
Cover Letters

Target Date
Grab attention and encourage reading of the resume

Show your personality/”Fit” with the position and organization

Illustrate your research about the employer and the requirements for the job

Demonstrate your ability to write effectively

Okay, let’s just put it out on the table. No one likes to write cover letters.

So, now that is out of the way, let’s focus on how to make writing your cover letter as painless as possible, powerfully effective, and compelling!

Here are the keys:

First, your letter is a professional piece of correspondence that allows you to address specifics about the job to which you’re applying, your

knowledge about the company, and how your unique skills and experiences can benefit the organization. It should:

Formatting and Structure Guidelines:

What comes first?
Before you put fingers to the keyboard or pen to paper, the first step in writing an effective cover letter is conducting research as well as reading

the job description carefully. Visit the company’s website and social media accounts. Think of getting to know the company like getting to know a

person. Are they Serious? Snarky? Fun? Refined? What do the take pride in? Who are their customers? This information will enable you to tailor

your letter that reflects an understanding how work is done at that company and enables you to showcase how you might fit in. Yes, companies

(i.e. the reader) know their story but they want to know that YOU know their story as well.

TIP: Don’t EVER reuse the same cover letter

Length:

Format:

Personalized Greeting:

A cover letter is typically one page with three to five paragraphs (four is ideal).

Use the same heading, font style, size and type of paper (if printed) as your resume

Address your cover letter to a specific person, if possible. If a name is unavailable, use a title (e.g. “Dear Hiring Manager”, “Dear Recruiter”).

Another option is to dispense with the title -- use Re: insert the name of the job opening (e.g. Re: Communication Specialist job opening).

TIP: NEVER, NEVER use "To Whom it May Concern!" It is very old school language.

Content Guidelines
Paragraph One:

Middle Paragraph:

Closing Paragraph:

Start off differently! Imagine you’re a hiring manager or recruiting professional with a stack of cover letters and resumes in front of you and they

all begin the same way "It is with great enthusiasm that I am applying for the job"….. OR… "My name is Jane Doe and I saw your job posting"… OR

..."Enclosed please find...” Pretty boring, right? Your job is to capture the attention of the reader and make them want to continue reading. Be

creative, perhaps begin with an example from a previous job, something you learned in class, or some aspect of the company’s business that you

find fascinating. Hook your reader and don’t forget to state why you are writing in the final sentence of your first paragraph – to apply for

the position!

Demonstrate your knowledge of the employer and position. Remember all of that research? The details are evident here! Tailor your message to

the needs of the posting, focusing on your transferrable skills or previous experience that match the qualifications of the job. This isn’t just re-

hashing facts from your resume. Flesh out your accomplishments by illustrating how you were able to achieve results. Perhaps you can provide

more information on how you can deliver the benefits mentioned in your opening paragraph. In short, answer these questions—why you should

hire me and why I would be a good fit for your team!!

End on a positive note. Visualize yourself as already being a member of the team. We believe that being bold is an asset! Ask for the interview or

at minimum a phone screen interview. Provide a link to your website or LinkedIn profile and don’t forget to indicate your contact information.

A word about creative, stylistic cover letters
Let the organization that you’re applying to be your guide whether to employ a more creative or stylistic design to your letter. If the company’s

website or their employee profiles are fun, snarky or stylistic, then by all means follow that tone in your cover letter. On the other hand, if the tone

of the website and/or reputation of the company is more formal then use that as a guide.

Avoid using standard Word templates. There are many creative cover letter templates to provide food for thought! Use your imagination—it is a

skill that is highly sought in creative, marketing and advertising industries.

Whether staid or humorous, colorful or mundane, make sure that your letter conveys substance and answers the question – “Why you?”



Target Date

Summary of Do's & Don'ts
Address your letter to an individual, if possible.

Send EACH employer a specific, tailored letter.

Use simple language and sentence structure. Be a ruthless

copy-editor!

Mirror, if appropriate, the style and tone of the organization

in your letter.

Keep your letter brief, not more than one page.

Try to answer the reader’s question: “Why should I hire

YOU?”

Focus on the company, not you – count the “I’s” in your cover

letter! More than 15 uses of the pronoun

“I” is too many! Revise accordingly.

Match your skills, education and experiences to the job

duties and qualifications.

Properly use articles, such as “a”, “an” and “the”

Questions? Make an appointment with EPICS on Handshake
epics.soc.northwestern.edu 

Do... Don't...
Use a generic letter or a template! Customize your letter for every

job.

Waste the first paragraph with a boring introduction: grab the

reader’s attention!

Use trite phrases like, “Enclosed please find my resume” –they

waste precious space.

Be afraid to interject a bit of your personality in your letter!

Send the letter without checking for typos, incorrect grammar,

punctuation, etc.

Rehash your resume; be original!

Use contractions (including “don’t”)!

Formatting & Structure Guidelines:
Block format is typically used for business letters. In block format, the entire text is left aligned and single spaced.

The exception to the single spacing is a double space between paragraphs (instead of indents for paragraphs. A great guide to structuring a

business letter can be found here.

Proper punctuation after the salutation or greeting is a COLON not a comma.

Use courtesy titles if appropriate, Mr., Ms. If a person’s name is gender neutral, then use their entire name. For example, Dear Chris Jones:

If sending a cover letter via email, include their mailing address and email address with the notation: Via email to email address

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/purdue_owl.html

