Experience

Arguably more important than your school days, this is the section where you say what you’ve done with your career so far and what you’re doing at the moment.

How Much to Put?

It is typical to start with your current job and work backwards. This works well as your more recent job is far more relevant to your skills than the part-time stint you had flipping burgers as a teenager. If you don’t have a job at the moment, start with your most recent.

For each job you’ve had, give the job title, the name and address of the company, the dates you were employed there (month and year will be fine – there’s seldom any need to look up the exact dates) and why you left (if you have). Also include a summary of your main duties. For your later (older) jobs, this summary can often be quite short. When I was working in my first office job, my CV mentioned all the stuff I did – a few jobs later, that same role is merely described as “general office duties”. Obviously, if any of your previous jobs are relevant to the one you are applying for, mention those skills in their summaries!

What Do I Say?

The aim here is to sell yourself. Don’t make stuff up and don’t exaggerate, but don’t be too humble – and quote figures where you can.

For example, say you were involved in the implementation of a new database. That’s a great line to include, and it applies at any level – you might have been involved in testing, writing the documentation, tendering the contract, or merely entering the initial data. It doesn’t matter – you were involved! Expand on that in interview if asked, and remember that even a low-level involvement like data entry is still experience. You took on and completed a new task. That makes you flexible!

Don’t say “I helped the team do X” or “I assisted with X”. Say what you actually did. If you have numbers, they work well – “I arranged a number of contracts” is not as strong as “I arranged over three hundred contracts a month”. Stating your typing speed is 60wpm is stronger than saying you are a fast typist. However, make sure these numbers are accurate – lying about your typing speed is easily spotted if you’re tested on it!

If you’re trying to fill up space, don’t be afraid to mention minor parts of your role. Did you collect people from reception? Do you take telephone messages? Do you collect the post? As with education and experience in general, significance is key – if you’re the managing director of a chain of industries, being able to work the photocopier is not particularly relevant. 

I don’t have much/any experience!

This is the area that most school leavers dread. It’s a Catch-22 situation – how to get a job without experience, and how to get experience without a job? If you’re a recent graduate, this is going to be a little thin whatever you do, so focus on your education, but here are some pointers on what to go for.

First, and perhaps most obvious – get some experience! Now I know (believe me, I’ve been there!) that getting your first job is extremely difficult unless you have connections – a family member who can put a word in for you, for instance – but I’m not necessarily talking about that “proper” job. Have you considered volunteering? Charities are always looking for (unpaid) workers, and just a few hours a week in the local hospice shop or visiting the elderly is its own reward – especially when you can mention it on your CV. Alternatively, try your nearest supermarket. There’s very little glamour in a career as a shelf stacker or working on the tills but it’s still a job, it’ll put something on your CV and it will give you something to do all day aside from staring at the wallpaper.

How do I deal with gaps in my employment history?

Gaps are awkward. If you were genuinely unemployed in that time, what happened? Did you quit your previous job, or were you made redundant, or what? Did you move to a new area and struggle to find work for a while? There’s no shame in admitting that much, and if you leave a gap unfilled it may attract speculation about what you were doing in that time – such as a spell in prison.

What were you doing in that time? Were you sitting at home all day playing computer games? Or were you actively looking for another job? Were you looking after the children? Put that down. Were you studying for a course? Put that down (and put any qualifications under Education). Were you travelling the world? Put that down! Often you’ll just need a single line to say what you were doing. That’s all you’ll need.

Employers are a little suspicious of job applicants who haven’t worked for a while. If you’ve been unemployed for a month, so what? But a year? What happened? Why haven’t you found something yet? Taking positive action, even unpaid work or further education, shows a willingness to work and will score you a lot of points.

