The Best Use of a Cover Letter

So when should you use a cover letter? Only as part of a limited, targeted campaign to reach employers. Take the time to research and understand a company before committing yourself on paper or e-mail as a prospective employee. If you have no idea what the company does, do not just send your resume and cover letter in the blind hope of making a match. If you are not willing to invest time and energy to find out whether a match is possible, why would you expect me as the Hiring Manager to do so?

A successful cover letter should be specific and personal. Each letter should refer to a specific person at a specific company and provide a specific next step that you will be taking. If you wait for them to call you, your odds of contact decrease dramatically. It usually requires a proactive response on your part to move the process forward to the next level. The “Squeaky Wheel Theory” (i.e., the one that squeaks the loudest gets the grease) is alive and well in the employment marketplace. If you make the effort to contact me, I will respond to you. If you passively wait for your phone to ring, do not expect me to call. If you wait for your resume and cover letter to magically produce results, you will likely find yourself buried underneath the data mountain of other resumes. Be the one who stands out.

The cover letter should cover two important points: (1) what your product can do for your customer (the company), and (2) what your customer will need to do to buy your product. If that sounds like marketing mumbo-jumbo, consider that many marketing people miss that point. They spend time telling about their “great” product, when they really should be concentrating on telling how it will benefit the customer.

If you have no idea how you can benefit that customer, then you may be wasting everyone’s time (including your own) in even attempting a reasonable job search. You will most certainly fail any interview. Go back to square one and start over.

Ask any astute marketing person the following question: “What is your company’s competitive advantage in the marketplace?” If that person is good, you will get a quick and ready answer. You should also have a ready answer to the very same question. If you are just another player in the already very crowded entry level job market, you will not be noticed. You need to fully understand and be able to articulate your personal value proposition.

If you are not sure what differentiates you from the rest of the market, find out! Research your background and make note of the areas where you excel. And make that your number one focus in writing the cover letter.

A basic formula for cover letters is as follows:
    * Standard business letter address format—prospect name, title, company, address—top left

    * Salutation (yes, it should be to a real person—take time to know who your target is)

    * First paragraph—why you are writing? To meet that company’s specific need(s)!

    * Second paragraph—briefly state two or three top skills (from the Summary section of your resume), then immediately follow with the benefits these features (and you as a person) will provide to the company.

    * Third paragraph—close! Not just the ending of the letter, but the “sales closer” to the letter. Close the sale. Give your target contact a specific action to take and a backup action you will take if you do not get a response.

That’s it! For an example of this format, refer to the sample cover letter that follows. But remember—what is right for one person can sound canned or contrived for the next. Take the time to write a basic cover letter structure you feel comfortable with, then customize it to the specific needs of the specific customer (or at least the industry).

Sample Cover Letter

_

Frank Yellowtree

456 College Hall

Normal, IL 67890

February 16, 20XX

Ms. Jane Dolmes

Partner-In-Charge

Big Public Accounting, Inc.

123 N. Michigan Ave.

Chicago, IL 12345

Ms. Dolmes:

I was referred to you by Mr. Dave Zbecki, a Partner with your New York office, who informed me that the Chicago office of Big Public Accounting is actively seeking to hire quality individuals for your Auditor Development Program.

I have more than two years of accounting experience, including interning as an Auditor last year with the New York City office of Ernst & Young. I will be receiving my BBA this May from Illinois State University, graduating Magna Cum Laude. I am confident that my combination of practical work experience and solid educational experience has prepared me for making an immediate contribution to Big Public Accounting. Having interned with a leading firm in the public accounting field, I understand the level of professionalism and communication required for long-term success in the field. My background and professional approach to business will provide your office with a highly productive Auditor upon completion of your Development Program.

I will be in the Chicago area the week of March 16. Please call me at 217-222-3456 to arrange a convenient time when we may meet to further discuss my background in relation to your needs. If I have not heard from you by March 9, I will contact your office to inquire as to a potential meeting date and time. I look forward to meeting you then.

Sincerely,

Tracy Q. Graduate

Tracy Q. Graduate

This type of cover letter will pay back far greater returns than the simple “introduction to me” letter that most people use. Remember that a successful cover letter is a marketing tool used to move your customer one step closer to buying your product. Customers do not buy features, they buy benefits. So make sure you drive home your benefit to the customer!

Your cover letter should always be personalized. “To whom it may concern” is an immediate turnoff.

And keep in mind that many employers look to the cover letter as an example of your written communication skills. Resumes are often written and proofed by others, but cover letters are typically never proofed. Make certain your cover letter is spell-checked, grammar-checked, and proofed by someone other than yourself.

I realize that no matter how many times or ways I say it, people will copy this example cover letter almost verbatim. If you do, you will be spotted as having used a canned letter. Take the time to do it right.

Paper vs. Electronic Cover Letters

_

Is the cover letter only to be used with a paper resume? No. If you are sending your resume via e-mail as an attachment, the accompanying e-mail is your cover letter. And if you are submitting your resume directly to an online database, you will often have the opportunity to include additional attachments, such as your cover letter. The resume explains your features, your cover letter explains your benefits. Do not pass up this opportunity to fully communicate your value, whether on paper or online.

Cover Letter Checklist

_

Use this checklist to ensure that your cover letter is complete:

    * One page only

    * Written to someone specific, with the name and title spelled correctly

    * Company name and address are correct and complete

    * Full spell check and proofing

    * Limited to three focused paragraphs (focused on the reader’s needs, not yours)

    * Closes with “Sincerely,”—anything else can sound too chummy

    * Final step: do not forget to follow up, or all the other steps will be in vain!

