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Introduction

KEYWORDS ARE A CRITICAL COMPONENT of every job seeker’s resume. Whether you are a graduating student, professional, techie, manager, executive, career changer, return-to-work parent, ex-offender, or have moved quickly from one job to the next, your resume must be filled with keywords that relate to the jobs, industries, and professions you are targeting.

Why?

Simply put, keywords are the foundation for all online resume scanning systems (more formally known as Applicant Tracking Systems—ATS). Whenever you upload your resume online, respond to a job posting, or email a recruiter, the very first thing that happens in almost all situations is a keyword scan of your resume.

Do you have the right keywords (skills and qualifications) for the position? If yes, your resume will pass the keyword scan and you’ll move along in the hiring process. If not, you’ll be passed over. It’s that straightforward.

FreeDictionary.com defines a “keyword” as:


	A significant or descriptive word.

	A word used as a reference point for other words or information.



When you use the “right” keywords—words that are appropriate to you, your career, your industry and experiences—you convey that you have the specific qualifications employers are looking for. You position yourself as a knowledgeable insider, and you make it easy for employers to understand where you fit into their organization.

In this book we help you identify just what those “right” keywords are for you and how to use them—powerfully and appropriately—in all of your career marketing materials. Note that keywords are not just for resumes. They are also essential components for your cover letters, thank-you letters, LinkedIn profile, interviews, and all other job search communications.

To make this book as easy as possible to use, we’ve structured it so that you can use the parts you need and bypass those that are not relevant to your career. Just follow these simple instructions.


	Read Chapter 1 to learn about the five principal categories of keywords and how to use them. You’ll be surprised at the wide range of keywords and keyword categories—much broader than you might think!

	Find the chapters that match the industries and professions that you are targeting. Review the top 100 keywords that we show for each, select the ones in which you have experience—whether from work, education, volunteer activities, special projects, or any other area—and incorporate as many as you can into all of your career documents.

	Review the resumes and cover letters that accompany each chapter to see how the right keywords were integrated throughout each document. These professionally written job search materials will also give you some ideas for how to write, format, and design your own.

	Read the sample interview questions that we’ve included as a bonus in each chapter. These short examples will give you insight into how to respond to frequently asked interview questions and integrate keywords into your answers.

	Be sure to use the reference tools in the Appendix. You’ll find our list of 425 resume writing verbs and a list of 221 personality descriptors to showcase critical soft skills (another category of keywords).



In this 2nd edition of The Best Keywords for Resumes, Cover Letters, and Interviews, we’ve also included a special chapter for people with challenging career situations—career changers, people who have been unemployed for long periods of time, moms and dads returning to work, ex-offenders, those with a choppy work history, and others. If you fall into any of these categories, you do face unique obstacles in your job search, so be certain to pay special attention to Chapter 26.

Beyond all of the tactical issues surrounding keywords and online job search is the fact that keywords add tremendous value for human readers. Keywords make your resume and other career messages rich and deep in content, tell a compelling story, and resonate with hiring managers who are seeking qualified candidates with precisely the qualifications (keywords) that you’ve showcased.

If you can use keywords effectively, you will position yourself above the competition and generate more leads, more interviews, and more opportunities!


Chapter 1

Understanding Keywords

What They Are and Why They Are a Must for Your Job Search

IN THE CONTEXT OF WRITING RESUMES, cover letters, LinkedIn profiles, thank-you letters, personal websites, and all other career communications, keywords are best defined as:



Words (generally nouns and adjectives) that communicate the specific skills, qualifications, experience, education, professional and technical credentials, and other essential information that supports an individual’s job targets and career objectives.





To clarify, not every keyword is just a single word. For example, for many industries and professions the term “customer service” is important, yet it’s really a two-word phrase. When we refer to keywords in this book, we are referring to both single keywords and multiple-word keyword phrases.

As you’ll read in the following pages, keywords fall into five specific categories, each important in helping your resume get noticed so that you have the opportunity for an interview that can lead to a job offer.

Why Do Keywords Matter?

Keywords are vital for every job seeker, no matter the job or industry. They are a must for everyone—graduating students, professionals, technical personnel, managers, executives, career changers, return-to-work moms and dads, ex-offenders, those with a steady work history and those who have hopped from one job to the next … every single person at any skill level in every profession.

Keywords, once more commonly referred to as buzzwords, are the words that communicate that you have the core skills a company is seeking in a qualified candidate. The use and importance of keywords has surged in reaction to technology changes that have forever altered the processes of job search and candidate selection.

Every time you upload your resume or respond to an online job posting, your resume will immediately pass through an Applicant Tracking System (ATS), where it will be scanned for keywords. The more keyword matches, the more likely your resume will “pass” the scan and move on to the next step—generally a review by a human being who will determine whether or not to move you forward in the hiring process.

Because of ATS and other technological factors that have transformed the employment landscape, the early stages of job search have become a very cut-and-dried process. Either you have the “right” keywords or you don’t; either you have as many keyword matches as required for a particular position or you don’t.

Your challenge is to be certain that you’ve included as many keywords as you can—as relevant to your skills, qualifications, experience, educational credentials, and more—so that your resume does pass through ATS and keyword scanning and you do get the opportunity for an interview. If those all-important keywords aren’t there, you’ll simply be passed over.

Once your resume does reach a human being, keywords are just as important. Employers will evaluate your resume against all others that have passed the automated scan, seeking to determine if you have the right combination of skills and attributes they are seeking. Their judgment can move your resume to the top of the stack or bury it so far down that you never get the chance to interview.

Understanding the concept of keywords, and using all of the right keywords throughout your resume, will give you the very best chance to be selected, interviewed, and ultimately hired.

Five Categories of Keywords

Keywords fall into five distinct categories:


	Hard Skills and Factual Data

	Soft Skills and Attributes

	Employment Details

	Education and Training Credentials

	General Information



We’ll explore each of these categories individually.

Hard Skills and Factual Data

Most people think of this category when we talk about keywords. It represents the skills and qualifications associated with a particular industry, profession, or job. For example, keywords for most nursing jobs would include patient care, charting and documentation, emergency response, patient teaching, vitals monitoring … the list is extensive.

Because it represents the core qualifications for a particular job, this category of keywords is the most important. It covers:


	Knowledge, Skills, and Qualifications

	Specific Technology Skills

	Quantified Achievements

	Areas of Expertise

	Industry-Specific Language

	Core Job Functions



Soft Skills and Attributes

Soft skills and attributes are capabilities that an individual possesses that are important on the job but are not necessarily specific to an industry or profession. This list includes:


	Communications

	Organization and Prioritization

	Reliability and Dependability

	Initiative

	Interpersonal Relationships

	Teamwork and Collaboration

	Honesty and Ethics

	Energy and Enthusiasm



Employment Details

Some of the most important keywords used by a recruiter or hiring manager have to do with your past employment experience. Employers are often looking for candidates who have held specific job titles or worked for specific companies, and they use that data as the foundation for their keyword scans. It’s easy to see how you can quickly be taken out of consideration if the company is looking only for engineering technicians who’ve worked at Intel or Samsung.

This category of keywords includes:


	Job Titles

	Product Names

	Customer Names

	Employer Names

	Competitive Company Names

	Length of Employment—in each job and with each company



Education and Training Credentials

Just as with employment details, specific educational and training information can be the essential keywords for a candidate search. Certain companies or hiring managers may look for people with specific degrees from specific universities and will tailor their keyword searches accordingly.

In this category of keywords, you’ll find:


	College and University Names

	College Degrees, Majors, and Minors

	Credentials and Licenses

	Internships, Fellowships, and Sabbaticals

	Technical Training and Certifications

	Training Programs and Training Organizations



General Information

Hiring managers and recruiters use a number of other keywords to electronically scan resumes and identify their top candidates. For example, a company that wants to interview only local candidates will use location as a key search term.

General information keywords include:


	Cities, States, Zip Codes, and Countries

	Foreign Languages

	Board Positions

	Professional Affiliations

	Civic and Fraternal Organizations

	Honors and Awards



Where to Put Keywords

In your resume, you have numerous options about how and where to integrate your keywords to create the perception that you’re well qualified for your target positions. As you review the following guidelines and examples, bear in mind that you should try to integrate keywords into as many areas as possible, creating keyword-rich content throughout the resume to continually reinforce your qualifications.


Note that in all of the examples below, the keywords are in bold print so that you can easily identify them. When writing your resume, you may choose to bold some of these terms, but be careful that you don’t overuse bold print. Too much bold defeats your purpose in trying to draw visual attention to specific information.



Career Summary

The opening section of your resume provides excellent opportunities to showcase your most important keywords. A headline, subheading, and short paragraph or bullet list can be packed full of relevant terms.


Marketing and Business Development Professional

Emerging Technology Products and Service Solutions

Six years’ experience helping high-growth technology and telecommunications companies launch new products, gain market share, and establish a strong social media presence. Specific expertise in product development, technology commercialization, brand revitalization, and go-to-market strategy.



Skills List

One of the quickest and easiest ways to enrich your resume with keywords is to create a “key skills” or “core competencies” list (usually a double-column list of keywords) as part of your career summary at the top of your resume.


Signature Skills


	◆ Post-Acquisition Integration

	◆ Multinational Organizational Design

	◆ Business Strategy and Execution

	◆ Team Building, Mentoring and Leadership

	◆ New Venture Launch

	◆ Emerging Market Opportunities

	◆ Resources Delivery and Operations Support

	◆ Strategic Alliances and Business Partnerships





Job Descriptions and Achievement Statements

Use keywords generously when writing about your jobs and achievements. If you are like most job seekers, you’ll find this fairly easy to do, because these keywords are the precise terms that describe what you did on the job—assuming that your past positions align with your current objectives.


Advanced from part-time sales position to Manager of one of the area’s most exclusive women’s retail clothing stores within less than two years of hire. Direct all aspects of merchandise acquisition and display, store operations, staffing,  and customer relationship management.


	◆ Averaged 25% annual revenue growth . Consistently outpaced and outperformed emerging market competition from both big-box and specialty stores.

	◆ Built an established book of business with hundreds of repeat customers across all demographics.

	◆ Expanded beyond apparel into high-end handbags, shoes, jewelry, and accessories to further increase annual sales and meet changing market demand.

	◆ Hired and trained more than 20 personnel over the past 10 years, 14 of whom are still employed with the company. Built and sustained a collaborative sales team and working environment.





Education

Intersperse keywords through your education section now that you know keywords can include colleges and degrees, professional credentials, and related factual information.


AAS in Paralegal Litigation (2016) and BA in Political Science (2016)

Dual Concentrations: Public Policy and Civil and Women’s Rights Current GPA—3.83 | President’s Honor Roll | Member—Phi Beta Kappa VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIVERSITY, Richmond, VA

AAS in General Studies, Cum Laude (2012)

CENTRAL VIRGINIA COMMUNITY COLLEGE, Lynchburg, VA



Technical Skills Section

If you’re in a profession where your specific skills in information technology, telecommunications, digital media, engineering, and related disciplines are primary qualifications, be sure






Additional Keyword Sections





	◆ Board Director and Management Committee Member, Economy League of Greater Philadelphia (2008 to Present)

	◆ Board Director, Executive Committee Member and Fund Development Chair, Maternity Care Coalition (2005 to 2016)

	◆ Member, Society for Health Care Strategy and Market Development (1990 to Present)

	◆ Member, Health Care Strategists (2011 to 2014)





Keywords in Job Search Letters, Interviews, LinkedIn Profiles, and Other Career Communications
















	LinkedIn gives you many options for how and where to include your keywords—in the summary, job descriptions, education, and various other categories you can add to your profile to showcase the breadth and depth of your qualifications.

	LinkedIn allows you to upload digital and multimedia files—such as PowerPoint or SlideShare presentations, charts, tables, graphs, infographics, and videos—where you can strategically integrate essential keywords to get even more attention. Although keywords from these add-ons might not appear in preliminary keyword searches, they are definitely an added bonus when a person reviews your profile.

	Another powerful benefit of LinkedIn is its generous space allocation. When writing your resume, your goal is to keep it to 1–2 pages in most cases. However, LinkedIn allows 2,000 characters for the summary, 2,000 for each job description, and lots of space for all of the other information. You have an expansive platform to integrate all of your essential keywords.
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“Cheating” Electronic Keyword Scanning
















Where to Find Keywords




	Online job postings

	Job descriptions

	Company websites (job postings, “About Us,” “Mission”)

	LinkedIn groups (job postings, conversations) and LinkedIn company pages

	Social media engagement

	Professional associations (newsletters, meetings, conferences, networking)

	Books, trade journals, and industry dictionaries




One Final Keyword Note
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