
COVER LETTER GUIDELINES 
 
What Is a Cover Letter? 
 
A cover letter should always be sent to an employer along with your application 
or resume.  The purpose of a cover letter is to: 

- Introduce yourself to a prospective employer 
- Explain why you want to work at that particular company 
- Communicate how your background fits the particular job  
- Pique the employer’s interest in reading your resume   

For experience that you think is particularly relevant to the position, use the cover 
letter to elaborate on that background.  Cover letters should also demonstrate 
your knowledge of the company and let the employer know how you stand out 
from other candidates.  Cover letters allow you to do some things that resumes 
cannot: demonstrate your enthusiasm, communication skills, and personality. 
 
Where to Start 
 
Research the Employer 
Research the company to see how your experience and values fit in with their 
organization. 
Analyze the Job Description 
Read through the job description and highlight key phrases that describe the 
qualifications the company is seeking for this particular position.  Think about 
how your education and work experience fit these qualifications.  If the job 
description is short or vague, look at job listings for positions similar to the one 
you are considering for more details or try to imagine a typical day at that job and 
the kinds of skills you would be using.  
Analyze your background 
Think about how your past experiences are similar to what this job entails.  
Include work experience, courses taken, class projects, volunteer experience, 
travel, internships, seasonal jobs, and extracurricular involvement. 
 
The Cover Letter Formula 
 
First paragraph 
Tell the reader why you are writing (i.e., what job you are applying for and how 
you heard about it).  Mention the names of any contacts you have within the 
company or the names of individuals who informed you about the position, when 
appropriate. 
Second Paragraph 
Explain why you want to work for this particular company and demonstrate your 
knowledge about the company’s products and services.  Highlight aspects of 
your experience and background that will be of interest to the potential employer.  
This is your chance to go into more detail about some of the experience you 
have listed on your resume.  In this section, talk about what makes you different 



from other applicants.  A good way to come up with ideas for this is to ask 
yourself how you left your former companies or departments better than you left 
them. 
Third Paragraph 
Indicate that your resume is enclosed, your plans for follow-up, and how you can 
be reached if the employer would like to contact you with additional questions.  
State that you would like to set up an appointment for an interview and when you 
will contact the employer.   
Closing 
Thank the employer for his or her time and consideration. 
 
The Three Types of Cover Letters 
 
Cold-Contact Cover Letter 
When you send your resume to an employer without any previous contact and 
without knowing if there are any positions currently available.  Since you do not 
know what kinds of positions might be available, focus on your knowledge of the 
company and how you think your background would be a good fit for them. 
Invited Cover Letter 
When you send your resume in response to a job posting.  Because you know 
what the open position is and what its requirements are, demonstrate how your 
background and experience qualifies you for the position. 
Referral Letter 
When you send your resume to an employer at the suggestion of another person 
that is connected with that company in some way.  Grab the employer’s attention 
by mentioning the name of the person who referred you. 
     
Cover Letter Dos and Don’ts 
 
DO 
-Always address your cover letter to a person, never “Dear Human Resources 
Director,” “To whom it may concern” or “Dear Sir or Madam.”  If the job posting 
does not list the name of the person responsible for hiring for your particular 
position, call the company and ask the receptionist for that person’s name. 
-Customize each cover letter to each company and position  
-Remember to use action verbs!  Your dynamic language will keep the reader’s 
interest and make a bigger impression.  Here are some examples of action 
verbs: 

-Coordinated, analyzed, increased, developed, directed, operated, 
organized, facilitated, budgeted, improved, expanded   

-Proofread for typos and check for correct spelling.  Print your cover letter on 
paper that matches your resume. 
-Keep a copy of your records so you’ll remember what you said when it comes 
time for the interview! 
 



DON’T 
-Tell the company what they can do for you rather than telling them how you fit 
their needs 
-Sound desperate or use informal language 
-Make the cover letter more than one page 
-Forget to request an interview 
 
Attention-Grabbing Strategies 
 
-Highlighting 2 or 3 accomplishments or experiences you possess that speak 
to the qualifications of the position and make you stand out from other applicants 
-Select a quote that is meaningful to the field, company, and position you to 
which you are applying 
-Explain your admiration for the company by mentioning the company’s 
philosophy and achievements 
-Paste a copy of the job ad to your cover letter to make processing your 
application packet easier for the reader.  This is especially useful for companies 
that regularly advertise multiple openings. 
 
 
 


