
This column addresses job hunting and career advancement, focusing on various aspects of career growth from starting your tech comm career 
to finding a new job to taking your career to the next level. It’s written from the perspective of someone who has been a technical writer,  
technical communication manager, and recruiter, and who worked as a captive (full-time) employee and an independent contractor before 
finally starting my own company. If you have questions or suggestions for a future column, email them to jack@prospringstaffing.com  
with “Career Question” in the subject line.

do to increase your chances at 
receiving an interview.

So let’s combine my defini-
tion with Webster’s definition: 

A résumé is a short account 
of one’s career and qualifica-
tions, prepared typically by 
an applicant for a position, 
which shows how the ap-
plicant matches what the 
reader is looking for. 
That’s a workable definition! 
If you know a résumé is a 

vehicle that shows how you 
match what the reader is look-
ing for, you can take proac-
tive steps to find out what the 
reader is looking for, tailor 
your résumé to show that, and, 
thus, increase the number of 
interviews you will receive. 

3. No One Will Ever Read 
Your Résumé 

People may scan it, read 
parts of it, search for keywords 
in it, but no one is going to 
read your résumé from begin-
ning to end—they just don’t 
have the time.

Keep your résumé as short 
as needed to show how you 
match what the reader is  
looking for, and no longer.

4. You Will Never Be Hired 
Because of Your Résumé

When faced with a stack of 
résumés (printed or online), 
managers tend to scan each 
briefly and separate them into 
one of two categories: No and 
Maybe.

Then they take the résumés 
that weren’t rejected and say, 
“Okay, let’s start with these 
three.”

For those people who 
received an interview, it wasn’t 

because someone liked their 
résumé, it was because they 
weren’t rejected yet. 

5. You Are Writing for Short 
Attention Span Theater

This takes résumé secret 
#3 to a whole new level. Not 
only will people not read your 
entire résumé, they prob-
ably won’t even read entire 
paragraphs, bullet lists with 
more than three items, and 
so forth. 

A résumé is just a vehicle 
that shows that you have what 
the reader is looking for. 
Anything else you include 
may cause them to stop read-
ing and move on.

6. Having Everything Doesn’t 
Guarantee an Interview 

You can have everything a 
company is looking for and 
still not get an interview. 
Why? See the first five résumé 
secrets. 

A company once called me 
about their need for a techni-
cal writer in Houston with 
patent writing experience. 
We found someone and sub-
mitted his résumé, and the 
manager emailed me back 
15 minutes later saying, “He 
doesn’t have patent writing 
experience.” 

The candidate did have  
patent writing experience, 
but it didn’t appear in his  
résumé until the middle of 
the second page. The man-
ager just didn’t read that far. 

7. You’re Considered 
Unqualified Until You Prove 
Otherwise

Recruiters automatically  

For years I’ve resisted 
speaking about résumés 

thinking that everything that 
could possibly 
be said about 
writing effec-
tive résumés has 
already been cov-
ered. But after 
seeing candidate 
after candidate 
rejected based on 
what they had—
and didn’t have—in their 
résumés, I realized it’s time 
for me to share what I’ve 
observed over the years.

What Is a Résumé?
The Cambridge Dictionary 

defines a résumé as “a written 
statement of your education 
and work experience, used 
especially when you are  
trying to get a new job.”

That definition is wrong. 
So if your résumé is not a 

summary of what you have 
done, and not a summary of 
what you can do, then what 
is it? 

A résumé is a vehicle that 
shows that you match what the 
reader is looking for.
And that’s all it is. 
A résumé is not a summary 

of your skills and professional 
experience. It’s not a capa-
bilities overview. It’s not your 
life story condensed into a 
few pages.

1. Understand Your 
Résumé’s Reader

You may have sent your 
résumé to someone in 
response to a job post-
ing or you may have 
sent it to a company in 
the hopes of working 
there with no particu-
lar job in mind. 

But why you sent 
someone your résumé 
doesn’t matter. What 

does matter? Why someone is 
reading it.

And why are they reading 
it? To see whether you have 
what they are looking for! 

It doesn’t matter why you 
sent someone your résumé. 
What matters is why someone 
is reading it.

2. The Common Beliefs 
About Résumés Are 
Incomplete

What’s wrong with the 
following definition from 
Webster’s Dictionary?

A résumé is a short ac-
count of one’s career and 
qualifications, prepared 
typically by an applicant 
for a position. 
It doesn’t take into account 

that the reader is looking 
for something, and judging 
whether you have it. The most 
commonly held beliefs about 
résumés are incomplete and 
do not focus on what you can 
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assume you are not quali-
fied for the job for which 
you are applying. Because 
the great majority of résu-
més companies receive are 
from candidates who are 
not qualified for the job for 
which they are applying, 
recruiters have statistics on 
their side and will assume 
you are unqualified until 
you prove otherwise. 

This is another reason 
why the first page of your 
résumé (preferably the first 
paragraph) must show that 
you have what the reader is 
looking for. 

8. Companies Want 
Current Skills

Whatever companies 
are looking for, they want 
you to be doing it in your 
current job (or in your last 

job, if you’re not currently 
working). There’s an illogi-
cal assumption that some-
body who’s doing a task in 
their current job is better 
at it than someone who’s 
not currently doing it, no 
matter how many years of 
experience they may have. 

One way to counter this 
assumption is to put a sum-
mary at the top of your  
résumé that shows you 
have exactly what the 
company is looking for. 
Then, put less detail about 
your current job and more 
detail about the job you 
were doing that involved 
what the hiring company is 
looking for. You also could 
put the skill(s) to use in 
volunteer work for a local 
nonprofit to show that your 
experience is “current.” 

9. Job Tasks Are More 
Important Than Job Titles

What you do in your job 
is more important than your 
actual job title. The easier it 
is for the reader to find what 
they’re looking for in your  
résumé, the better your 
chances of getting an inter-
view. So state what you did, 
not what your title was. 

If a company is looking for 
a “technical writer,” put “tech-
nical writer” on your résumé, 
not “information engineer” 
or “user experience advocate” 
or any other title. Someone 
in HR probably won’t know 
those are different names for 
the same position. 

10. Typos and Errors Really 
Do Kill Your Chances

The smallest typo or 
formatting error can scuttle 
your chances of getting an 
interview. If you can’t write 
two error-free pages for your 
résumé, how can anyone ex-
pect you to write 200 pages of 
error-free documentation?

Ending on a Positive Note
Now that we’ve gone over 

all the actions you shouldn’t 
do when submitting résumés 
for a job, let’s make each a 
positive action to do:
1. Remember that your ré-

sumé is a vehicle that shows 
you match what the reader 
is looking for, so tailor your 
résumé for each job for 
which you apply.

2. When possible, find out 
what the hiring manager 
is looking for and include 
that information early in 
your résumé. 

3. Make your résumé long 
enough to show how you 
match what the reader is 
looking for, and no longer.

4. Remove information that 
would get in the way of the 
reader finding what they 

are looking for. Save all 
that additional informa-
tion, stories, duties, and 
so on for the interview.

5. Be brief but clear—you 
are writing for short  
attention spans! 

6. Be sure the summary of 
your résumé shows how 
you match what they are 
looking for—you can’t 
assume they will see the 
information in the body 
of your résumé!

7. Be sure applicable experi-
ence appears early in 
your résumé so you aren’t 
immediately rejected as 
“yet another unqualified 
applicant.”

8. Keep your skills current, 
even if you have to take 
on volunteer projects that 
show you are currently 
doing what the reader is 
looking for.

9. Use job titles that reflect 
what you did, not what 
you were called.

10. Make sure you have zero 
defects in your résumé.

The end result should be 
more interviews. Apply these 
techniques and let me know 
how it goes!

For more information, 
listen to a recording of my 
web seminar from the STC 
Job Seeker Boot Camp 
at www.stc.org/pFiles/mp3/
Resume-Secrets-That-Might-
Surprise-You.mp3. 
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How will you ensure that 
your content will work in 

Marrakech as well as it does 
in Milwaukee? 

Attend Localization Industry Standards 
Association Forums in San Francisco, Suzhou, 
Budapest, or New Delhi and find out how to 

succeed in your global communication efforts.

More information: www.lisa.org/events

http://www.lisa.org/events

