
The Cover Letter Demystified 
 
Your cover letter is your only opportunity to explain to your prospective employer why 

all the information in your CV and background makes you the perfect choice for them.  

You need to take full advantage of this opportunity! 

 

To write an effective cover letter, you need to know the answers to two different 

“why”’s: 

• Why you want the job 

• Why they should pick you 

 

The only way to figure out the answers to these “why”’s is to do lots of research.  That’s 

your first step… 

 

1) Research 
 

To convince the employer that you’re just what they’re looking for, you need to figure 

out what they’re looking for.  It’s worth it – the results of your research will not only help 

you put together the most effective CV and cover letter possible, but will also come in 

handy when you reach interview stage.  There are plenty of resources that could help 

you: 

 

• The job advertisement should provide some brief info on the company 

• The job description should outline the company and its values 

• Their website could provide information on past successes, current projects 

and future directions; offer staff profiles in a tone which can reveal how they 

see their employees; or suggest the company’s strengths and values. 

• Company brochures/promotional material can reveal what opportunities 

the company can offer, what they’re proud of, and how they wish to be seen 

by their clients and staff. 

• People you know who have had experience with the company can tell you a 

lot about their direction, strengths, and values. 

• Current employees: Phoning the company and asking questions is a 

great way to do accurate research on the company, and doubles as a 

way to get yourself on the radar.  Plan before you pick up the phone – 

make a list of questions you’d like to ask, and check the contact/s 

given on the job description or website to figure out who, exactly, you 

should call. 
• Online networks – does the company have a facebook site or similar?  

Bingo!  Tons of info at your fingertips. 

 

2) Figure out what’s so great about them 
 

Now you’ve found out all about them, you’re in a much better position to figure out what 

it is about them that makes you want the job, and that would make you a good addition 

to their company.  Think about how your values and approaches to your 

field/profession align with theirs; opportunities they can offer that would help you 

further you career or extend your expertise/knowledge; past, current or future projects 

that spark your interest, how they see their employees…… 

 



To figure all this out, you have three built-in filters through which all your research can 

pass (take lots of notes as you go!).  

 

First, your beliefs and values: 

You might find that you have more in common with the company ideologically than 

you do in terms of specific relevant experience.  Consider your field or profession.  

Why are you doing it?  Why do you believe it’s important?  What about your 

approach to clients or customer service?  You may have done a lot of volunteer 

community work and have strong beliefs about the importance of community – how 

does this fit with the approach of the company you’re applying to?  To use this filter, 

compare how you see yourself (professionally and personally) with how they see 

themselves. 

 

Next, your past: 

Look back over your employment history, education and life experience.  Would this 

company/position offer you the chance to take on roles you’ve been especially good 

at or particularly enjoyed in the past?  Maybe it would give you a chance to expand 

your horizons, develop your skills, or indulge an interest usually confined to your 

leisure time?  You need to use this filter twice – once to find out what they can offer 

you in terms of providing opportunities you want, and once to figure out what you 

have in your history that could help you excel in the role they’re offering.  The key is, 

if you’ve done something well once, you can do it well again – and this includes 

learning.  If you’ve done lots of stuff but nothing exactly like what they would be 

asking you to do, but you can come up with plenty of times you’ve had to push your 

boundaries to learn a new role, don’t forget that the ability to learn and adapt is a 

very valuable asset! 

 

And finally, your future: 

Where is your motivation and drive taking you?  How would this role fit in with that 

career objective? 

 

Stay away from things you think they want to hear.  They’ll spot dishonesty and brown-

nosing a mile away, but are likely to be convinced by a genuine explanation of aspects of 

the company particularly interesting and motivating. 

 

3) Get writing 
 

A standard cover letter should have a total of four paragraphs.  You’ve done your 

research, you’ve filtered the info and taken lots of notes, so now you’re ready to begin 

writing… 

 

Paragraph one: 

 

This one’s easy.  You need to state the position you’re applying for, and tell the employer 

how you found out about the position (this will help them out by letting them know how 

they’re advertising or networking systems are working).  If someone within the 

company or field recommended that you apply, or if you met a representative of the 

company at a Careers Fair or seminar and they said something that made you want to 

apply, this paragraph is also the perfect opportunity to name-drop. 

 

Be professional, but enthusiastic! 

 

So, your first paragraph could end up being as simple as this: 



I am excited to apply for the position of New Graduate Rotational Physiotherapist at 

Dunedin Hospital, as advertised on the Southern DHB website on the 25 August 2010. 

 

Or this: 

 
I am excited to apply for a position as a Pharmacy Intern at your pharmacy in 2011.  Our 

telephone conversation, and my recent placement at Levin Pharmacy, encouraged me to 

put forward an application for this position. 

 

 
Paragraph two: 

 

This one starts to use your research.  You need to tell the prospective employer why 

you’ve decided you want to work for them.  You’ve already figured it out, back when you 

filtered your research.  Look at your notes, and pick the genuine reason that is most 

important to you.  Explain your reason, then relate it to your history and skill to give it a 

context that is personal to you, something like this: 

 
I note with pleasure that Dunedin hospital offers a supportive mentoring programme for 

new graduates.  I am eager to expand and develop my skills in different areas of 

physiotherapy within the hospital, with the support of a senior staff member which I feel 

would be invaluable. I pride myself on my ability to communicate effectively with my 

patients and peers, and I strive to provide and seek support when necessary. Dunedin 

Hospital’s on-going CPD programme offers a great opportunity to develop my skills and 

contribute to the team within a framework of senior staff mentoring.  

 

Or this: 

 
During our recent telephone conversation, I noted particularly that Huntly Pharmacy 

has a strong community focus.  My previous experience in customer service and retail 

roles has developed and strengthened my ability to communicate with customers, in a 

range of settings and of diverse dispositions and cultural backgrounds, to meet their 

particular needs.  I would welcome the opportunity to combine this background with my 

knowledge of the pharmacy industry, and to transfer these skills into the setting of your 

busy community pharmacy. 

 

 

Paragraph three: 

 

In this paragraph, focus on what you can offer them in the role you’re applying for.  

Go back to your notes again, and pick another ‘reason’.  You should pick a reason 

that’s especially important to them – something they’ve focussed on in the job 

description, for example.  Now respond to it by describing how the previous 

experience/skills/values or motivations you have could make you awesome in the 

role and contribute to their company.  Here’s an example: 

 
The role of a community pharmacist is of critical importance to the wellbeing of the 

patients in its community.  With the safety of patients at risk, it is important that the 

pharmacist is enthusiastic and dedicated to their role.  I believe that I fit this description; 

I cherished my experience during my community pharmacy placement, and found it had 

a profound effect on me.  I enjoy patient interaction and being able to see that I have 

made a positive impact on a patient’s life.  The idea of contributing to the team dynamic 

of your pharmacy to serve the Huntly community, and developing my skills further with 

the support and guidance of your team, is thus particularly attractive to me.  

 



Note that this paragraph ‘flows’ on from the previous paragraph, giving the letter 

some ‘unity’. 

 

In these paragraphs, it’s important to strike a balance of ‘you’ and ‘them’.  Remember 

your audience – they need to know how they would benefit from hiring you.  Let’s look at 

the two pharmacy paragraphs with this in mind… 

 
During our recent telephone conversation, I noted particularly that Hunter Pharmacy 

has a strong community focus.  My previous experience in customer service and retail 

roles has developed and strengthened my ability to communicate with customers, in a 

range of settings and of diverse dispositions and cultural backgrounds, to meet their 

particular needs.  I would welcome the opportunity to combine this background with my 

knowledge of the pharmacy industry, and to transfer these skills into the setting of your 

busy community pharmacy. 

 
I share your pharmacy’s belief in the value of community and quality patient care. I 

cherished my experience during my community pharmacy placement, and found it had a 

profound effect on me.  I enjoy patient interaction and being able to see that I have made 

a positive impact on a patient’s life.  The idea of contributing to the team dynamic of 

your pharmacy to serve the Hunter community, and developing my skills further with 

the support and guidance of your team, is thus particularly attractive to me.  

 

Both the applicant and the employer feature in these paragraphs in sensible 

proportions.  Keep making connections between yourself and them throughout these 

paragraphs to achieve this balance. 

 

Paragraph four: 

 

Another easy one – this is where you open a dialogue with your potential employer.  

First, note the documents that you’ve attached in a brief sentence like this: 

 
Please find my curriculum vitae and application form enclosed. 

 

Don’t forget that you have something to offer them as much as they have something to 

offer you!  Don’t put yourself in a passive, inferior role by saying that you ‘look forward 

to hearing from’ them.  Instead, create equality by becoming an equal participant, but 

also acknowledge that they’re putting in some effort here too… something more like 

this: 

 
I appreciate your consideration, and look forward to discussing this opportunity with 

you further. 

 

So, in the end, you paragraph may look something like this: 

 
Please find my curriculum vitae and application form enclosed.  I appreciate your 

consideration, and look forward to discussing this opportunity with you further. 

 

Short, simple, and effective. 

 

4) Make it perfectly perfect 
 

Now you’ve written your cover letter, you need to make sure it’s as perfect as can be.  

Start with the formatting. 

 



Your cover letter should be formatted as a formal letter, even if you’re emailing it.  That 

means there are rules, and those rules are these: 

 

Your address goes at the top 

 

Then their address (including the name of the person you’re applying to for the 

position, their title, the address and the postcode) 

 

Then the date 

 

Then the ‘salutation’ – that’s the ‘Dear So-and-so’ bit.  Try to address the letter to an 

actual person. 

 

Then the job reference number and position title (if there is a job reference number – 

if not, leave this bit out), centred and in bold. 

 

Then the body of your letter 

 

Then the ‘sign-off’ – use “Yours sincerely”, then hit enter at least four times, then type 

your name.  Leave a gap even if you’re submitting your letter electronically – formal 

letters look weird if the gap isn’t there. 

 

Margins: make sure there’s at least 2cm of clean white space down each side of the 

page, and at the top and bottom.  Don’t let your letter get ‘crowded’. 

 

Font: one font only, and make it something sensible – Times New Roman, other 

traditional serif fonts like Garamond, sans-serif fonts like Arial and Calibri should give 

you an exemplary standard for font sensibility. 

 

Colour: Stick to black and white 

 

Borders: Avoid putting a border around your letter at all costs.  Think about this 

psychologically – a border will ‘enclose’ your letter, and you want it to ‘flow’ on to your 

CV naturally so that they function as a unit. 

 

Now get out your fine-tooth comb: 

Proofread at least three times!  Use spell check, but also check your spelling yourself.  

Don’t forget about watt yore spell cheque cant Czech.  Make sure all your sentences are 

complete and make sense, that your tone is appropriately formal, and that the company 

name, contact details, and facts are all correct.  It’s a good idea to get someone else to 

check all this as well – they might pick up something you missed! 

 

So, in the end, you will have built something like this… 



42 Tardis Avenue 
Generalville 7064 
(06) 5555555 
john.harkness@email.co.nz 
 
 
Steve McEntyre 
Hunter Pharmacy 
Hunter 3035 
(09) 7777777 
 
 
13 April 2010 
 
 
Dear Mr McEntyre, 
 
I am excited to apply for a position as a Pharmacy Intern at your pharmacy in 
2011.  Our telephone conversation, and my recent placement at Levin 
Pharmacy, encouraged me to put forward an application for this position. 
 
During our recent telephone conversation, I noted particularly that Hunter 
Pharmacy has a strong community focus.  My previous experience in 
customer service and retail roles has developed and strengthened my ability 
to communicate with customers, in a range of settings and of diverse 
dispositions and cultural backgrounds, to meet their particular needs.  I would 
welcome the opportunity to combine this background with my knowledge of 
the pharmacy industry, and to transfer these skills into the setting of your 
busy community pharmacy. 
 
I share your pharmacy’s belief in the value of community and quality patient 
care. I cherished my experience during my community pharmacy placement, 
and found it had a profound effect on me.  I enjoy patient interaction and 
being able to see that I have made a positive impact on a patient’s life.  The 
idea of contributing to the team dynamic of your pharmacy to serve the 
Hunter community, and developing my skills further with the support and 
guidance of your team, is thus particularly attractive to me.  
 
Please find my curriculum vitae and application form enclosed.  I appreciate 
your consideration, and look forward to discussing this opportunity with you 
further. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
John Harkness 
 


