
Standing Out With Your  
Resume and Cover Letter

When you’re looking for a job, your resume is your ticket of entry at your target companies — 
provided it is well-crafted. The problem for many people is that it’s not easy to put together a 
document that will capture a hiring manager’s interest.

Fortunately, you don’t need a magic formula to create a strong resume and cover letter. Here 
are some tips for showcasing what you can offer a potential employer.

1.800.803.8367 
roberthalf.com

Choosing a resume format 
Each of the three most common resume formats is appro-
priate for certain situations and less so for others. 

Chronological. A chronological resume is the most 
popular with hiring managers. With this type of resume, 
you list your work experience in a reverse-chronological 
sequence, the most recent first. The principal advantage 
of this format is that it gives employers an easy-to-follow 
snapshot of your work experience and professional 
accomplishments.

Functional. A functional resume is organized according to 
your skills and other attributes. Although this format can 
be beneficial in certain situations — if you are re-entering 
the workforce after a long absence, for instance — you 
run a risk that interviewers may find the layout confusing 
or hard to follow.

Combination. A combination resume showcases your skills 
and accomplishments and features an abbreviated ver-
sion of your work history, including dates of employment 
and the names of companies you’ve worked for. Because 
of this, a combination resume can be an effective way to 
emphasize your skills without obscuring your work history. 

Zeroing in on your targets
Rather than creating a standard document that you submit 
to every company that interests you, tailor your resume to 
each opportunity. Use the job ad as your guide, emphasiz-
ing your background and abilities that most closely match 
what the company is looking for. This may mean placing 
more focus on your certifications and “strong presentation 
skills” for one prospective employer, while playing up your 

“self-directed” nature and “proven ability to be effective 
with minimal supervision” for another.

Determining length and what experience  
to emphasize 
Document length should ultimately be determined by the 
depth of your experience. If your career spans 20 years 
and includes positions with increasing responsibility, don’t 
be so concerned about brevity that you gloss over your 
credentials. On the other hand, don’t make your resume 
longer than necessary to appear more qualified.

Senior executives were asked, “Do you prefer to receive a 
resume written in a chronological format that is organized 
by dates of employment, or one in a functional format that is 
organized by skills?” Their responses:

Source: Robert Half survey of 150 senior executives from 1,000 of the largest  
companies in the United States
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Executives were asked, “How many typos in a resume 
does it take for you to decide not to consider a job candi-
date for a position with your company?” Their responses:

Source: Robert Half survey of 150 senior executives from 1,000 of the largest  
companies in the United States

Clearing the clutter
Instead of describing every task you performed in previous 
jobs, write a one- to two-sentence overview of your role, 
followed by a bulleted list of your most important duties 
and noteworthy achievements.

At the same time, don’t clutter your resume with extrane-
ous personal information. For instance, many job hunters 
meander off track by including hobbies or interests that 
have little or no relevance to their professional pursuits. 
Before sending your resume, review each point and ask 
yourself, “Does this add value?” 

Using keywords
Many resumes are first evaluated by computer programs 
that scan the documents for keywords from the job ad. 
You can help your resume make the cut by incorporating 
these terms, assuming they accurately describe your skills 
and experiences. For example, if the job ad seeks some-
one who is experienced in billing, collections and payroll, 
consider changing your wording from “experienced in 
all aspects of accounting and financial management” to 
specific mentions of these areas. 

Remaining error-free 
With computer spell-check so readily available, there’s 
no excuse for submitting a resume full of typos or 

misspellings. Even with this feature, though, there are 
certain types of errors that can go undetected. Be sure  
to proofread your document multiple times (and ask a 
friend to take a look, too) to make sure it’s error-free. 

Emailing and posting online 
Thanks to the Internet, you can distribute your resume 
more easily and widely than ever, but you need to be care-
ful. When applying for a position through a company’s 
website or online job board, make sure you’ve attached 
the right document. When emailing your resume, paste 
it into the body of the message and include it as either 
a Word file or PDF attachment, unless the job posting 
requests another method of submission. 
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Sample Resumes
Click on each resume to enlarge.

Combination Resume

Functional Resume

Chronological Resume
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Considering the case for a cover letter 

Some people feel that including a cover letter with their 
resume isn’t necessary. But this document can be invalu-
able for entry-level professionals or those who seek a 
career change. 

These tips can help you create a cover letter that’ll make a 
hiring manager want to learn more about you:

Keep it brief. Your cover letter should be concise. Keep it 
to two or three paragraphs. 

Customize the content. Like with your resume, it’s 
important to target your cover letter to each job opening. 
Determine which of your accomplishments are most  
relevant by looking at the job posting.

Avoid rehashing your resume. Look at your letter and 
resume as separate but related documents. They should 
complement one another without being repetitive. Expand 
upon one or two key points from your resume to better 
key into the potential employer’s needs.

Address any concerns. The cover letter also is a place to 
explain anything that might prompt a question from a hir-
ing manager, such as a gap in employment. Briefly explain 
why you were out of work and, more important, what you 
have been doing since then to keep your skills up-to-date.

Be web savvy. When applying online for a position, paste 
your cover letter into the body of the email message or 
into the appropriate field on an online application form. 

Putting your best foot forward 
As you prepare your resume and cover letter, keep in mind 
that they are the basis of a first impression for a hiring 
manager. Even well-crafted ones may not assure you of a 
job interview, but documents poorly prepared will almost 
certainly work against you. 

Executives were asked, “When evaluating prospective job 
candidates, how valuable is the cover letter that accom-
panies the resume?” Their responses:

Source: Robert Half survey of more than 1,000 senior managers at companies with 
20 or more employees
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Sample Cover Letter
Click on cover letter to enlarge. 
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