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DO’S AND DON’TS FOR WRITING A COVER LETTER 
By Robert Logan 

 
 
Perhaps the most challenging part of job hunting is writing an effective cover letter. Every time you sit 
down to write a cover letter, you probably browse cover letter examples online, get overwhelmed, and 
think something to the effect of: Does anyone really read these? Wouldn’t it be so much easier if I could just let 
my resume speak for itself? 
 
First off: Yes, cover letters do, in fact, get read. To some hiring managers, they’re the most important part 
of your application. And yes, while it would be easier to let your resume speak for itself, if that was the 
case you’d completely miss the opportunity to tell prospective employers who you are, showcase why they 
should hire you, and stand out above all the other candidates. 
 
To make sure your cover letter is in amazing shape (and is as painless as possible to write), we’ve compiled 
a few of our best cover letter tips – and a few of our don’ts – below. 
 
DO YOUR RESEARCH FIRST 

Before you start writing, find out more about the organization and the specific job you want. Look at the 
organization’s website, its executives’ Twitter feeds, and employee profiles on LinkedIn. Find out what 
challenges the organization is facing and how your role would help address those. Knowing the organiza-
tion better also helps you decide on the right tone to use in your cover letter. 
 
THINK NOT WHAT THE ORGANIZATION CAN DO FOR YOU 

A common cover letter mistake is talking about how great the position would be for you and your resume. 
Frankly, hiring managers are aware of that – what they really want to know is what you’re going to bring to 
the position and organization. Be very specific in addressing their needs outlined in the job description 
and show them how you can address those specific needs. Provide specific examples of how you can help 
the organization. 
 
EMPHASIZE YOUR PERSONAL VALUE 

Hiring managers are looking for people who can help them solve problems. Drawing on the research you 
did earlier, show that you know what the organization does and some of the challenges it faces. These 
don’t need to be specific but you might mention a trend that’s affected the industry. Then talk about how 
your experience has equipped you to meet those needs; perhaps explain how you solved a similar prob-
lem in the past or share a relevant accomplishment. 
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TELL A STORY 

What brings you to this organization? Stories bring your background and experiences to life, so feel free 
to tell them. Just keep them short and to the point. 
 
USE A FEW NUMBERS 

When it comes to the job search, numbers often speak louder than words. Offer stats to illustrate your 
impact on organizations or associations you’ve worked for in the past. 
 
THINK CUSTOM, NOT CANNED 

Most companies want to see that you’re truly excited about the position and organization, which means 
creating a custom letter for each position you apply for. 
 
CUT THE FORMALITY 

Don’t be overly formal. It makes you seem insincere and even robotic, not anything like the friendly, ap-
proachable, and awesome-to-work-with person you are. 
 
BE REAL… AND NORMAL 

Honest, genuine writing always goes much, much further than sticking to formal rules, guidelines or advice. 
Don’t be ‘absolutely thrilled for the opportunity’ or ‘very excitedly applying!’ Downplay the adverbs a bit, 
and just write like a normal person. 
 
WRITE IN THE ORGANIZATION’S “VOICE” 

Cover letters are a great way to show that you understand the environment and culture of the organization 
and industry and prove that you’ve got what they are looking for. So, always keep in mind who will be 
reading your cover letter, and tailor it to what you know will get them excited. Spending five or ten minutes 
reading over the organization website before you get started can be a great way to get in the right mindset 
– you’ll get a sense for the organization’s tone, language, and culture, which are all things you’ll want to 
mirror as you’re writing. 
 
KEEP IT SHORT AND SWEET 

There are always exceptions to the rule, but in general, don’t go over a page. The shorter the better. 
 
INCLUDE THE HIRING MANAGER’S NAME 

Use the person’s first and last name, including a “Mr.” or “Ms.”, and a their correct title. 
 
EDIT EDIT EDIT 

Your cover letter should have no typographical or grammatical errors. Period. 
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SEND IT AS A PDF 

Word processing file formats (like Microsoft Word) can cause file conversion errors (like font substitution) 
on the receiving end. File conversions can introduce serious formatting errors and your cover letter may 
– at best – look unprofessional or – at worst – be totally unreadable. The PDF file format was designed to 
look consistent across computers and operating systems. It can't be easily tampered with, and gives you 
more control over how your cover letter appears on somebody's screen. 
 
DON’T REGURGITATE YOUR RESUME 

Instead of just repeating yourself, use your cover letter to describe additional details that you weren’t able 
to include on our resume. A cover letter gives you the freedom to use full sentences instead of bullet 
points, so use them to expand upon your resume points and tell the story of why you’re the perfect fit for 
the organization. 
 
DON’T LET YOUR FEAR OF BRAGGING GET IN THE WAY 

If you tend to have a hard time writing about yourself, here’s a quick trick: Imagine you’re someone else 
writing a letter about yourself. Think from the perspective of a friend, mentor, or previous employer – 
someone who would only sing your praises – and then write the letter from their point of view. 
 
DON’T APOLOGIZE FOR SKILLS YOU DON’T HAVE 

When you don’t meet all of the job requirements, instead of drawing attention to your weaknesses, try to 
focus on the skills you do have. Stay positive, focus on your strengths, and immediately launch into your 
transferable skills and infectious enthusiasm for the position. 
 
DON’T USE ARROGANT SUPERLATIVES 

This is to be avoided at all costs. If you come across as brash and overconfident in a cover letter, people 
will fear having you sitting next to them acting that way in real life. Avoid phrases such as ‘best candidate’ 
and ‘perfect fit’ when describing your capabilities. You are really not in a position to make that assessment 
and it comes across to the reader as arrogant. 
 
DON’T USE GENERIC OBJECTIVES 

Everyone wants to ‘find employment in a stable organization with great opportunities for advancement,’ 
so wasting space on your cover letter to announce it is pointless. 
 
DON’T USE OVERUSED BUZZWORDS 

The goal of your cover letter is to stand out, and phrases like ‘team player’ and ‘hard worker’ are not only 
tired and generic, but they’re also the ones plenty of other applicants will use. 
 
DON’T SAY “I LEFT MY LAST JOB BECAUSE…” 

A cover letter is a place to get your prospective employer excited about reading your resume. It should be 
about the future and how you can help make it a bright one for the employer. The circumstances of your 
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last job ending are going to come off as negative no matter how you frame them, so don’t talk about it 
until you’re asked. 
 
DON’T TELL JOKES 

Don’t make attempts at humor. You should demonstrate that you’re taking the process seriously, not 
trying to lighten the mood. Plus, most folks are not as funny as they think they are and jokes and witticisms 
often don't translate well in writing – especially in formal correspondence. 
 


