic. Your hoped-for references have the right to decline, and they don’t have to give you a reason.

EDIT, EDIT, AND THEN EDIT ONCE MORE

When you’re all done writing, be sure to have someone (or two someones) read it over and correct every single grammar or spelling mistake before employers ever see it. You must eliminate:







All of these warnings apply particularly to cover letters.

DECISION #7: ASCII OR UNIQUE?

Some resume writers become obsessed with electronic resume management ATS systems, and start to think every resume must go through scanning software. As I said earlier, not true. A survey revealed that 60 percent of the Fortune 500 companies surveyed did not electronically scan the resumes they received.

And of those Fortune 500 who do use scanning software, 77 percent said their ATS systems didn’t demand special formatting.

So, the normal scary formatting rules you read all over the Internet, about scannable resumes, may actually only apply to 31 percent of the large organizations, and a smaller percentage than that at smaller organizations.

Find that figure unbelievable? Way too low? Okay, then, pluck whatever percentage you want to, out of the air. Just as long as you understand it is by no means 100 percent.

Now, how do you know if a particular company has sophisticated state-of-the-art ATS technology that will scan (and possibly reject) your resume?

You have two routes.

One is, call them and ask them.

The other is, make up two versions of your resume from the get-go.

Make the first version as fancy and creative as you want, in its formatting and its look.

Make the second version a plain unembellished scannable copy of it. Then send both versions to each individual targeted organization, from the start. Let them pick and choose which one they prefer.

What are the guidelines for the plain unembellished copy, so that it will get through scanning software? Oh, you can find guidelines in lots of places on the Internet. Just put “How to create a scannable resume” into your search engine. You’ll get more answers than you could possibly want. Summarized, they all add up to this:

The resume should be a plain text ASCII formatted document. (Save as plain text—.txt—or Text Only. Rename your document when you save it. Mail it to yourself and print it out to see how it looks. Fix anything that looks off. Then save it again, but not as a PDF file. Scanning software, if it’s used, has lots of trouble reading PDFs.) A simple Microsoft Word file will do just nicely.

Don’t allow your resume to do what is called “ATS choking”: trying to send through the equipment a resume that causes the system to choke. That would include resumes that contain columns, tables, graphics, lines, underlining, italics, logos, borders, headers or footers, or fancy fonts (embellished text such as serif or script fonts). Go for what is called “sans serif.” This is a sans serif type font. This is script. As for a serif font, this book is printed in it. Easier for a human to read, if you’re not a machine.

Other recommendations for formatting?

Margins should be one inch at top and bottom.

Formatted flush left. Font size at least 12 point.

And we are done with the rules for the version of your resume that you want to get safely through scanning software. If that organization has scanning software.

If you’re going to mail it (using the good old post office), print it on plain white 28 lb., 8½ × 11 inch paper, printed on only one side, using black ink. (Don’t get fancy here; forget about trying to use the colors of the rainbow.)

By the by, your resume can be more than one page.

Put it, unstapled, in an 8½ × 11 inch business envelope.

Be sure you put enough postage on it.

On the other hand, if you’re going to email it, include a plain text version of it in the body of your email, not as an attachment. Employers are very leery of attachments.

Automated filtering software will usually accept resumes that mirror the job posting that the resume is responding to, if it is indeed responding to a job posting.
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