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COVER LETTER GUIDELINES 
OVERVIEW

Although there are many ways to write a cover letter, the following guidelines set a standard that ensures a level of professionalism for Smith student cover letters regardless of style.  This standard has proven to be effective in the job search process and has helped establish a standard of excellence with our employer partners.  
PREFERRED APPEARANCE

· One page, no indents, 11 or 12 point font, left justified, bullets highlighting core competencies
· Targeted to the position

· Tone is confident, but not arrogant
· Address your cover letter to a specific individual within the company.  If, after careful research you are unable to identify a person within the organization, address the letter to “Dear Recruiting Manager:” or to “Dear Hiring Manager:”  A colon is used after the salutation.
· Correct spelling and grammar 

· NOT a re-statement of the resume

THE CUSTOMER-FOCUSED COVER LETTER
The cover letter is the one document that makes the connection between the job skills you have acquired/ accomplishments achieved (resume), and the job skills / qualifications / education level the employer wants (job description).  In order to successfully create an effective cover letter, one must be able to identify and understand the “wants” of the employer first, followed by a written articulation of how the candidate can best fulfill these needs via brief, bulleted Situation, Action, Results (SAR) stories that align their transferrable skills with the company’s “wants.” Please see below for a step-by-step process to achieve this goal. 
To formulate a company and job-specific cover letter carefully review the job description, conduct research on the employer, articulate and synthesize their desired qualifications, skills and attributes and then sell yourself to those.  Below is a simple process to help.

PHASE I: IDENTIFY COMPANY “WANTS”
Systematically read through the job description and web site and underline or highlight key clues as to what the employer is looking for in a candidate. You may also paste the job description in a Word Cloud which will highlight the most often used and most important words. Wordle and Word Cloud are two examples.  Include skills, knowledge, personality and experience-related items.  Here is an example:
Job: Financial Analyst, Private Equity, ABC Private Equity (PE) 
SUMMARY: The Financial Analyst will work closely with senior investment professionals. The role involves varying levels of involvement in all aspects of private equity, including: supporting partners to perform due diligence for new deals, reviewing and evaluating business plans and other material, working closely with portfolio companies, producing detailed financial models and investment write-ups, drafting term sheets, reviewing legal documentation, and communicating investment related matters within RFC. 


RESPONSIBILITIES:

1. Financial modeling and analysis. The Financial Analyst role requires extensive, in-depth experience in creating detailed monthly and annual financial models with fully integrated income statements, balance sheets, and statements of cash flow. A firm grasp in accounting and very strong at financial statement analysis is required.  The analyst will need to be proficient executing several valuation techniques. 

2. Transaction structuring. The Financial Analyst will need to be familiar with private company capitalization alternatives, and be able to understand and communicate structural options. 

3. Interpersonal and communication skills. The Financial Analyst will execute a wide variety of due diligence activities that will require extensive interaction with potential portfolio company senior management, reference check contacts, vendors, and Republic Financial Corporation management. Excellent verbal and written communication skills are required. 

4. Risk and opportunity assessment. The Financial Analyst will be required to read and assess business plans.   A critical aspect of success is the ability to identify and evaluate risks and opportunities Financial Analyst with each unique business model and industry structure. 

5. Industry and competitive research. Conduct extensive research with respect to current and potential portfolio companies to help senior investment professionals understand competitive dynamics. 

QUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS:  Experience creating and presenting oral and written evaluations of companies and industries.  Experience in a wide variety of analysis and research (quantitative, qualitative, company, industry, competitive, etc.).

EDUCATION/CERTIFICATION: MBA with an exceptional level of academic achievement at a highly ranked school, along with accomplishments that go outside the classroom. Degree in Finance, Accounting or Business preferred.  2-3 years experience at a top tier investment bank, private equity firm or commercial bank in an investment banking or lending capacity preferred. 

RELATED EXPERIENCE:  Experience working with operating companies in an M & A capacity preferred.   Project management experience in a transactional capacity strongly preferred. Entrepreneurial experience a strong plus.  Experience with Bloomberg, Lexis Nexis, and Capital IQ a strong plus. 
FROM THE WEB PAGE:  ABC Private Equity is a global private equity firm providing wealth investment advisory services for individuals and institutions.  We seek top talent with a track record of excellence and the desire to compete.  ABC PE is a firm of diverse individuals who focus on building strong client relationships.   We believe through our continual attention to service and product improvement we can provide the best private equity firms have to offer.

PHASE II: ALIGN YOUR COMPETENCIES TO THEIR REQUIREMENTS
Select 3 successful SAR (Situation, Action, Result) stories that address a few of the core competencies highlighted in the job description.  For the first cover letter you write, you’ll need to write all three of these story paragraphs. Each story must give direct evidence (facts, not judgments) to demonstrate that you possess the core competency (or group of 2-3 closely related competencies) that is the subject of that paragraph.  After you’ve written several cover letters, you will have a “collection” of these SAR story paragraphs that you can select from for future cover letters, thus saving time.  Be sure that you’re always addressing the top competencies sought by each employer.  These should not include a direct copy and paste of the bullets from your resume. 
PHASE III: WRITING THE COVER LETTER

Combine Phases I-II and create your targeted cover letter.  Use the core competencies highlighted in the job description or from conversations you may have had with the employer as bullet points under the category headings.  Typically, a maximum of three categories is best.  You can combine categories where appropriate and condense bullets where possible.

· Do not duplicate OR restate your resume in the cover letter.

· Research the company/position to determine wants/needs and how your skills and background match.

· Customize each cover letter to fit the job.  Each cover letter should contain the company name, job title, and contact information, if it is available.  It should also illustrate your interest in the position and the company, and indicate why the employer should hire you.  Be sure to highlight relevant accomplishments and skills that set you apart from other candidates.

· Describe how your interests and skills fit the position to which you are applying.  Your cover letter should also incorporate the company research you have done, (e.g. state how the company’s strategy, culture, growth or new initiatives motivated you to explore career opportunities with them). Be specific! Use facts and figures taken from the company’s web site or business news when describing the firm's characteristics.

· Avoid starting too many of your sentences with the word “I”.  To improve sentence flow, you can begin sentences with” My skills would enable me . . ,” “My experience includes . . .,”  “My background . . .”.

· Don’t use long, run-on sentences. Long sentences may indicate a lack of clarity in your thought. 
· Be sure to ask for what you want in the closing paragraph, for example an interview, brief phone call, etc.

· Be sure that it is clear to an employer how and where to reach you during business hours. If you indicate your mobile phone number, only answer the phone if you are prepared to have a discussion and can take the call in a quiet place. Be sure to answer your phone in a professional manner.
· Make sure the voicemail greeting on your mobile phone and / or home phone is professional. 
· Proofread your cover letters before sending them out!  You will be applying to a number of opportunities; therefore, it is imperative that you do not mistakenly send your cover letter to a company with the wrong company name, contact name, and/or job title. 
· International students: Writing a strong and error free cover letter can be quite challenging for international students due to language differences and differences in writing styles in general. We strongly advise that you do not send a cover letter to an employer before having it reviewed by one of the OCS coaches.
SEE THE NEXT 4 PAGES FOR A TEMPLATE AND EXAMPLES OF COVER LETTERS
Cover Letter Template
Your Street Address

City, State Zip

Date (Month Date, Year)
Mr./Ms./Dr. Full Name of Recipient
Title of Recipient, Company Name

Recipient Street Address
City, State Zip

Dear [Mr./Ms. Last Name] OR Dear Hiring Manager [if name is unknown]:

FIRST PARAGRAPH: The first sentence is who you are, the job you are applying for, and where you found the posting.  The next sentence states why this job and company are of particular interest to you - tailor this as much as possible. This is a great place to show that you have researched the organization. What are they doing that is innovative, interesting, garnering headlines? Be sure to mention any touch points you’ve had with the organization, e.g. corporate presentation, alumni, other employee contacts. The next sentence is the “WOW” sentence which summarizes your job experience in a way that demonstrates your value to the job.  (Example, “I have four years experience in a global pharmaceutical company in the Corporate Finance division and have developed strong financial skills managing $1B assets using hedging strategies”). You may also speak about fit with the organization’s culture, if applicable.  The last sentence says something like, “The skills I look forward to bringing to your company include:”



Competency 1
· Briefly tell a strong SAR story that demonstrates the competency. Do not make broad generalizations about your skills, rather include specific examples. Begin or end the short paragraph with a solid accomplishment and speak to how you did it. 
Competency 2

· Briefly tell a strong SAR story that demonstrates the competency. Do not make broad generalizations about your skills, rather include specific examples. Begin or end the short paragraph with a solid accomplishment and speak to how you did it. 

Competency 3
· Briefly tell a strong SAR story that demonstrates the competency. Do not make broad generalizations about your skills, rather include specific examples. Begin or end the short paragraph with a solid accomplishment and speak to how you did it. 

LAST PARAGRAPH: Summarize your strengths using different terms than those listed; if known, include a brief sentence about how well you fit with the company culture if applicable and not already mentioned; and include a proactive statement of looking forward to meeting or requesting an interview with them along with your contact information (phone number and email) and a statement that a resume is included. If you include a statement about follow up, be sure to honor your word. 

Regards, (or some other closing salutation)
Your Name
Cover Letter Sample #1
234 Baltimore Ave, Apt. 210

College Park, MD 20742

January 1, 2013
J. J. Jones 

HR Director, ABC Private Equity

111 South St.
New York, NY 10028

Dear Mr. Jones:
I am a second-year MBA student at the Robert H. Smith School of Business at the University of Maryland, and I am applying for the position of Financial Analyst at ABC Private Equity as posted on HireSmith.  Your long term investment perspectives and multiple portfolio counselor format add a rich perspective to your investments. With four years of work experience in investment analysis and project management, I have built diverse skills and demonstrated the desire for excellence that can add value to ABC.  Some of the skills and experience I look forward to bringing to ABC Private Equity include:

· Analytical and Modeling Skills: At XXX Company, I spearheaded a project to analyze 200 projects and implemented solutions to monitor, analyze and report defects, resulting in savings of $2 million. I applied customized financial models for IT and CPG companies, conceptualized risk-reward investment strategies, and forecast returns based on fundamentals. Under my leadership, the team received an award for excellence. 
· Interpersonal and Communication Experience: I conducted projects with multinational teams across two continents involving the Operations, Finance, Marketing and General Management divisions of five corporations. I also led five large scale IT implementation projects creating strong business relationships leading to $2M in additional contracts.  Our team won the Best Customer Satisfaction Ratings Award across 25 product categories.

· Financial Planning and Strategic Analysis: During my internship at QRS, I further developed my strategic analysis and financial planning competencies while working on two distinct projects. Through collaboration across the company, I was able to analyze key data, develop insights and make recommendations that will be implemented in Q1. 
I am confident that these skills, coupled with my leadership abilities and strong work ethic will serve me well at ABC. I would welcome the opportunity to interview on campus and discuss how I can contribute to the continued success of your organization. My resume is attached for your review. If you have any questions about my qualifications or require additional information, please feel free to contact me at xxx-xxx-xxxx  or myemail@rhsmith.umd.edu.  

Regards,

John Smith

Cover Letter Sample #2
Your Street Address 
City, State Zip

Date

Mr./Ms. Full Name of Recipient

Title of Recipient, XYZ Brand Company

Recipient Street Address

City, State Zip

Dear Ms. or Mr. Last Name:

I am a first year student at the RH Smith School of Business at the University of Maryland pursuing a career in brand management.  After attending the XYZ corporate presentation and speaking with Smith alumni AAA and BBB, I was immediately drawn to the passion exuded by every member of the XYZ team; and at the XYZ career trek, I witnessed firsthand the collaborative, diverse and fun working culture at XYZ.  What struck me the most was that XYZ cares about not only about the what, but the how, when conducting business. For these reasons, I am enthusiastic about this internship opportunity at XYZ.   
My professional achievements in the civil engineering, nonprofit and music industries reflect my ability to use creativity and analytical thinking in problem-solving to achieve desired results, both as a leader and team player.  Among the skills and experience I would bring to XYZ are:
· Leadership and Analytical Ability: As a design engineer, I led a cross-functional team on a road rehabilitation project, which included investigating existing project conditions to establish relevant data criteria and subsequently analyzing this data to generate design solutions.  The project resulted in a 10% profit margin and my firm was rewarded with an additional contract for the following fiscal year. 

· Collaboration and Cross Functional Responsibility: I chaired a national anti-poverty mobilization that organized thousands of people to participate in a week of action.  I learned how to galvanize others to action without holding direct authority over them.  I recruited new organizations, facilitated discussions and created coherent messaging that fit with the goals, and ultimately ensured that all committees were on track to deliver success.  The coalition grew from 20 to 34 national member organizations and I persuaded the coalition to make the difficult decision to cancel our planned public event in order to hold a more promising meeting with the White House and Administration officials. 
· Creativity: As a sales/marketing representative for a record company, I recognized an opportunity to improve the efficiency, organization, and usefulness of the existing database system and redesigned it in a unique way that enabled the organization to utilize it as a sales tool. Not only did the improved system streamline our tour promotions processes, but it became the benchmark for ongoing sales and marketing plans.

My goal after the completion of my MBA is to contribute to the sustainable growth of a prominent brand in the food and beverage industry. I have the academic achievement, professional experience and passion to be a high performing member of the XYZ team.  I would appreciate being placed on your interview list. I have attached my resume for your review and may be reached at xxx-xxx-xxxx or myemail@rhsmith.umd.edu.  Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Your Name

Cover Letter Sample #3 – The standard block format shown in this example is not incorrect and may be used if that is your preference. However, we strongly recommend using the bullet format for ease of reading.
Your Street Address

City, State Zip

Date

Employer Contact Name

Title, EFG Company
Address

City, State Zip

Dear Ms. or Mr. Contact Name:

I am a first-year MBA student at the Smith School of Business at the University of Maryland pursuing a career in strategy.  While attending your company’s presentation on September 22, I was particularly impressed with the entrepreneurial mindset of EFG Company XXX managers and their emphasis on both the qualitative and quantitative sides of marketing.  I believe that my background in consulting and strategic planning, combined with my exposure to marketing and consumer insights would be a strong fit for EFG Company. Therefore, I am writing to request an interview for the XXXXX Summer Intern position within the XXXX division.

Most recently at QRS Pharmaceuticals and earlier at TUV Consulting, I developed leadership, analytical and communication skills that would apply to the many strategic opportunities ahead at your firm.  My experience includes successfully anticipating the financial needs of both mature business units and new business activities. For example, by reassessing the potential ROI from a therapeutic unit, I mobilized my colleagues to provide an increased level of financial support which helped trigger a 15% growth within six months.  Management subsequently relied on me for insight in areas ranging from value options to deal support on several out-licensing and co-development opportunities 

I believe that my analytical, problem-solving and teamwork skills would be an asset to your internship program. I hope that you find my background and experience a good fit for EFG, and I respectfully ask to be included on your upcoming interview schedule.  Attached please find a copy of my resume.  I may be reached at xxx-xxx-xxxx or myemail@rhsmith.umd.edu.  I look forward to hearing from you soon. 
Thank you for your time and consideration.

Best regards,

Your Name

These competencies should be pulled directly from the job description and/or conversations you have had with the firm.
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