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Chapter 1 

How ATS Actually Works — What Kills Resumes Before a 
Human Sees Them 

Most job seekers assume their resume gets read. It doesn't — not at first. Before any human opens it, an 
Applicant Tracking System runs it through three automatic steps: parse, score, and filter. Fail any one of 
them and your resume never reaches a recruiter's desk, regardless of how qualified you are. 

This chapter explains exactly what happens at each stage and which resume decisions cause automatic 
rejections. Once you understand the pipeline, the rules in the rest of this book will make sense. 

 

1.1  The Three-Step Pipeline: Parse, Score, Filter 

Think of it this way: parsing is translation, scoring is judgment, and filtering is the gatekeeper. 

Parse — turning your document into data 

Parsing converts your resume file into discrete fields: name, contact details, job titles, company names, 
dates, skills, education. The parser isn't reading the way a human does. It's scanning for predictable 
visual patterns — standard headings, line breaks, consistent punctuation — and guessing which chunks 
of text belong in which field. 

When those patterns are disrupted — by columns, text boxes, images, decorative bullets, or 
nonstandard section titles — the parser misassigns or drops content entirely. Your job title ends up in a 
description field. Your dates go missing. A skill listed inside a graphic is invisible. Any of these errors 
produces incorrect scoring downstream. 

Score — measuring your fit against the job 

Once the resume is parsed, the system scores it against the job criteria. Basic systems count keyword 
occurrences. More sophisticated ones use weighted rules — required skills score higher than preferred 
skills — and some layer machine learning models that evaluate context, title similarity, career trajectory, 
and synonym recognition. 

A skill sitting alone in a detached skills list scores weaker than the same skill appearing inside a job entry 
with dates and measurable outcomes. The system treats the second as evidence; the first as a claim. 

Recruiters can also run Boolean or semantic searches on top of the scoring model, which means a mix of 
exact phrase matches and contextual language works better than either alone. 

Filter — automatic exclusion before human review 

Filters cut candidates before a recruiter opens a single file. Hard filters are binary: if a required license, 
degree, security clearance, or certification doesn't appear in the expected field, the ATS can exclude you 
automatically. Not demote you — exclude you. 



Soft filters lower your score without immediate rejection, but if your score falls below the recruiter's 
cutoff threshold, the outcome is the same. A small formatting error or keyword gap can be the 
difference between a phone screen and silence. 

 

1.2  Parsing Risks: What Loses Your Data 

Most resume formatting problems aren't cosmetic — they're functional. Here's what breaks parsers and 
where resumes are most vulnerable. 

Multi-column layouts, text boxes, and images 

Parsers read left-to-right, top-to-bottom in a single linear pass. A two-column layout scrambles that 
pass. Company names, job titles, and dates that sit in adjacent columns get pulled out of order or 
merged into the wrong fields. The parser loses the relationship between employer, role, and timeframe 
— which directly affects experience-based filters. 

Text inside images is invisible to most parsers. Same with text in headers and footers; many systems skip 
those regions entirely. Tables can trap content in cell-ordering that doesn't match the document's 
logical flow. 

Fix: single-column layout, all contact details in the main body (not the header), no images, no text boxes. 

Fonts, bullets, and special characters 

Decorative typefaces and custom bullet symbols can break parsing by substituting fallback characters or 
dropping text. A solid-dot bullet rendered in a specialty font may come through as a question mark or an 
empty field. Unicode symbols — arrows, checkmarks, emojis — frequently misencode on upload. 

Dates and percentages are particularly vulnerable because they're exact-match signals. If a smart quote 
or an unusual dash character encodes incorrectly, the parser may fail to recognize a date range and drop 
your experience duration entirely. 

Fix: Arial, Calibri, Times New Roman, or Georgia. Standard bullets (• or -). Plain ASCII for dates and 
numbers. 

Nonstandard section headings 

Parsers look for recognizable labels: Experience, Education, Skills, Certifications, Projects. Creative 
alternatives — 'Where I've Been,' 'What I Do,' 'My Story' — can hide entire sections from rule-based 
systems. 

Fix: use standard labels. If you want a variant for visual style, put the standard term in parentheses: 
Experience (Professional Background). 

 

1.3  Scoring: What Gets Rewarded and What Gets Penalized 

Context beats a keyword list 



A skills section full of isolated terms — Python, SQL, Tableau, AWS — does register with ATS. But it 
scores weaker than skills embedded in job entries with dates, context, and outcomes. Machine learning 
models increasingly treat a contextual mention as evidence and a standalone mention as a claim. 
Evidence scores higher. 

The practical rule: every important keyword should appear at least once tied to a specific role, action, 
and result. Your skills section still matters for quick parsing, but it shouldn't be the only place your core 
competencies appear. 

Required qualifications are binary switches 

Certain credentials don't affect your score — they determine whether you're in the pool at all. Required 
certifications, professional licenses, security clearances, specific degrees, and work authorization are 
typically enforced as hard filters. Either the ATS finds them in the expected field, or it doesn't. 

Put these where ATS expects them: certifications in a Certifications section, degrees under Education, 
years of experience stated near your role entries. Don't bury them in narrative paragraphs. 

Boolean and semantic search 

Recruiters don't only rely on the system's automatic scoring. They run manual searches using Boolean 
strings (AND, OR, NOT with exact terms) and semantic queries (which find contextually similar 
language). To show up in both types of search, include full phrases and their common abbreviations — 
'product manager (PM),' 'search engine optimization (SEO),' 'software as a service (SaaS)' — and 
distribute them naturally across your summary, skills section, and experience bullets. 

 

1.4  The Most Common Resume Killers — and the Quick Fixes 

Complex visual designs 

The resume that looks impressive as a PDF is often the one that scores the worst. Multi-column layouts, 
sidebars, icons, logos, and embedded tables are parser enemies. Convert to a clean single-column 
layout. Remove decorative elements. Keep a visually polished version for in-person use if you want; just 
maintain a separate, stripped-down file for online submissions. 

Missing or ambiguous dates 

Place job title, company, and date range together, consistently formatted, throughout the document. 
Use the same format across all entries (e.g., Jun 2019 – Aug 2022). If you have a gap, label it plainly — 
'Career break: caregiving, 2021–2022' — rather than leaving blank space. 

Keyword mismatch 

Using informal language where the job posting uses specific terminology costs you keyword hits. Mirror 
the language of the posting where it accurately reflects your experience. Use both the full phrase and 
the abbreviation on first use. Back each keyword with a brief bullet showing scope, tools, and outcome. 

Keyword stuffing 



Packing a skills section with fifty terms, or repeating a keyword ten times in a paragraph, doesn't game 
modern systems — it flags them. Some scoring algorithms actively downgrade resumes that show 
keywords only in detached lists or that repeat terms without supporting context. 

 

Action Checklist — Chapter 1 

□ Switch to standard section headings: Contact, Summary, Experience, Education, Skills, Certifications, 
Projects 

□ Remove multi-column layouts, text boxes, sidebars, images, and anything in the header or footer 

□ Place job title, company name, and date range together on the same line or directly above each role 
description 

□ Use one consistent date format across all entries 

□ Spell out acronyms on first use: 'Search Engine Optimization (SEO)' — both forms get captured 

□ Move required credentials (certifications, licenses, degrees) to the sections ATS expects them in 

□ Tie each key skill to at least one concrete job entry with a measurable outcome 

  



Chapter 2 

Keyword Strategy — Find, Prioritize, and Use the Right Terms 
Without Sounding Robotic 

Keywords are how ATS measures fit. But the goal isn't to stuff as many as possible into your resume — 
it's to use the right ones, in the right places, tied to real work. A keyword floating in a skills list is a claim. 
The same keyword inside a bullet with a date, a tool, and a result is evidence. Systems score evidence 
higher. So do recruiters. 

This chapter gives you a repeatable process for extracting keywords from job postings, deciding which 
ones matter most, and placing them so they read like accomplishments rather than a tag cloud. 

 

2.1  Find and Prioritize Keywords 

Extract directly from the posting 

Start with the full text of the job posting — responsibilities, requirements, and preferred qualifications. 
Read it once for context. Then go back and pull: 

• Hard requirements: explicit must-haves like degrees, licenses, certifications, minimum years of 
experience. These are non-negotiable. 

• Technical terms: tools, platforms, languages, frameworks, domain-specific vocabulary. Usually 
the most heavily weighted items in scoring. 

• Repeated phrases: anything that appears more than once is signalling importance. Ctrl+F is your 
friend here. 

• Soft-skill phrases: terms like 'cross-functional,' 'stakeholder management,' or 'customer-facing' 
that appear consistently across postings in your target field. 

• Synonyms and abbreviations: note both forms — 'machine learning' and 'ML,' 'search engine 
optimization' and 'SEO.' You want both on your resume. 

 

Keep these in a simple table with four columns: required qualifications, technical skills, soft skills, tools. 
Save it. You'll use it to check your resume before submitting. 

Assign priority tiers 

Not all keywords carry equal weight. Use three tiers: 

• Tier 1 — Must-haves: explicitly required in the posting. CPA license. 5+ years in Java. AWS 
certification. If you're missing a Tier 1 item you actually have, your resume has a keyword 
problem. If you're missing one you don't have, the role may not be the right fit. 

• Tier 2 — High-value skills: frequently mentioned tools and domain experience that strongly 
indicate fit. These should appear in your experience bullets with supporting context. 



• Tier 3 — Supporting terms: methodologies, soft skills, adjacent technologies. Useful for rounding 
out your profile but not worth fabricating or over-emphasising. 

 

Every Tier 1 item must appear clearly on your resume, placed where ATS expects to find it. Tier 2 items 
belong in experience bullets or a skills section with context. Tier 3 can sit in a summary or additional 
skills list — but only if they're accurate. 

Map keywords to real experience 

Before you write a single bullet, translate each important keyword into a one-line evidence statement: 
role, action, measurable outcome, tool. For example: 

Led migration of ETL pipelines to AWS Glue using Python, reducing processing time by 45%. 

That's your raw material. Every Tier 1 keyword should have at least one statement like this. If you can't 
write one — if there's no real experience to back it up — don't include the keyword. 

 

2.2  Using AI to Accelerate Keyword Discovery 

AI is a fast research assistant here, not a decision-maker. It's good at extracting and organising; it's 
unreliable at judging importance or catching nuance. Use it to speed the mechanical work, then validate 
everything yourself. 

Prompts that produce usable output 

Paste the full job posting and use this prompt: 

"Extract required qualifications, technical skills, tools, certifications, and common synonyms from 
this job description. Prioritize them into must-haves, should-haves, and nice-to-haves. For each 
tier, give one example sentence showing how it might appear on a resume bullet." 

Follow up with targeted refinements: 'Show only Tier 1 items,' 'Which of these appear in the 
requirements section versus the preferred section?,' or 'Output as a comma-separated list I can paste 
into a skills section.' 

Validate before you use anything 

AI surfaces noise alongside useful output. Cross-check every suggestion against the original posting. 
Watch for these specific failure modes: 

• Certifications or qualifications you don't actually hold 

• Tool names or version numbers that don't match your experience 

• Inflated scope — the AI rewrites 'contributed to' as 'led'; don't let it 

• Obscure or rarely used terms that wouldn't appear in a recruiter's Boolean search 

 



Run a short validation pass: confirm counts, verify tool names, check that any metrics in AI-suggested 
bullets reflect your actual results. This takes five minutes and prevents resume inflation that falls apart 
in an interview. 

 

2.3  Place Keywords Without Sounding Robotic 

Turn keywords into proof-based bullets 

The formula that works: context + action + result, with the keyword embedded naturally. 

 

Weak — keyword as claim Strong — keyword as evidence 

Python Used Python to automate monthly reporting, cutting 
turnaround from 3 days to 4 hours 

Stakeholder management Coordinated across product, legal, and finance to 
deliver compliance feature on a 6-week timeline 

AWS Migrated legacy ETL to AWS Glue; reduced processing 
costs 22% 

 

Action verbs matter — built, reduced, led, designed, automated. They signal accomplishment to both 
the ATS and any human who opens the file. Avoid 'responsible for' and 'worked on'; they describe a job 
description, not your impact. 

Place keywords where ATS weights them most 

Position matters. Keywords in these locations typically carry more weight: 

• Job title — only if it accurately reflects your role; never invent a title 

• First 1–3 bullets under each relevant role — highest context weight 

• Skills section — comma-separated, clean formatting: Python, SQL, AWS, Docker 

• Summary or headline — concentrated but concise; 2–3 exact terms maximum 

 

Don't rely on the skills section alone. It's a quick-match layer, not a substitute for contextual evidence in 
your experience entries. 

Include both full terms and abbreviations 

Write out 'Search Engine Optimization (SEO)' and 'software as a service (SaaS)' on first use so both forms 
are captured — exact-match Boolean searches and semantic searches use different term logic, and you 
want to show up in both. 

Test before you submit 



Run the tailored resume through a free ATS simulator or keyword-matching tool. Fix missing must-haves 
first. Then do a human-read test — read the resume aloud or hand it to someone else. If keywords feel 
forced when spoken, rewrite those bullets. 

 

Action Checklist — Chapter 2 

□ Copy each job posting in full and extract keywords into a four-column table before editing your 
resume 

□ Assign every keyword to Tier 1, 2, or 3 — don't try to optimise for everything at once 

□ Write at least one evidence statement (role + action + result + keyword) for every Tier 1 item 

□ Use AI to speed extraction, then validate every suggestion against the original posting 

□ Place keywords inside experience bullets with measurable outcomes, not just in a standalone skills 
list 

□ Include both full phrases and common abbreviations for key tools and certifications 

□ Run a keyword-match test before submitting; fix missing Tier 1 items first 

  



Chapter 3 

Formatting Rules That Pass Parsers — Templates, Fonts, Files, 
and Layouts That Work 

Good formatting doesn't make your resume stand out. It makes sure your resume doesn't get thrown 
out before anyone reads it. That's a lower bar, but it's the one that matters first. 

Most formatting errors aren't obvious. A resume can look polished on screen and still fail an ATS check 
because of column layout, a font choice, or contact details sitting in a header where the parser never 
looks. This chapter covers every structural decision — file type, layout, fonts, dates, bullets, skills 
formatting — with a pre-send checklist at the end you can run in under ten minutes. 

 

3.1  File Type, Layout, and Core Formatting 

DOCX vs. PDF 

Default to DOCX. Most ATS parsers were built to extract structured text from Word files, and DOCX 
submissions have the fewest formatting surprises — headings land where expected, bullets parse 
cleanly, dates stay attached to job titles. 

PDF is increasingly acceptable, but 'increasingly acceptable' still means some systems struggle with it, 
particularly older ATS or poorly configured setups. If the job posting specifies a format, follow it exactly. 
If it doesn't, send DOCX. 

If you prefer PDF for visual reasons, export with embedded fonts, confirm the text is selectable (not a 
flattened image), and run it through an ATS checker before submitting. 

One practical workaround: maintain two versions. A clean DOCX for ATS submissions and a formatted 
PDF for networking, in-person meetings, or direct recruiter outreach where a human will open it first. 

Single-column layout 

Parsers read linearly — left to right, top to bottom, one pass. A two-column layout scrambles that pass. 
Job titles and dates that sit in adjacent columns get pulled out of sequence, losing the link between 
employer, role, and timeframe. 

Remove sidebars. Remove text boxes. Remove any layout element that creates a second column, even a 
narrow one for contact details or a skills list on the left margin. If you adapted a design template with 
columns, flatten it. 

Section order 

Keep it predictable: Summary, Experience, Education, Skills, Certifications, Projects. Parsers use 
expected patterns to locate and assign content. Unusual ordering increases the chance that content 
lands in the wrong field or gets skipped. 



 

3.2  Contact Details, Dates, Bullets, and Skills 

Contact information: keep it in the main body 

Contact details in a header or footer look fine to a human but are frequently invisible to parsers — many 
ATS skip those document regions entirely. Your name, phone number, email, and LinkedIn URL need to 
sit in the main body of the document, at the top of the page, in plain text. 

What to include: 

• Full name (first line) 

• Phone number 

• Professional email address 

• City and state — no street address needed 

• LinkedIn URL (if current and professional) 

• Portfolio or GitHub link (if directly relevant to the role) 

 

After updating, paste your resume into a plain-text editor. If your name and contact details show up 
correctly in plain text, they'll parse correctly in an ATS. 

Dates: consistent format, consistent placement 

Parsers compute employment duration from date ranges. Pick one format and use it everywhere: 

• Jun 2019 – Aug 2022 or 06/2019–08/2022 — both work; pick one 

• Never mix formats within the same document 

• Use 'Present' or 'Current' for your current role, consistently 

• Avoid vague terms like 'Summer 2019' or 'Recent' 

 

Place dates adjacent to the job title and company name. If you have an employment gap, label it briefly: 
Career break – caregiving, 2021–2022. 

Bullets: short, active, one idea each 

Keep bullets to one or two short sentences. Lead with a strong action verb. Include a keyword and a 
result: 

Reduced billing errors 30% by automating reconciliation with SQL — down from a 3-day manual 
process 

Standard bullet characters only: • or -. Custom symbols, specialty glyphs, and Unicode icons frequently 
misencode on upload. 

Skills section: plain, comma-separated, ordered by relevance 

Format your skills as a simple comma-separated line or a short labelled group: 



Technical Skills: Python, SQL, AWS, Docker 

Tools: Jira, Tableau, Salesforce 

Avoid long paragraph blocks, icon-based skill ratings, or visual proficiency bars. Order skills by relevance 
to the job you're applying for — the most important items first. 

 

3.3  Templates, Testing, and the Pre-Send Checklist 

Converting design templates 

Design-heavy templates are built to impress humans. Most of them fail ATS checks. If you're working 
from a template you like visually, convert it: 

• Remove photos, logos, and decorative elements 

• Delete headers and footers that contain contact details — move everything to the main body 

• Unstack any columns into a single column 

• Convert tables or grid layouts into plain lines of text 

• Replace custom bullets and icons with • or - 

• Save as DOCX, then run an ATS check to confirm linear text order 

 

Preserve visual hierarchy the clean way: bold for headings, consistent font sizes, paragraph spacing. No 
embedded objects. Common fonts (Calibri, Arial, Times New Roman) at 10–12pt throughout. 

Run an ATS preview before every submission 

Free ATS simulators show you what the parser actually extracts: name, email, phone, job titles, company 
names, dates, skills, education. Common fixes the preview catches: 

• Contact details in a header — move to main body 

• Dates separated from job titles by a column or table 

• Custom bullets rendering as blank or unknown characters 

• Special characters breaking skill terms 

• Required certifications buried in prose instead of a dedicated section 

Pasting into portals 

When a portal strips your upload and asks for plain text: 

• Paste first into a plain-text editor to strip hidden formatting 

• Reapply simple structure — headings, line breaks, plain bullets — in the portal's text box 

• Use the portal's preview to confirm job titles, dates, and bullets display correctly 

• Verify that keywords and metrics survived the paste intact 

 



Save the pasted version as a separate document in your application tracker so you know exactly what 
the ATS received. 

 

Pre-Send Checklist — Chapter 3 

File 

□ Saved as DOCX unless the posting requests PDF 

□ Filename is clean: firstname-lastname-jobtitle.docx — no spaces, no special characters 

□ No macros, uncommon fonts, or embedded objects 

 

Layout 

□ Single-column layout throughout 

□ No headers, footers, sidebars, text boxes, or images 

□ Contact info in the main body (name, phone, email, city/state, LinkedIn) 

 

Dates and titles 

□ Consistent date format across all entries 

□ Dates placed adjacent to job title and company name 

□ Employment gaps labelled plainly 

 

Content 

□ Standard section headings: Summary, Experience, Education, Skills, Certifications 

□ Bullets start with action verbs and include measurable outcomes 

□ Skills comma-separated in a dedicated section, ordered by relevance 

□ Acronyms spelled out on first use 

□ Required credentials in their own section (not buried in prose) 

□ Fonts: Arial, Calibri, or Times New Roman, 10–12pt 

□ Bullets: • or - only 

 

Testing 

□ Ran ATS preview — name, titles, dates, skills all extract correctly 

□ Pasted into plain-text editor — no garbled characters 

□ Human-read test — reads like a person wrote it, not a keyword list 

  



Chapter 4 

Section-by-Section Optimization — Write Each Part to Target 
Both Machines and Humans 

Every section of your resume has a different job. The contact block needs to parse cleanly. The headline 
needs to signal fit in one line. The summary needs to deliver keywords and proof before a recruiter 
decides whether to keep reading. The experience bullets need to satisfy an algorithm and convince a 
human. Getting any one section wrong doesn't just hurt that section — it can drag down the whole 
document's score. 

This chapter goes section by section with specific rules, structures, and examples you can adapt directly. 

 

4.1  The Top of the Resume: Contact, Title, Summary, and Skills 

The top third of your resume is where ATS scoring concentrates and where human attention peaks. Get 
this right first. 

Contact information 

Plain text, main body, top of the page. What to include: 

• Full name on the first line 

• Phone number 

• Professional email address 

• City and state (no street address) 

• LinkedIn URL — only if it's current and professional 

• Portfolio or GitHub link — only if directly relevant to the role 

 

If you're open to relocation or remote work, say so on the location line: Austin, TX (open to remote). 
Quick check: paste your resume into a plain-text editor. If your name and contact details render 
correctly, they'll parse correctly. 

Professional title and headline 

One line, directly under your name. Mirror the job posting's language — use the employer's exact job 
title or a close, honest variant: 

Senior Product Manager — B2B SaaS 

Data Engineer — ETL & Cloud Infrastructure 

Marketing Manager — Demand Generation 

One role, one or two specifics, done. Don't stuff multiple roles into one headline or load it with 
buzzwords. 



Summary 

Two to four lines. Not a list of personality traits — a concentrated set of parseable keywords and 
measurable proof. The structure that works: years of experience + primary domain + one or two 
concrete achievements + two or three keywords from the posting. 

Product manager with 7 years in B2B SaaS. Led onboarding redesign that increased 90-day 
retention by 18%. Experienced in A/B testing, SQL, and cross-functional team leadership. 

Write the summary last, after you've tailored your experience bullets. The keywords that belong in your 
summary will be obvious once you've done that work. 

Skills section 

Comma-separated, ordered by relevance to the posting, no decorative formatting. Put the most 
important terms first. Every skill listed here should have at least one supporting bullet in your 
experience entries. 

 

4.2  Experience Entries: Structure Bullets to Prove Impact and Match Keywords 

Role header format 

One parseable line per role: 

Job Title — Company Name — City, State — Jun 2019 – Aug 2022 

Consistent format across every entry. Same date style throughout. Keep this to one line when possible 
so parsers associate title, employer, and dates based on proximity. 

Bullet structure: Context, Action, Result 

Write each bullet with three components: what the situation or scope was, what you specifically did, 
and what measurably happened as a result. Then embed the relevant keyword naturally. 

 

Weak Strong 

Responsible for data pipelines Migrated legacy ETL pipelines to AWS Glue using 
Python; reduced processing time 40% and cut 
infrastructure costs 22% 

Managed customer onboarding Redesigned onboarding flow for a 200-seat SaaS 
product; cut time-to-first-value from 12 days to 3 and 
lifted 30-day retention 15% 

Worked on A/B testing Designed and analysed A/B tests in Optimizely and 
SQL that improved trial-to-paid conversion 12% over 
six weeks 

 



Lead with a strong action verb: built, reduced, led, designed, automated, launched, negotiated. Avoid 
'responsible for,' 'worked on,' and 'assisted with.' 

Achievements vs. responsibilities 

This distinction matters more than almost anything else in this section. Responsibilities describe what 
the job required. Achievements describe what you did. 

 

Responsibility — weak Achievement — strong 

Responsible for customer onboarding Redesigned onboarding flow, cutting time-to-first-
value from 12 days to 3 days and increasing 30-day 
retention 15% 

Managed financial reporting Automated monthly financial reports with Python; 
reduced generation time from 3 days to 4 hours 

Led product launches Coordinated cross-functional launch across product, 
engineering, and marketing; hit 25% adoption in the 
first quarter 

 

If you can say 'the job required this' instead of 'I did this and here's what happened,' it's a responsibility 
statement. Rewrite it. 

Density and ordering 

Three to six bullets per role. Order bullets with the most relevant to the target posting at the top. 
Distribute keywords across bullets rather than concentrating them in one. 

 

4.3  Education, Certifications, Projects, Gaps, and Final Checklist 

Education 

List degree, institution, and graduation year. Add relevant coursework, bootcamps, or professional 
certificates if you're early career or making a field transition. Required certifications should appear in a 
dedicated Certifications section, not embedded in Education. If a certification is a hard filter for the role, 
consider placing it near the top of the document so it parses early. 

Certifications section 

Plain text, with the issuing organisation and the completion or expiration date: 

AWS Certified Solutions Architect – Associate | Amazon Web Services | Issued Mar 2023, Expires 
Mar 2026 

Project Management Professional (PMP) | Project Management Institute | Issued Jan 2022 



No logos, no badge images. Include both the full name and the abbreviation so Boolean searches 
capture either form. 

Projects and volunteer work 

Use this section to show skills your job titles don't demonstrate. Each entry: what you built, the primary 
technologies, and a measurable outcome. Include a GitHub link or demo URL in plain text if the work is 
public and polished. 

Customer Churn Prediction Model | Python, scikit-learn, Pandas | Achieved 87% recall on 
holdout set; code on github.com/yourhandle/churn-model 

Career gaps and transitions 

Address gaps briefly and factually. One sentence in your summary or a plain label in the timeline is 
enough: 

Career break — family care; completed Google Data Analytics Certificate and two freelance 
projects (2021–2022) 

For career transitions, lead with transferable achievements. Consider a 'Relevant Experience' subsection 
that surfaces applicable bullets from older roles or freelance work. Don't overshare. Factual, outcome-
oriented, brief. 

 

Action Checklist — Chapter 4 

Top of resume 

□ Contact info in main body — name, phone, email, city/state, LinkedIn 

□ One-line headline that mirrors the target job title 

□ 2–4 line summary: experience + domain + achievement + 2–3 keywords 

□ Skills comma-separated, ordered by relevance to the posting 

 

Experience 

□ Each role header: title — company — location — dates, on one line 

□ 3–6 bullets per role, leading with action verbs 

□ Bullets follow Context/Action/Result structure with keywords embedded 

□ At least one metric per bullet where possible 

□ Most relevant bullets ordered first within each role 

□ No 'responsible for' or 'worked on' constructions 

 

Education, certifications, projects 

□ Required certifications in a dedicated section with issuer and date 

□ Role-critical certifications placed prominently, not buried 



□ Projects include technology used and a measurable outcome 

□ Career gaps labelled with a brief, honest explanation 

  



Chapter 5 

Master Resume System — Use AI to Tailor Efficiently and 
Consistently 

Tailoring a resume for every job posting sounds like it should take hours. With the right system it takes 
twenty minutes. The difference is having a master resume that functions as a searchable database — 
not a document you send to employers, but a complete record of everything you've done that could 
matter to a hiring manager. When a job opens, you pull from it. You don't start from scratch. 

 

5.1  Build and Organise Your Master Resume 

Structure each role as a complete record 

For every past position, store more than you'd ever put on a single resume. Each role entry should 
include: 

• Official job title, employer, dates, location 

• One-sentence scope note: team size, budget, product area, or customer segment 

• 6–12 long-form bullets written in full S-A-R (Situation, Action, Result) format with measurable 
outcomes 

• A tagged list of technologies and methods used: [Python] [SQL] [Customer Retention] [SaaS] 

• Links, ownership notes, and any compliance or stakeholder constraints worth remembering 

 

Write the long-form bullets now, while the details are accessible. You'll compress them later, but you 
can't compress what you haven't written. 

Tag everything for fast search 

A consistent tagging system turns a long document into something you can actually search. Place tags 
inside brackets: [skill:Python], [outcome:retention+18%], [industry:SaaS], [function:analytics]. Keep 
them short and predictable. 

When tailoring for a specific posting, you search for the Tier 1 keyword, find every bullet tagged with it, 
and pull the best two or three. No scrolling, no guessing. Audit tags periodically — synonyms and 
duplicates accumulate and create noise. 

Build a snippets library 

Store reusable components in a dedicated section of the master or a separate text file: 

• Headline templates tuned to target roles 

• Summary frames for different tones: technical, managerial, cross-functional 



• Achievement openers: 'Led cross-functional launch that increased X by Y%,' 'Automated 
[process], reducing [cost/time] by [metric]' 

• Skill clusters by function: 'Data tools: Python, SQL, Pandas, Looker,' 'Cloud: AWS, GCP, 
Terraform' 

 

5.2  AI-Driven Tailoring Workflow 

With a well-organised master resume, the tailoring workflow becomes a series of focused tasks. AI 
handles the mechanical parts — extraction, initial drafting, reformatting. You handle judgment — 
accuracy, tone, and whether the output reflects reality. 

Step 1: Extract and tier keywords from the posting 

Paste the full job posting and use this prompt: 

"Extract required qualifications, technical skills, tools, certifications, and common synonyms from 
this job description. Prioritize them into must-haves, should-haves, and nice-to-haves. For each 
tier, give one example sentence showing how it might appear on a resume bullet." 

Convert the output into a three-tier checklist. Keep Tier 1 tight — three to six items — so your editing 
stays focused. Tier 1 terms must appear in your headline, summary, and the top bullets of your most 
relevant role. 

Step 2: Pull matching bullets from your master resume 

Search for entries tagged with Tier 1 and Tier 2 keywords. Assemble the six to eight bullets that show 
the clearest fit. If you don't have six highly aligned bullets, include transferable accomplishments and 
flag them for contextual tweaks. 

Step 3: Rewrite bullets for the posting 

Feed the pulled bullets to your AI with a precise prompt: 

"Rewrite these bullets to be more concise, prioritize the keywords [list them], preserve all factual 
metrics and scope, and keep each bullet to one or two lines." 

Then review every output line-by-line. Remove any invented numbers, expanded scopes, or inflated 
titles the AI introduced. A practical rule: if you couldn't back up a bullet with a specific story in a thirty-
second answer, rewrite it until you can. 

Step 4: Update headline, summary, and skills 

Adjust your headline to mirror the job title. Rewrite your summary to lead with Tier 1 skills and one 
concrete achievement. Reorder the skills section so Tier 1 items appear first. Keep the skills list to 
around ten to twelve relevant items. 

Step 5: Validate and export 

Run the tailored resume through an ATS simulator. Check that contact info, titles, dates, and Tier 1 
keywords extract correctly. Then do the ten-second human scan: cover everything below the fold and 



ask whether the headline, summary, and first two bullets communicate who you are, what you're good 
at, and why you fit this role. 

 

5.3  Version Control, Tracking, and Iteration 

File naming and version control 

Name every tailored file with enough information to find it later: 

2026-03-19_CompanyX_ProductAnalyst.docx 

Keep the master as master_resume.docx — read-only if possible. Never submit the master resume 
directly. It's too long, too comprehensive, and not optimised for any specific posting. 

Track every application 

A simple spreadsheet with these columns is enough: 

 

Date Applied Company Job Title Source Resume 
Version 

Status Follow-up 
Date 

Contact Notes 

         

         

         

 

The Notes column is where you record which tailored bullets, keywords, and headline you used. When 
you get an interview, annotate exactly what that version contained. Treat this like simple A/B testing — 
promote what works, retire what doesn't. 

Automation guardrails 

If you're applying to high volumes of similar roles, you can automate the extraction and initial draft 
steps. But build mandatory review gates: 

• Automation can extract keywords, generate first-draft bullets, and format the file 

• A human must verify accuracy, metrics, and tone before saving the final version 

• Spot-check for AI hallucinations — inflated titles, invented metrics, expanded scopes 

• Keep a prompt log so you can reproduce successful outputs and catch what went wrong 

 

A resume you can't defend line-by-line in an interview is worse than a slower but honest one. 

 

Action Checklist — Chapter 5 



Building the master resume 

□ Each role has 6–12 long-form S-A-R bullets with measurable outcomes 

□ Technologies and methods tagged inside each entry for fast search 

□ Snippets library built: headline templates, summary frames, achievement openers, skill clusters 

□ Section headings are uniform; master has a table of contents if it runs long 

 

Tailoring workflow 

□ Extract and tier keywords from the posting before touching your resume 

□ Pull 6–8 matching bullets from master resume using tags 

□ Rewrite bullets with AI, then verify every metric and scope claim line-by-line 

□ Update headline and summary to lead with Tier 1 keywords 

□ Reorder skills section so most relevant items appear first 

□ Run ATS simulator — all critical fields extract correctly 

□ Pass the ten-second human scan test 

 

Version control and tracking 

□ File named with date, company, and role 

□ Application tracker updated with resume version, source, and follow-up date 

□ Successful versions annotated — note which bullets and keywords produced interviews 

□ Master resume never submitted directly 

  



Chapter 6 

Submission Strategy, Follow-Up, and What to Do After You Hit 
Send 

Getting past the ATS is step one. What happens after you submit determines whether that pass converts 
into a conversation. This chapter covers the submission decisions that affect your chances — where to 
apply, how to name and format your file, how to write a cover note that actually gets read, and how to 
follow up without crossing into annoying. It ends with how to prepare for the recruiter call, because the 
resume that got you there is the one you'll need to defend. 

 

6.1  Where to Apply and How to Submit 

Choose the right submission route 

Most postings specify how to apply. Follow those instructions exactly — the format, the portal, the 
email address. When you have a choice: 

• Company careers portal: the default for most applications. Logs you in the official pipeline, 
preserves application tracking, ensures your resume enters the ATS correctly. 

• Direct outreach or referral: when you have a connection to the hiring manager or a mutual 
contact, use it. Referrals often get priority review and sometimes bypass automated filtering 
entirely. 

• Recruiter or agency portal: acceptable when listed, but these create parallel records that can 
complicate follow-up. Use only when the posting routes you there. 

 

If you're submitting via portal and have a referral, do both — submit through the portal for the official 
record, then send a short personalised note to the referral contact. 

File format and naming 

DOCX unless the posting requests PDF. Name the file clearly, in lowercase, with hyphens and no special 
characters: 

jane-doe-product-manager.docx 

john-smith-data-engineer-companyname.docx 

Never submit Word files with macros — they can trigger security filters before the resume is ever 
parsed. 

Pasting into portals 

When a portal strips your upload and asks for plain text, paste into a plain-text editor first to strip all 
hidden formatting, then reapply simple structure in the portal. Always use the portal's preview to 



confirm titles, dates, and bullets display correctly. Save the pasted version as a separate file in your 
tracker. 

 

6.2  Cover Notes, Application Tracking, and Follow-Up 

The short cover note 

A short, specific cover note — four lines or fewer — increases opens because it gives the recipient an 
immediate reason to click through to your resume. Structure it this way: 

• Who you are and why you're writing — one line; name the referral if you have one 

• One specific value statement with a metric — the single strongest thing you bring to this role 

• Why this company or role, specifically — one honest sentence; skip it if you can't make it 
specific 

• A clear call to action — request a brief conversation 

 

Example: 

Hi [Name], I'm Jane Doe — I was referred by [Referral Name]. In my last role I led the onboarding 
redesign that increased 90-day retention by 18% for a 200-seat SaaS product. The customer 
success infrastructure challenges in this Product Manager role are exactly the problem set I've 
been working in. I'd welcome a 15-minute call to discuss how I can contribute. 

Subject line for email submissions: Jane Doe — Product Manager — 18% retention lift. Lead with the 
result, not just your name and the role title. 

Track every application 

A simple spreadsheet turns scattered applications into actionable data. Include columns for company, 
role, date applied, source, resume version, status, follow-up date, contact, and notes. Review it weekly. 
Calculate rough response rates by source and by role type. Over time you'll spot patterns that no single 
application would reveal. 

Follow-up: timing, content, and limits 

Wait seven to ten business days after submitting before your first follow-up. The message: one to two 
sentences. State your name, the role, the date you applied, and one line that reminds them why you're a 
fit: 

Following up on my Product Manager application submitted March 2 — I led a retention 
initiative that increased active users 18% and would welcome a brief conversation when your 
timeline allows. 

Space subsequent attempts one week apart. Stop after two or three polite outreaches unless you 
receive a response. No pleading, no pressure. 

 



6.3  Converting an ATS Pass Into an Interview 

Make the top third do the work 

When a recruiter opens your resume, they decide in roughly ten seconds whether to keep reading. The 
top third has to answer three questions immediately: Who are you and what do you do? What's the 
strongest evidence you can do this specific job? Why should I read further? Preview your resume's top 
third on both desktop and mobile. 

Using LinkedIn and networking to bypass filters 

The best way to reduce dependence on raw ATS ranking is to get a human advocate before you apply. A 
referral from someone inside the company — even a loose connection — elevates your application from 
'one of three hundred' to 'someone worth a look.' Before applying cold, spend five minutes checking 
whether anyone in your network is connected to the company. 

Prepare for the recruiter screen 

Open the resume you submitted before you pick up the phone. Prepare three S-A-R stories tied to the 
job's top requirements, each about forty-five to sixty seconds spoken. Have short, honest scripts ready 
for gaps and transitions. End every screen by asking about next steps and timeline — and update your 
tracker before you do anything else. 

Handling rejections and non-responses 

Rejection: send a brief thank-you note and ask whether the recruiter would be open to keeping your 
resume on file for related roles. Non-response after multiple follow-ups: revisit your ATS test results for 
that version. A pattern of non-responses usually points to a fixable problem in the resume itself. If 
you're consistently not getting past the ATS phase, go back to Chapter 2 and audit your keyword 
strategy. If you're passing ATS but not converting to interviews, the problem is likely in how your top 
third is written. 

 

Action Checklist — Chapter 6 

Submission 

□ Following the application instructions exactly — format, portal, email address 

□ File named clearly: firstname-lastname-jobtitle.docx 

□ DOCX unless PDF explicitly requested; PDF tested in ATS checker if used 

□ Portal paste stripped of hidden formatting; previewed before submitting 

 

Cover note 

□ Four lines or fewer: who you are, one value statement with a metric, why this role, call to action 

□ Subject line leads with a result, not just name and title 

□ Referral named in the first line if applicable 

□ Templates saved in snippets library for fast reuse 



 

Tracking and follow-up 

□ Application tracker updated immediately after submitting 

□ Follow-up scheduled for 7–10 business days out 

□ Follow-up message: name, role, date applied, one-line reminder of fit 

□ Maximum two to three follow-up attempts, one week apart 

 

Recruiter call prep 

□ Resume open before the call 

□ Three S-A-R stories prepared, tied to Tier 1 requirements from the posting 

□ Honest one-sentence answers ready for gaps and transitions 

□ Next steps and timeline asked for at the end of every screen 

  



Final Chapter 

Put the System to Work 

Here's the honest version of what this book is and isn't. 

It's a system for getting your resume in front of a human being. That's it. The ATS is a gatekeeper, not a 
hiring manager — passing it doesn't get you the job, it gets you into the room. Everything in these six 
chapters exists to solve one problem: your resume is being filtered out before anyone reads it, and most 
of the reasons why are fixable. 

What it isn't: a guarantee, a shortcut, or a substitute for doing real work worth writing about. No 
keyword strategy rescues a resume that lacks substance. No formatting trick compensates for 
experience signals that aren't there. The system works because it surfaces genuine fit more clearly — 
not because it manufactures fit that doesn't exist. 

 

What the System Actually Looks Like in Practice 

You now have six interconnected pieces: 

• Chapter 1 gave you the mechanics — how ATS parses, scores, and filters, and which resume 
decisions trigger automatic rejection before a human ever gets involved. 

• Chapter 2 gave you keyword strategy — how to extract the right terms from a job posting, tier 
them by importance, and embed them as evidence rather than claims. 

• Chapter 3 gave you formatting rules — the file type, layout, font, and structural decisions that 
determine whether your content survives the parser intact. 

• Chapter 4 gave you section-by-section guidance — exactly what to write in each part of the 
resume, with before/after examples that show what the difference looks like on the page. 

• Chapter 5 gave you the master resume system — how to build a searchable database of your 
experience and use AI to tailor quickly and honestly for each posting. 

• Chapter 6 gave you what happens after you submit — submission routes, cover notes, follow-up 
timing, and how to prepare for the recruiter call using the exact resume you sent. 

 

These pieces are designed to work together. The master resume feeds the tailoring workflow. The 
keyword tiers guide which bullets to surface. The formatting rules make sure the content you worked on 
actually reaches the scoring engine. The submission strategy converts ATS passes into conversations. 

 

The Maintenance Work 

The system doesn't run itself, but it doesn't require much upkeep either. A few habits keep it current: 



• Update the master resume while details are fresh. After you finish a project, close a deal, launch 
a feature, or lead anything worth writing about — add it. A six-line S-A-R entry takes ten minutes 
when the work is recent. It takes an hour of reconstruction six months later. 

• Run an ATS check on any resume you haven't submitted in a while. Tools change. Posting 
requirements shift. A version that scored well three months ago may be missing a term that's 
now standard in your target field. 

• Track outcomes and iterate. If a tailored version produces a phone screen, note what it 
contained. If you're consistently submitting into silence, go back to Chapter 2 and audit your 
keyword tiers, or go back to Chapter 3 and run the pre-send checklist again. Most problems are 
diagnosable. 

 

One Thing Worth Saying Plainly 

Job searching is genuinely hard in a way that has nothing to do with your qualifications. The volume of 
applications most companies receive means the odds against any single submission are long, and the 
process can feel impersonal in a way that's difficult not to take personally. 

The system in this book is designed to remove the technical barriers that were working against you 
invisibly. It won't remove all the uncertainty. But it will mean that when your resume doesn't advance, 
it's not because of a column layout or a missing keyword or a certification buried where the parser 
couldn't find it. Those reasons — the fixable ones — are off the table. 

What's left is the real work: being honest about fit, writing bullets you can defend, applying to roles 
where your experience is genuinely relevant, and following up like a professional. That part has always 
been yours to do. 

 

A Short Final Checklist 

Before every application, run this sequence: 

 

□ Keyword tiers extracted from the posting — Tier 1 items confirmed on the resume 

□ Master resume searched by tag — best 6–8 bullets pulled and tailored 

□ Headline and summary updated to mirror the posting 

□ ATS simulator run — all critical fields parse correctly 

□ Ten-second human scan passed — top third communicates fit immediately 

□ File named clearly, format matches what the posting requested 

□ Application tracker updated 

□ Follow-up date scheduled 

 

Eight steps. Twenty minutes. Then apply and move to the next one. 



The people who get interviews from this process aren't the ones who spent six hours perfecting a single 
resume. They're the ones who built a system, ran it consistently, tracked what worked, and kept going. 

 

Go apply. 




