
COVER LETTERS

Cover letters do not win jobs Ð
they win interviews!

A cover letter is a summary of the reasons why you are the best person for a job .   

The aim of  your cover let t er is t o make t he employer interested enough to read your
application thoroughly and convince them to give you an interview .

A cover let ter is your opportunit y to t ar get  your skil ls,  highlight  your sell ing point s,  and
answer three things that employers want to know:

! Can you DO the j ob? Do you have t he abil it ies,  skil ls,  knowledge,  experience and
qualifications?

! WILL you do the job well?  Are you motivated, dependable and enthusiastic?

! Will you FIT into the organisat ion?  Do you match the companyÕs image, values and
goals?  Will you get along well with clients and co-workers?

You need to address all of  the employerÕs concerns/ needs, and leave no doubt  that  you are
the right applicant for the job!

Because of  t ime pressures and numbers of  applicat ions, a potent ial employer wil l  usually
only have 30 SECONDS to decide if  your applicat ion deserves further considerat ion.  They
may look for:

¥ how well you communicate in written form
¥ how well you structure written information
¥ what your experience, skills and qualifications are
¥ your level of professionalism
¥ clues to your personality
¥ your attention to detail in regard to typos, errors or wrong information
¥ your grammar and spelling ability

Some employers SCREEN OUT applicants on this informat ion alone.  So take great  care in
writing your letter!

 

 IMPORTANT POINTS

A covering let ter should always accompany a resume,   but  don't  use the same cover let ter
for dif ferent  posit ions. Each let ter  must  be wr it ten specif ically for  the j ob and company
for which you are applying.

You should always write f rom the perspect ive of  Óhere is what  I can of ferÓ Ð not  Òwhat  I
wantÓ.  Always think about  what  mix of  skil ls,  experience, enthusiasm you can cont ribute
to the company.

Highlight your most RELEVANT selling points.



 STRUCTURE - WHAT TO INCLUDE

Your covering letter is a business letter and needs to follow a set pattern.  The following
elements should be included in the letter:

¥ Your Contact Details
¥ The Date
¥ Name and Address of Recipient
¥ Salutation
¥ Opening Paragraph
¥ 2nd Paragraph Ð Your qualifications and skills
¥ 3rd Paragraph Ð Your interest and personal qualities
¥ 4th Paragraph Ð Conclusion
¥ Closing

 Your Contact Details

! Provide up to date contact  details and ensure that  employers f ind it  easy to leave a
message for you.

! Should appear at  the top of the let ter,  either top lef t ,  the cent re, or top right  and be
aligned with the rest of the text in the letter.  It should contain:

!  Your Name
!  Your Address
!  Your contact Phone Number (s)
!  Your email address (optional)

 Date

! The date can go either

!  Below your contact details with 1-2 blank lines after your phone number; or
!  2 lines above the name and address sect ion of the let ter (i.e.  1 blank line between

the date and address section)

! Do not abbreviate the date.
Example: 3rd September 2001

 
 Name and Address of Recipient

! Should be 3 l ines above the salutat ion, and should include the following informat ion in
this order:

Line 1: PersonÕs full name
Line 2: PersonÕs position title
Line 3: Department Name (if applicable)
Line 4: Company Name
Line 5:  Street number and name (or box number)
Line 6:  Town or suburb, state and postcode

For example:
Ms. Sarah Job
Team Leader
Call Centre



Optel Phone Company
11 Phone Street
Adelaide SA 5000

! Always t ry to address the let ter to a specif ic person, by name - you want  your cover
letter and resume to go to the person who can make the hiring decision.

! Make sure you have the correct  spell ing of  both name and t it le Ð employers wil l not ice
if  you misspell t heir name and may assume that  you pay poor at tent ion to detail,  and
decide not read any further.

! DonÕt assume the gender of the recipient Ð ÔJoÕ may be a female or male!
 

 What if I donÕt know the personÕs name and/or title?

! Call the employer to ask! You don't  have to talk direct ly to the hiring manager, you can
ask the receptionist.

! If  you are canvassing and you are asked why you want  to know, say that  you have some
information to submit and want to ensure that it gets to the right person.

ÒI have some mat erial  t o send t o t he Human Resources Manager,  and IÕm want ing
t o make sure I send i t  t o t he r ight  person.  Would you please give me t heir name
and their exact title?Ó

! Somet imes you wil l  have dif f icult y get t ing the informat ion - there isnÕt  much you can
do when you are writ ing to a box number in an ad, and somet imes the recept ionist  wil l
say that it is the companyÕs policy to not give out names.

! If  you have no luck at  all,  address it  to the known t it le (if  t it le unknown use ÒThe Hiring
ManagerÓ) and use ÒSir/MadamÓ for the salutation.

! If you donÕt know the AddresseeÕs gender, put Dear M. Smith

 

 Salutation

! Should be typed 3 lines below the company address.

! Avoid Sir/Madam, or To Whom it May Concern where possible.

! Use the personÕs surname, preceded by  Dear Mr,  Ms. Dr.  - only use the personÕs f irst
name when youÕve been personally introduced.

 Should I use Ms or Miss or Mrs.?

! If  specif ied in t he advert isement ,  use that  t it le.   Otherwise,   use Ms.  -  it  is now
standard business practice to use it as an all-purpose title.

 

 Opening Paragraph

! There are two goals of the opening paragraph:
!  Explain the purpose of the letter
!  Give the reader compelling reason to read on

! Identify the position for which you are applying, or what your job objective is if no
specific opening has been advertised.



! Whilst  not  necessary, it  is common to state where and when you heard of  the opening
(this helps the company in choosing how to advertise).

! You should then make a st rong ÒIn Your FaceÓ statement  that  gets st raight  to the point
in demonst rat ing your value to an employer- what  you have to of fer that  would be of
greatest  benef it / importance to them.  In other words, one good reason you should be
hired.

! If you have been referred by a mutual acquaintance, mention that person's name.
 

 Second Paragraph

The purpose of  this paragraph is to demonst rate that  you CAN DO THE JOB.  Explain why
you are the best fit for the company and how your skills will meet their needs.

Do this by:

! Linking up your experience, skil ls and qualif icat ions with what  the employer has asked
for.   Out l ine the skil ls (t echnical and social),  experience, t raining and achievements
that are relevant to the specified requirements.

These ski l ls may have been gained t hrough your educat ion/ course,  your work
experience, voluntary work and your extra curricula activities.

! Using 2 or 3 SELLING POINTS (accomplishment  statements or the best  things about  you
that  make you most  compet it ive for t he j ob) and how these things wil l  al low you to
make an impact/get results in the role.

! Describing how a previous job gave you experience or skills that are needed for this job

! Detailing how you can cont ribute to the company.  Focus on what  you have to offer,  not
what you want.

Brief ly explain your current  situat ion Ð whether you are present ly working, out  of  work, on
assignment, and so.

 
 Hints
! It  is not  enough to say ÒIÕve got  all t he skil ls you wantÓ. You must  prove it .  You must

make reference to each point individually and give examples.

! Use similar t erms t hat  t he employer uses in t he advert isement  or t erms t hat  are
industry specific.

! Do not just list your work history if you already have it on your resume.

! Mention anything in your resume you want to draw attention to.

! Explain (if  necessary) aspects of  you resume or background that  are not  obvious and
that could possibly work against you.  Eliminate the employerÕs concern.

! You could put  your sel l ing point s in a bulleted l ist ing,  or a comparison-l ist  st yle,  in
which you direct ly compare your specif ic experiences and accomplishments with the
companyÕs stated needs.



 
 Third Paragraph

! Show that  you are WILLING to do the j ob (mot ivated and enthusiast ic) and CAN FIT
INTO THE ORGANISATION .

! Discuss your personal qualit ies (know what  the employer is looking for) and why the
position interests you.

! Include any personal interests or act ivit ies which unite you with the company and the
work it does.

! Flat ter the reader a bit  by comment ing on something posit ive about  the company and
let t ing them know why you would want  to work there. You could refer to the company's
reputat ion,   corporate cult ure,  management  philosophy,  size,  sales record,  product
quality or anything else that they take pride in.

 
 Fourth Paragraph

! Refer the reader to your enclosed resume, application form or other attachments.

! Thank the reader for considering your application.

! State that  you would welcome an interview to discuss your suit abil it y.  Include your
phone number again for contact.

! If a cold call letter, ask to be kept on file if any future positions become available.

 
 Closing

! If you start with  Dear Sir/Madam,
end with Yours faithfully,

! If you start with Dear Ms Smith,
end with any of the following
 Yours sincerely,
Yours truly,
Cordially,

! Never use those old fashioned/grovelling phrases like ÒThanking you in advance, your
faithful employee to beÓ.

! Follow the sign off with your signature, with your name printed underneath.

! DonÕt make the mistake of signing next to or underneath your printed name.



 HOW TO SAY IT

The tone of the letter should be:
! Professional  and warm  and friendly
! Interesting  to read and short  and to the point
! Enthusiastic  and assertive  BUT not pushy or begging for a position.

 Hints

! Use simple, natural language and avoid expressions like "aforementioned" and clichŽs.

! Be  honest.

! Use positive words and phrases such as:

!  I have !  I can !  able to

!  capable of !  experienced !  Years of experience

! Use the list of Action Words to describe what you do.

! DO NOT use adverbs that  lessen your message, or give the impression that  you arenÕt
very confident, for example:

!  ÔfairlyÕ experienced !  ÔsomeÕ knowledge of !  "although I have limited
work experience"

!  Òwhile I donÕt haveÓ !  "I believe"

! If  you don't  meet  one of  the requirements,  out l ine similar skil ls you do have and that
show you are capable of learning new skills quickly.

! Never include negat ive informat ion,  such as personal i t y conf l ict s wit h previous
employers,  pending l it igat ion suit s or sarcast ic remarks. If  you are bad-mouthing your
present place of employment, the reader may fear you will do it to them.

! Do not start every sentence or paragraph with ÔIÕ Ð try to limit yourself to 1 per
paragraph or less.

 

 THE PRESENTATION

! Should be typed on a computer (unless the inst ruct ion specif ically says Òa HAND writ ten
applicationÓ

! Use clean, white,  A4 sized paper

! Leave plenty of  space around the edges and clear space between each paragraph or
section

! Fold it  as l it t le as possible.  If  your applicat ion let ter and resume canÕt  comfortably be
folded into a DL size envelope (1/3 of normal page) use an A4 envelope.

! It must be stapled neatly

! Don't send cover letters that are photocopied



! Use a basic font such as:

Arial Garamond
Bookman Old Style Lucida Sans
Century Gothic Tahoma

Century Schoolbook Times New Roman

 

 

 TIPS FOR COVER LETTERS

! Remember that the reader will consider this an example of your writing skills.

! Make sure it  makes a good f irst  impression Ð it  may be the f irst  contact  you have with
the employer

! Write a rough draft first.

! Always get another person to read your letter before sending it to the employer.

! Keep copies of  all let ters sent  Ð when you get  an interview it  is really useful to know
what  you have writ t en.  It  also makes the next  let ter easier to write.  (Why re-invent
the wheel?)

! Do not include salary requirements unless the employer has requested it.



Highlight Your Selling Points

A selling point is something that:

¥ you have to offer an employer
¥ makes you highly suitable as a candidate
¥ directly meets a need of the employer
¥ answers the question: 'Why should the employer hire you?'.

Your selling points are based on your:

¥ past performance (proven track record)
¥ experience
¥ knowledge
¥ skills
¥ training and/or education
¥ your personal strengths.

These are gained from life experiences as well as paid work settings, so a lack of work
history need not necessarily be an obstacle to identifying your skills.

Selling points will vary depending on the job and employer. You need to know the
employer's needs. If you have something that proves that you meet an employer's need, it is
a selling point; for example:

¥ Employer's need: Prior experience in customer service is necessary to performing
well in this job.

Selling point: 'I have four years' experience in customer service' (ie mention
the relevant years of experience in performing that skill).

¥ Employer's need: A good receptionist who can handle a busy switchboard whilst
providing a calm and courteous service.

Selling point: 'In my last position as a receptionist I handled an average
of !90 calls per day whilst providing clerical back-up and attending to
clients and visitors to the office. Clients often complimented me about my
courtesy and prompt service.' !!

Selling points need to be realistic, specific, relevant and set within a timeframe; for example:

'I have been chosen as Captain at our local sports club every year, for the
last three years. We have won more games during this period and parents
of our players have told me that they appreciate my leadership skills and
contribution to the club.' !!



Writing a Selling Point

To formulate a selling point you need to do the following.

1. Identify what the job requirements are and what the employer needs: What are the
tasks, skills, qualities, knowledge and experience for which the employer is looking? List each
employer need. 

2. Identify situations that prove you meet the employer's needs:  For each requirement or
need think about where you have demonstrated your capacity to perform the skill, or where you
have demonstrated your knowledge in the area. Consider what in your past work history, life
experience, education, voluntary work, hobbies or personality shows you meet the employer's
needs. Also consider why you were good at it.

3. Specify a timeframe: A timeframe helps prove your selling point. Ask yourself:
For how long did I demonstrate this (weeks, years, etc)?
How often did I perform this (daily, weekly, monthly, annually)?
When did I perform this (last job, previous job)?
During how many events did it occur (past three reviews)?
How long did it take me (hours, days, weeks, etc)?

4. Provide proof: What proof do you have that you were good at it? Quantify your skill or knowledge
to give the employer a clear picture of what you achieved. Use:

numbers (eg handled 250 calls per day)

per cent (eg 30 per cent increase in revenue)

ratios (eg four out of every five calls resulted in a sale)

examples (eg key people's opinion, positive outcomes, education).

Make sure your selling point is believable. If it sounds too far fetched then the employer might think
you are lying, exaggerating or taking credit for something that isn't due to you.

More Examples

Employer Need Selling Point
Patience Both my supervisors consistently remark on my ability to display an

untiring and calm manner with residents.
Dependability On my last job, I had only two sick days during the three years I was

there.
Energetic salesperson I increased sales by $35,000 in six months.
Good with customers In my current job I received the highest customer service rating out of

140 staff.
Computer skills I have five years' experience in using computers, both at work and at

home. I am proficient in Office 2000, Word, PowerPoint, Excel,
PhotoShop, Explorer and Outlook. On my last job my colleagues often
sought me out to help with their computing problems.

TIP

Summarising your ski l ls,  knowledge and experience in t his format  wil l  help you wit h writ ing
let ters/ resumes, answering unexpected quest ions at  interviews and when making telephone enquiries
to employers. It  will keep your self-esteem st rong during your j ob search and help you when you need
to assess job offers.



EXAMPLE LAYOUT OF A COVER LETTER

 Your Name

Street Number and Name (or Post-box)
Town or Suburb STATE Postcode
Phone Number
Mobile Number
Email (optional)

 

Date

Name of recipient
Position Title of Recipient
Department (if applicable)
Company Name
Street Number and Name or (box number)
Town or suburb STATE Postcode

Dear Recipient’s Name,

Ref: Job Title (if ad-response)

 Opening Paragraph
Name the position in which you are interested.  Make an “In Your Face” statement –
mention what you have to offer that would be the greatest benefit/importance to the
employer.

 Second Paragraph
Demonstrate that you CAN DO THE JOB. Link up your experience, skills and
qualifications with what the specified position requirements. Use SELLING POINTS.

! You may want to bullet point your achievements; or

You could use a comparison list such as:
Your requirements My experience

 Third Paragraph
Show that you are WILLING to do the job (motivated and enthusiastic) and CAN FIT
INTO THE ORGANISATION .  Discuss your personal qualities and why the position
interests you.  Flatter the employer.

 Closing Paragraph
Refer the reader to your enclosed resume and/or application form.  Thank the reader
for considering your application. Make a specific request for an interview.  If a cold
call letter, ask to be kept on file if any future positions become available.  Include
your phone number again for contact.

Yours sincerely/faithfully

Your signature in blue or black ink



Your name type


