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What Is a Resume?  

 

A resume is a professional marketing document designed to communicate your 

qualifications, accomplishments, and potential to prospective employers. Unlike a 

job application, which simply records your employment history, a resume 

strategically highlights the experience most relevant to the position you're 

pursuing. 

 

A strong resume should answer three questions quickly: 

Who are you professionally?  

What value do you bring?  

Why are you a strong candidate for this role?  

 

Recruiters often spend only a short time reviewing an application during the initial 

screening. A well-organized resume makes it easy to identify your qualifications and 

encourages the reader to learn more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rockstar Tip 

Your resume isn't about documenting everything you've ever done.  

It's about presenting the experiences that best support the position  

you're seeking. 



Choosing the Right Resume Format  

 

Your resume format should support your career story—not complicate it. The right 

format helps employers quickly understand your experience, while the wrong one 

can unintentionally draw attention away from your strengths. Use the comparison 

below to determine which resume format best fits your professional background 

and career goals. 

 

 

For most job seekers, a chronological resume is the strongest choice. It's the format 

employers expect, works well with Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS), and clearly 

demonstrates your career progression. Functional and combination resumes can 

be effective in certain situations, but they should be used strategically rather than 

by default. 

 

 Chronological Functional Combination 

Best For 
Consistent work 

history 
Career changes 

Experienced 

professionals 

Strengths Familiar format Skills-focused Flexible 

Considerations Gaps stand out Less common Longer Document 



The Essential Resume Sections  

 

Your resume should be organized into clear, easy-to-read sections that help 

employers quickly understand your qualifications. While every career is unique, 

most professional resumes include the same core components. The key is not 

simply filling each section; it's using each one to tell your professional story. 

Contact Information 

Your contact information should be the first thing an employer sees. Keep it simple, 

professional, and easy to locate. 

Include Avoid 

Full name  Full street address  

Professional email address  Multiple phone numbers  

Phone number  Unprofessional email addresses  

City and State  
Personal details such as age, marital status, 

or a photograph  

LinkedIn profile  Full street address  

 

 

 

 

Professional Summary 

Your professional summary is your introduction. In three to five sentences, explain 

who you are professionally, highlight your most relevant experience, and 

communicate the value you bring to an employer. 

A strong summary should answer: 

• What do you do?  

• How much experience do you have?  

• What are your key areas of expertise?  

• What value do you bring?  

Rockstar Tip 

Your email address should be professional and easy to recognize.  

Ideally, it should include some variation of your name. 



Weak Example 

Hardworking professional seeking new opportunities where I can utilize my skills. 

Strong Example 

Project manager with eight years of experience leading cross-functional teams in 

healthcare and municipal government. Proven success managing multimillion-

dollar initiatives, improving operational efficiency, and building collaborative 

relationships with stakeholders. Recognized for strategic planning, problem solving, 

and delivering projects on time and within budget.  

 

 

 

 

Professional Experience 

For most job seekers, this is the most important section of the resume. 

Each position should include: 

• Employer  

• Job title  

• Location (City, State)  

• Dates of employment  

• Achievement-focused bullet points  

Focus on accomplishments rather than simply listing responsibilities. Employers are 

interested in the impact you made, not just the tasks you performed. 

We'll cover writing effective bullet points in the next section. 

 

Education 

List your education in reverse chronological order (newest first) 

Include: 

• Degree earned  

Common Mistake 

Generic objective statements such as "Seeking a challenging position..." 

tell employers what you want, but not why they should hire you. 



• School  

• Graduation year (optional for experienced professionals)  

• Relevant honors or academic distinctions  

If you're a recent graduate, education may appear near the top of your resume. As 

your professional experience grows, it typically moves below your work history. 

 

Skills 

A strong skills section provides a quick overview of your technical and professional 

competencies. Examples include: 

Technical Skills 

• Microsoft Excel  

• Adobe Creative Suite  

• SQL  

• AutoCAD  

Professional Skills 

• Project Management  

• Budget Administration  

• Stakeholder Engagement  

• Process Improvement  

Tailor your skills to match the position whenever possible.  

 

 

 

 

 

Certifications & Licenses 

If you hold certifications relevant to your profession, include them in a dedicated 

section. Be sure certifications are current and accurately listed. 

Examples: 

• Project Management Professional (PMP)  

• SHRM-CP  

• CPA  

• EMT Certification  

Did You Know?  

Many Applicant Tracking Systems search for specific skills listed in the  

job posting. Including relevant skills naturally throughout your resume  

(not just in the skills section) can improve your chances of being identified 

as a qualified candidate. 



• Professional Engineer (PE)  

 

Optional Sections 

Depending on your experience and career goals, you may also include: 

• Volunteer Experience  

• Professional Affiliations  

• Publications  

• Awards & Honors  

• Military Service  

• Technical Projects  

• Languages  

Only include sections that strengthen your application and support the position 

you're pursuing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

Not every resume will include every optional section, but every section you 

choose should have a purpose. A strong resume isn't built by adding more 

information—it's built by presenting the right information in a way that's clear, 

relevant, and aligned with your career goals. 



Writing Strong Bullet Points  

Your work experience section is where employers decide whether your experience 

matches the position they're trying to fill. Strong bullet points help recruiters 

quickly understand not only what you were responsible for, but the impact you 

made in each role. 

One of the most common resume mistakes is listing job duties instead of 

accomplishments. Employers already have a general understanding of what 

someone with your job title does. What they want to know is how you contributed, 

what you achieved, and what value you brought to your organization. 

A strong bullet point should answer one or more of the following questions: 

• What did you accomplish?  

• How did you improve a process?  

• What problem did you solve?  

• What was the outcome of your work?  

• How did your efforts benefit your employer?  

 

 

Focus on Accomplishments, Not Responsibilities 

Instead of simply describing your daily tasks, emphasize the results of your work. 

Responsibilities explain what your position requires. 

Accomplishments demonstrate your effectiveness in the role. 

When reviewing your resume, ask yourself: 

"Does this bullet describe what I was assigned to do, or does it demonstrate what I 

actually achieved?" 

If the answer is "assigned to do," there's often an opportunity to strengthen it. 

 

 



Start with Strong Action Verbs 

Begin each bullet point with an action verb that clearly communicates your 

contribution. 

Examples include: 

• Led  

• Developed  

• Managed  

• Coordinated  

• Improved  

• Implemented  

• Created  

• Increased  

• Reduced  

• Streamlined  

• Designed  

• Delivered  

• Negotiated  

• Trained  

• Directed  

• Established  

• Facilitated  

• Resolved  

• Oversaw  

• Optimized  

 

Vary your action verbs throughout your resume to avoid repetition and keep your 

experience engaging. 

 

Be Specific 

Avoid vague language whenever possible.  

Instead of describing broad responsibilities, provide details that demonstrate the 

scope of your work. 

Specific information helps employers understand the complexity of your 

experience and the level of responsibility you held. 

Whenever appropriate, include: 

• Team size  

• Budget responsibility  

• Number of projects  

• Geographic scope  

• Customer volume  

• Equipment managed  

• Systems used  

• Types of stakeholders served  

 

Specificity creates credibility. 

 



Highlight Results 

Whenever possible, connect your work to an outcome. 

Results may include: 

• Increased efficiency  

• Reduced costs  

• Improved customer satisfaction  

• Increased revenue  

• Improved safety  

• Reduced processing time  

• Higher productivity  

• Successful project completion  

• Improved compliance  

• Increased employee 

engagement  

 

Not every accomplishment can be measured with numbers, but every bullet should 

communicate why your work mattered. 

 

Keep Bullet Points Concise 

Bullet points should be easy to scan. Aim for one to two lines whenever possible. 

Avoid long paragraphs that require significant effort to read. 

If a bullet contains multiple unrelated ideas, consider splitting it into two separate 

accomplishments. 

 

Prioritize Relevant Experience 

Not every accomplishment belongs on every resume.  

Choose the bullet points that best support the position you're applying for. 

If you're applying for a management position, emphasize leadership 

accomplishments. If you're pursuing a technical role, highlight technical expertise 

and project work. 

Tailoring your bullet points helps employers quickly identify your qualifications. 

 

 



Use the STAR Method as a Guide 

If you're struggling to write accomplishment-focused bullet points, the STAR 

framework can help organize your thoughts. 

S Situation What was the challenge or context? 

T Task What were you responsible for? 

A Action What did you do? 

R Result What was the outcome? 

 

While your resume shouldn't tell the entire STAR story, thinking through each step 

can help identify the strongest parts of your experience. 

 

Avoid Common Bullet Point Mistakes 

Avoid bullet points that: 

• Begin with weak phrases such as "Responsible for..."  

• Simply repeat your job description.  

• List every task performed.  

• Include unnecessary filler words.  

• Are excessively long or difficult to scan.  

• Repeat the same accomplishment in different ways.  

• Focus only on duties instead of impact.  

Every bullet should earn its place on your resume by demonstrating value. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

Strong bullet points are the foundation of an effective resume. Rather than 

documenting everything you've done, focus on the accomplishments, 

improvements, and contributions that best demonstrate your ability to succeed 

in the role you're pursuing. 



Quantifying Your Achievements  

One of the most effective ways to strengthen a resume is by demonstrating 

measurable impact. Employers aren't just interested in what you were responsible 

for: they want to understand the results you delivered. 

Whenever possible, support your accomplishments with numbers, percentages, 

timeframes, or other measurable outcomes. Quantifying your experience helps 

employers better understand the scope of your work and provides credibility to 

your accomplishments. 

Remember, numbers tell a story. They help hiring managers visualize the value 

you've brought to previous employers. 

 

What Can You Measure? 

Not every achievement involves sales or revenue. Nearly every profession has 

opportunities to demonstrate impact through measurable results. 

 

 

If you influenced something measurable, it may belong on your resume. 

 



Think Beyond Numbers 

Some accomplishments are difficult to quantify but still demonstrate meaningful 

value. Examples include: 

• Developing new procedures  

• Improving communication  

• Leading organizational change  

• Resolving complex challenges  

• Building partnerships  

• Mentoring employees  

• Introducing new programs  

• Improving customer experiences  

If exact metrics aren't available, focus on describing the significance of your 

contribution and the positive outcome it produced. 

 

Where to Find Metrics 

If you don't immediately know your numbers, don't assume they don't exist. 

Consider reviewing: 

• Performance evaluations  

• Annual reports  

• Sales reports  

• Project documentation  

• Budget records  

• Productivity reports  

• Customer satisfaction surveys  

• Internal dashboards  

• Team performance metrics  

• Award nominations  

These resources often contain valuable information that can strengthen your 

resume.  

 



 

Estimate Carefully 

Sometimes exact numbers are unavailable, especially if you no longer work for an 

organization. 

It's acceptable to provide reasonable estimates when they accurately reflect the 

scope of your work. Examples include: 

• Approximately 50 client accounts  

• Team of 12 employees  

• Managed projects exceeding $500,000  

• Coordinated events with more than 300 attendees  

Never exaggerate or fabricate information. Your resume should always accurately 

represent your experience. 

 

Every Profession Has Metrics 

Many people believe their work can't be quantified because they aren't in sales or 

finance. In reality, nearly every profession has measurable accomplishments. 

Ask yourself: 

• How many people did I support?  

• How often did I perform this task?  

• How large was my area of responsibility?  



• What improved because of my work?  

• What became faster, safer, or more efficient?  

• What problems did I help solve?  

These questions often reveal accomplishments you may not have considered. 

 

Balance Metrics with Context 

Numbers alone don't tell the full story. 

Rather than simply listing statistics, explain why they matter. 

Provide enough context for employers to understand the significance of your 

accomplishments without overwhelming them with unnecessary detail. 

The goal is to demonstrate impact—not simply include numbers for the sake of 

having numbers. 

 

When Not to Use Metrics 

Not every bullet point requires a statistic. 

Some experiences are better communicated through leadership, innovation, 

collaboration, or problem-solving. 

If a number feels forced or doesn't add meaningful value, it's perfectly acceptable 

to focus on the accomplishment itself. 

Quality is always more important than quantity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

Quantifying your achievements helps transform your resume from a list of 

responsibilities into a compelling record of professional impact. Whether you're 

highlighting increased efficiency, successful projects, improved customer 

satisfaction, or organizational leadership, measurable accomplishments help 

employers understand the value you can bring to their team. 



ATS: What You Need to Know  

Before a recruiter reviews your resume, it may first be processed by an Applicant 

Tracking System (ATS). These systems help employers organize applications, search 

for relevant qualifications, and identify candidates whose experience aligns with the 

requirements of the position. 

While ATS technology has become increasingly sophisticated, your resume should 

still be written with both the software and the human reader in mind. 

A well-written resume balances ATS compatibility with compelling content that 

clearly communicates your value to employers. 

 

How ATS Works 

Applicant Tracking Systems do not "hire" candidates. 

Instead, they help employers organize and search 

applications based on specific criteria. 

Depending on the system, ATS software may: 

• Store applicant information  

• Search for relevant skills and qualifications  

• Match resumes to job requirements  

• Organize applications for recruiter review  

• Rank or categorize candidates based on 

employer-defined criteria  

The recruiter ultimately decides who moves forward in 

the hiring process. 

 

 

ATS Best Practices 

To improve compatibility with Applicant Tracking Systems: 

• Use standard section headings.  

• Keep formatting simple and consistent.  



• Incorporate relevant keywords naturally.  

• Use commonly recognized job titles when appropriate.  

• Submit your resume in the format requested by the employer.  

• Avoid unnecessary graphics or complex layouts.  

Remember that readability matters just as much as ATS compatibility. 

 

Common ATS Myths 

Many job seekers believe ATS systems automatically reject resumes or require 

complicated formatting tricks. In reality, most systems are designed to help 

recruiters organize applications—not replace human decision-making. 

Focus on creating a clear, accurate, and well-organized resume rather than 

attempting to "beat the system." 

Additional Resource: Download our free ATS Resume Checklist for a detailed 

review before submitting your application. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

An ATS-friendly resume isn't about gaming software—it's about presenting your 

qualifications in a clear, organized format that both technology and recruiters 

can easily understand. 



Tailoring Your Resume for Each Application  

One of the biggest mistakes job seekers make is sending the same resume to every 

employer. 

While your core experience remains the same, every job posting emphasizes 

different qualifications, skills, and priorities. Taking the time to tailor your resume 

demonstrates that you've considered the employer's needs and helps highlight the 

experience most relevant to the position. 

Even small adjustments can significantly strengthen your application. 

 

 

Start with the Job Description 

Before updating your resume, carefully review the job posting. 

Pay attention to: 

• Required qualifications  

• Preferred experience  



• Technical skills  

• Industry terminology  

• Key responsibilities  

• Frequently repeated words or phrases  

These often indicate what the employer values most. 

 

Prioritize Relevant Experience 

You don't need to rewrite your entire resume for every application. 

Instead: 

• Adjust your professional summary.  

• Reorder bullet points to emphasize relevant accomplishments.  

• Highlight the most applicable skills.  

• Include keywords that accurately reflect your experience.  

• Remove information that doesn't support the position.  

The goal is relevance—not length. 

 

Customize Your Professional Summary 

Your summary should introduce you as the candidate the employer is seeking. 

Rather than using the same summary for every application, update it to emphasize 

the experience, industry knowledge, and strengths that best align with the position. 

 

Update Your Skills Section 

Review the required qualifications and compare them with your own experience. 

If you possess those skills, make sure they're clearly reflected in your resume using 

terminology employers recognize. 

Avoid adding skills simply because they appear in the posting if you don't actually 

possess them. 



 

Maintain Authenticity 

Tailoring your resume should never involve exaggerating your experience or 

claiming qualifications you don't have. 

The purpose of tailoring is to present your existing experience in the most relevant 

and meaningful way. 

Honesty builds credibility and prepares you for successful interviews. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

A tailored resume demonstrates professionalism, attention to detail, and 

genuine interest in the position. Small adjustments can help employers quickly 

recognize why you're a strong fit for the role. 



Common Resume Mistakes  

Even highly qualified candidates can undermine their applications through 

avoidable resume mistakes. 

Review your resume carefully to ensure you're presenting yourself in the strongest 

possible way. 

Using the Same Resume for Every Job 

Every employer is looking for something slightly different. 

Tailor your resume to emphasize the qualifications most relevant to each 

opportunity. 

Focusing on Responsibilities Instead of Accomplishments 

Employers are interested in your impact, not simply your job duties. 

Whenever possible, demonstrate achievements, improvements, leadership, and 

measurable results. 

Including Irrelevant Information 

Every section of your resume should support your career goals. 

Remove outdated, unrelated, or unnecessary information that distracts from your 

qualifications. 

Poor Formatting 

Complicated layouts, inconsistent spacing, multiple fonts, or excessive design 

elements can make resumes difficult to read. 

A clean, organized layout helps employers quickly find important information. 

Spelling and Grammar Errors 

Even small mistakes can create a negative first impression. 

Always proofread your resume carefully and ask someone else to review it before 

submitting applications. 

Weak Professional Summary 



Generic objective statements rarely communicate value. 

Use your summary to introduce your expertise, experience, and strengths. 

Keyword Stuffing 

Including every keyword from a job posting without context can make your resume 

difficult to read. 

Instead, naturally incorporate relevant terminology throughout your resume where 

appropriate. 

Overselling or Exaggerating 

Your resume should confidently present your accomplishments without overstating 

your experience. 

Everything on your resume should be accurate and something you're prepared to 

discuss during an interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section Takeaway 

The strongest resumes aren't necessarily the longest or most creative—they're 

the clearest, most relevant, and easiest for employers to understand. 



Final Resume Checklist  

 

Before submitting your resume, take a few minutes to complete one final review. 

 

Ask yourself: 

 

☐ Is my resume tailored to the position? 

☐ Does my summary clearly communicate my value? 

☐ Have I focused on accomplishments rather than responsibilities? 

☐ Are my strongest qualifications easy to identify? 

☐ Have I included measurable achievements whenever possible? 

☐ Is the formatting clean and consistent? 

☐ Is my resume easy to scan? 

☐ Have I proofread for spelling, grammar, and formatting? 

☐ Have I saved the document using a professional file name? 

 

A careful final review can help you catch small issues before they become 

missed opportunities. 

 



Frequently Asked Questions 

 

 

How long should a resume be? 

Most professionals should aim for one to two pages. Focus on including the most 

relevant information rather than trying to fit everything you've ever done onto a 

single document. 

Should I include an objective statement? 

In most cases, a professional summary provides more value than a traditional 

objective statement by emphasizing your qualifications rather than your job search 

goals. 

How often should I update my resume? 

Review your resume regularly and update it whenever you complete a major 

project, earn a certification, receive a promotion, or achieve a significant 

accomplishment. Keeping it current makes future job searches much easier. 

Should I include references? 

No. References should be provided only if requested by the employer. 

Is a PDF or Word document better? 

Always follow the employer's instructions. If no format is specified, PDF generally 

preserves formatting more consistently. Some employers, however, specifically 

request Word documents for compatibility with their application systems. 

Can I use AI to write my resume? 

AI can be a helpful brainstorming and editing tool, but it shouldn't replace your 

personal experience or professional judgment. Your resume should accurately 

reflect your accomplishments, skills, and career story. Always review AI-generated 

content carefully to ensure it is truthful, specific, and written in your own 

professional voice. 

 



Final Thoughts 

Your resume is often your first opportunity to introduce yourself to a potential 

employer. A well-written resume doesn't simply document your work history. It tells 

the story of your professional growth, highlights the value you bring, and helps 

employers understand why you're the right person for the role. 

Whether you're entering the workforce, changing careers, pursuing leadership 

opportunities, or preparing for federal employment, investing the time to create a 

thoughtful, tailored resume can open the door to new opportunities.  

 

Need Personalized Guidance? 

Every career journey is unique. If you'd like one-on-one support with your 

resume, LinkedIn profile, interview preparation, or job search strategy,  

Rockstar Resumes is here to help. Together, we'll create career  

documents that reflect your experience, communicate your  

strengths, and position you for your next opportunity. 


