


companies marketing themselves by
sending flyers to your home. You bring
yourself to the attention of human
resources departments, but not of the
decision-makers. Since prominent com-
panies estimate that they receive hun-
dreds of unsolicited rŽsumŽs every day,
marketing yourself this way is not an
effective use of your time.

Focus an interviewer.When an inexperi-
enced interviewer begins to meander,
you can bring the focus back to your
qualificationsÑand help the interviewer
remember youÑby referring to specific
points in your rŽsumŽ. However, because
the traditional rŽsumŽ focuses on your
past, it doesnÕt give the interviewer an
understanding of your potential.

Rethinking your rŽsumŽ strategy
includes rethinking the use for your
rŽsumŽ. For job-hunting in the new
economy, the optimum way to use a
rŽsumŽ is as a Òleave-behindÓ after a suc-
cessful networking session to remind
your contact about your capabilities. For
this purpose, you need an achievement-
based rŽsumŽ and knowledge of how to
structure a networking meeting (also
called an informational interview). At a
networking meeting, your rŽsumŽ serves
as a basis for discussion that helps your
business contact understand your capa-
bilities. The contact may refer you to
other contacts for companies that may
need your services, or give you impor-
tant feedback that you can use to
improve your marketability.

Techniques for conducting successful
networking meetings are outside the
scope of this article; for more informa-
tion, refer to the articles by technical
communicator Tom Murrell ( www.ray
comm.com/techwhirl/employmentarticles/
jobinterviewhomepage.html) and career
coach Emma Hamer (www.hamer-associates
.ca/archives.htm). This article will focus
on the content of a quality rŽsumŽ, the
differences between rŽsumŽ types, and
optimum situations for each type.

What Goes In,
and What Doesn’t

No matter what type of rŽsumŽ you cre-
ate, certain information is expected. Con-

tact information, a career objective, work
and educational history, credentials, and
accomplishments are all relevant. Certain
industries and professions expect specific
types of information to be included. For
example, academics list publications in
their rŽsumŽs, software developers list the
coding languages they know, and profes-
sionals who need a license to practice list
any licenses they hold.

What should be left off a rŽsumŽ is
extraneous information that companies
can use as part of the screening process.
When a company is trying to reduce a
stack of several hundred submissions,
you donÕt want to provide any informa-
tion that may help sort you out. Let
yourself be judged on your skills and
abilities.

Personal Information
Your height, weight, age, and marital

status are nobodyÕs business. In fact,
many countries forbid employers to ask
for this information. Your social security
(U.S.) or social insurance number
(Canada) are also off limits, at least until
youÕre hired.

Hobbies and Interests
Many people claim to have been hired

because they bonded with interviewers
over a shared love of gardening or
music. But an equal or larger number
of people never even get to the interview
because the rŽsumŽ sorters decide, based

on the interests listed in their rŽsumŽs,
that these people wonÕt fit into the team.
The only time you should include your
hobbies and interests is if they relate
directly to the job youÕre seeking. For
example, if the position needs budget-
ing experience, and your volunteer work
includes budgeting experience that can
demonstrate your abilities, then find a
way to describe your successes.

References
You may indicate that you can supply

references upon request, but checking
references should be the last step in an
employerÕs hiring process. You donÕt
want your references taken by surprise
and having to provide off-the-cuff
answers to questions that may determine
your future, so youÕll want to notify them
that the employer will contact them.
When the employer offers you a position
pending reference checks, explain what
you need to do, and offer to provide a
list once youÕve notified your references.

Résumé Structures
The ideal structure for your rŽsumŽ

depends on your experience, what you
want to emphasize, and, most important,
how you intend to use the rŽsumŽ. Tra-
ditional rŽsumŽ structuresÑchronologi-
cal, functional, and hybridÑare meant
for the old-economy practice of sending
a rŽsumŽ in response to a job ad; rŽsumŽ
screeners will compare your qualifica-
tions to those of hundreds of other appli-
cants. Traditional structures allow
screeners to scan, rather than read, the
rŽsumŽ for prerequisites and to pigeon-
hole candidates according to the posi-
tions theyÕve held, their length of service,
the software packages theyÕve used, and
so on.

The skills- and achievement-based
rŽsumŽ structure is ideal for new-econ-
omy job-hunting, where you use your
rŽsumŽ during a networking meeting to
demonstrate your potential to a business
contact, who recommends other con-
tacts, who might decide that they need
someone like you on their team. This
type of rŽsumŽ expects the reader to
absorb the information, and so it must
be read, not scanned.

Following are descriptions of the four
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basic rŽsumŽ structures. Each rŽsumŽ is
one to two pages long and written mostly
in sentence fragments beginning with
active verbs in indicative mood.

Chronological
A chronological rŽsumŽ lists the posi-

tions youÕve held in reverse chronologi-
cal order, including the name of the
company, its location, and the year you
started and left. The description is
divided into the mandate (what you were
hired to do) and your accomplishments
(what you did above and beyond the call
of duty, or what you did particularly
well). When using this format, be sure
to mention the industry, as it may not be
obvious from the company name.

This format is recommended for
strong candidates in a single functional
area who are responding to job ads, and
for those who show a steady career pro-
gression (from, for example, junior
writer to writer to senior writer). The dis-
advantage of this format is its implica-
tion that this is thework you do, and that
you will do best in a job like one youÕve
done before. Chronological formats do
not work well for career-changing, cross-
functional promotions, or moving later-
ally into a new functional area.

Functional
A functional rŽsumŽ groups informa-

tion by work function rather than by
date. For example, a technician who
wants to transition to a writing position
would list positions with a writing com-
ponent, highlighting the types of writing
done and downplaying the position title.

This format allows career changers to
emphasize a particular skill that may
remain hidden in a chronological
rŽsumŽ. However, screeners and human
resources staff generally donÕt react well
to functional formats because they make
the pigeonholing of candidates more dif-
ficult. Screeners and HR staff will want to
see a chronological version, at which
point the candidate is usually screened
out for Òlack of experience.Ó

Hybrid
A hybrid rŽsumŽ groups information

according to function, but also contains
a chronological section. Structuring a

rŽsumŽ this way helps to show work con-
tinuity in cases where an employment
gap could distract the reviewer from
your skills and abilities. Like a chrono-
logical rŽsumŽ, this format demonstrates
consistent success in a functional area
and works best for candidates with pre-
dictable career paths, but also allows
screeners to easily categorize candidates
according to chronological or functional
experience. 

Skills- and Achievement-based
An achievement-based rŽsumŽ is

always two pages longÑone sheet,
front and back. (See Figure 1 for an
example of an achievement-based
rŽsumŽ.) The first page demonstrates
that what youÕve accomplished in the
past, you can accomplish for a future
employer. The second page provides a
brief chronological work history of rel-
evant positions and supplemental
information.

Achievements make up the substan-
tive portion of the rŽsumŽ, and should
match your skills to the expectations of a
position. The achievements shouldnÕt be
tied to a particular position held in the
past, to a primary job, to supplemental
work, or to volunteer positions. Instead,
the achievements must demonstrate that
you have the transferable skills to take
on the task at hand. (In fact, experi-
enced networkers circulate rŽsumŽs
watermarked ÒDRAFTÓ at networking

meetings to encourage candid feedback
from their contacts.)

Achievement-based rŽsumŽs, a staple
of the executive set for whom demon-
strating potential is critical, have fast
become the most effective marketing tool
for job seekers. The advantage of this
format is that it takes the focus off the
Òcircumstantial evidenceÓ of your past
and turns attention to what you have
actually accomplishedand what you can do
for a future employer. Coupled with an
informational interview, this rŽsumŽ for-
mat becomes a formidable tool for recent
graduates, career changers, generalists,
and the promotion-bound.

There are two drawbacks to this for-
mat. First, employers who value the tools
a candidate knows rather than how dis-
cerningly the candidate has used those
tools may prefer a simple list to a dis-
cussion of accomplishments. Second,
recruiters and agencies are uncomfort-
able with this format because it doesnÕt
lend itself to slotting candidates into the
neat categories used by human
resources databases. For example, itÕs
easier to slot candidates according to
the tools they know or their team lead
experience than to ascertain whether
their skills and achievements would
match those required for a project man-
agement position.

Information Categories
A good rŽsumŽ has several categories

of information, which fall into three
basic types: contact, substantive, and sup-
plemental information.

Contact Information
YouÕd be surprised how many rŽsumŽs

donÕt give enough information for
employers to get in touch with candi-
dates. Include your name, address,
phone number, and e-mail address on
both your cover letter and rŽsumŽÑthe
letter can get discarded or separated
from the rŽsumŽ. Be sure to put your
contact information in the body of your
rŽsumŽ: The software some companies
use to process rŽsumŽs wonÕt recognize
text in headers and footers. An impor-
tant point of etiquette is to use your per-
sonal phone number and e-mail address,
not those at your place of work.

Achievement-based
résumés turn attention 
to what you have actually
accomplished and what 
you can do for a future
employer.
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Career Objective

To contribute my intuitive leadership skills to a growing company that needs an out-of-the-box

thinker to improve delivery methods for their technical and marketing communications.

Accomplishments

Identified serious usability issues with the intranet site for a large documentation department.

Analyzed department, client, and other user needs; assembled a team, and directed site imple-

mentation. Results: improved ease of use, reduced time searching for department resources,

and estimated 15 percent savings in production time as a result of more documents created

with the correct template entering the production system.

Created help system for a start-up company in the financial services industry. Interviewed sub-

ject matter experts and customer support staff, developed content, created navigational struc-

ture, conducted usability tests, and incorporated suggestions for embedded assistance. Results:

Reduced top three support requests by an average of 20 percent; help project won an indus-

try award.

Developed full complement of training materials for

volunteers in a large philanthropic organization.

Communicated with key staff about training needs;

created a comprehensive introductory presenta-

tion and student training guide; directed the cre-

ation of instructor guide; developed online self-

study modules. Results: Improved training con-

sistency; eliminated cost of printing frequently-

revised training material; improved selected

task completion times by 5 to 12 percent.

Software Skills

■ Publishing software: MS Word,

FrameMaker, RoboHelp, DreamWeaver;

WebWorks, and other Web authoring

software; PhotoShop, Illustrator, and

other graphics software

■ Project software: MS Project,Access,

Excel,Visio, PowerPoint, and similar

applications

Personal contact information
Name, address, phone, fax, and 
e-mail address

Career objective
Specific ÒwhatÕs in it for the 
companyÓ statement

Substantive information
Accomplishments written in
three parts:
Ð What you accomplished
Ð Which skills you used 
Ð The results

Supplemental information
Technical skills

Supplemental information
Categories in descending order
of importance to a prospective
employer

Footer
In the event the document is
copied, single-sided, and pages get
separated

Supplemental information
List of positions held, including:
Ð Position title
Ð Company name and location,

and years of employment
Ð Brief description of mandate

Figure 1. Front and back of a sample achievement-
based résumé, with glosses to the side.
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Technical Communication Experience
■ Team Lead

BiggerCo Inc., New York, NY 

2001Ð

Supervised, trained, and developed technical communication team; created 

training material and online documentation

■ Technical CommunicatorBigCo, Lubbock,TX

1999Ð2001

Developed content and delivery methods for financial software documentation

■ Publication SpecialistMidsize Co Ltd., Boise, ID

1996Ð1999

Developed content for hardware documentation
Additional Professional Experience
■ Vice-PresidentGirl Guides of New Jersey,Teaneck, NJ

2002Ð

Set policy, managed multi-million dollar budget

■ Volunteer ManagerUnited Way, Lubbock,TX

1999Ð2000

Managed call centre for volunteers accepting donations during fall campaign

Professional Memberships■ Usability Professionals Association

2001Ð

■ STC Management SIG

2000Ð

■ Senior Member, Society for Technical Communication

1995Ð

Publications■ ÒKeeping Volunteers Happy and Productive,Ó Girl Guides Today
2003

■ ÒCreating Value within the Organization,Ó Midsize Co. Crier
1998

Professional Development■ Creating Usability Goals telephone seminar, STC

2002

■ Designing Information-Rich User Interfaces, STC

2001

■ Planning and Implementing an Intranet, IABC

2000

■ Managing a Multi-Disciplinary Team, United Way

1999

■ Annual Conference, STC

1998

■ Advanced FrameMaker: Defining Structured Documents, PTU
1997

Education
■ Technical Communication Certificate, Lubbock College, Lubbock,TX

2001

■ B.A. in Journalism, Concorde University, Buffalo, NY

1995

A.B. Communicator
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Substantive Information
The most important information you

can include in a rŽsumŽ is a careful selec-
tion of your achievements. The format
for writing achievements is to write three
statements: what you did and for whom,
how you did it, and the results.

The first statement concisely describes
a companyÕs problem area. The more
readers identify with the problem, the
better they understand how your services
can help them solve problems in their
company.

The second statement identifies the
transferable skills you used to tackle the
problem. The abilities to analyze, inter-
pret, edit, and plan are examples of
transferable skillsÑthat is, skills that can
be used in a variety of circumstances.
This statement demonstrates how you
approach problems and reassures poten-
tial employers that you can reproduce
your process and results.

The third statement describes the out-
come of your efforts, and should demon-
strate how youÕve met a business goal.
Ideally, youÕll have gathered enough data
to quantify your successes and presented
your achievement in a way that impresses
potential employers with your under-
standing of their needs.

The following example of an achieve-
ment, from an actual project undertaken
in 1991, expresses what this technical
communicator could bring to an orga-
nization: ÒAnalyzed multilingual docu-
mentation for a large computer
manufacturer to improve production
methods. Identified schedule and cost
efficiencies, oversaw production and
translation coordination in more than
nine languages, developed modular doc-
umentation strategies, and directed
implementation of pilot project. Results:
Reduced documentation turn cycle by
65 percent, initial production costs by
40 percent, and end documentation cost
by 25 percent.Ó

ItÕs a good idea to create an achieve-
ments bank by spending a few days doc-
umenting all your achievements and
rewriting them in a standard format.
This practice will allow you to tailor your
achievements to suit each job and high-
light how your transferable skills apply
to each situation. If you have trouble

capturing your achievements, consider
enlisting the help of a career coach with
expertise in the area. A coach can sig-
nificantly reduce the time and frustra-
tion of pulling together the material.

Supplemental Information
The body of a rŽsumŽ begins with a

career objective. Everyone wants Òan
exciting job in a progressive company,Ó
so be specific enough to make your
objective meaningful. State briefly what
type of position youÕre seeking, what you
can contribute to the company youÕre
approaching, and what type of company
youÕd like to work for. Include the
ÒwhatÕs in it for themÓ marketing state-
ment. For example, consider the follow-
ing objective for a technical editing job:
ÒTo contribute my exceptional editing
skills to a technical writing team for a
mid-size to large organization in the soft-
ware development industry.Ó A well-writ-
ten objective also helps the rŽsumŽ
screeners determine which job youÕre
applying for.

Many rŽsumŽs contain a section that
lists abilities, areas of expertise, or
industry-specific information such as
tools mastered. Such a list should not
be so prominent as to detract from your
skills. After all, the fact that you play the
violin doesnÕt guarantee that you can
play skillfully, and a list of software pro-
grams doesnÕt guarantee the quality of
your writing, editing, or management
skills.

Educational background, professional
development, professional memberships,
publications, and awards should also be
listed. However, unless you have a newly
minted, advanced degree in a sexy new
discipline, donÕt make this information
particularly prominent.

Showing Potential
Developing the right kind of rŽsumŽ is

an important part of a job search. The
rŽsumŽ is your public face, your market-
ing brochure, the Òleave-behindÓ used to
decide your suitability. The most impor-
tant aspect of your rŽsumŽ is to show not
your historybut your potential to an
employer. For savvy job seekers who tap
into the hidden job market, an achieve-
ment-based rŽsumŽ can bridge the gap
between the past and the future, job his-
tory and job potential, function and tal-
ent. A great rŽsumŽ should show off your
talents, and let employers give you a
chance to use them. 
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Rahel Anne Bailie, director-sponsor for STCÕs
region 7, has been in the workforce more than
thirty years, with four years operating a
rŽsumŽ-writing business and the last fifteen
years in technical communication. In the
high-tech world of start-ups, downsizing, buy-
outs, and contracting, Rahel has a great
deal of experience crafting rŽsumŽs for herself
and others. Rahel is a managing partner of
Intentional Design Inc., a content develop-
ment, content management, and usability
company in the Vancouver, BC area.
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