Covering Cover Letters



 By Barbara Katz
It is astounding how many CVs are sent to prospective employers without a cover letter.  As a professional recruiter, less than 10% of the CVs I receive are accompanied by a cover letter!  It seems most candidates assume an employer knows why he or she is sending a CV.  Of course, we all know what happens when one assumes.

A strong, targeted cover letter is one of the greatest sales tools in a physician candidate’s arsenal.  It provides an introduction to what the CV will offer, highlights distinguishing features about the candidate, explains why that particular employer is of interest to the candidate and gives the employer reason to sit up and take notice.  With the understanding that every CV should be sent with a cover letter, learning how to put one together in an effective manner is what we will try to accomplish here.

This is an example of a standard cover letter from an Emergency Physician:

Dear Sirs,

Are you looking for a self-motivated, personable, well trained physician to work in your Emergency Department?   I am an Emergency Medicine Resident graduating from the residency program at Givemeabreak University in Podunk, Iowa, and I am very interested in a job with your hospital.  I have enclosed my CV and hope to hear from you shortly.

Very truly yours,

Dudley Doorong, MD

Let’s say I am one of the “Sirs” (Dudley’s first mistake, which we will get into in a minute).  I read the first line and my answer to the question is “no.” . . . end of story.   CV and cover letter are flung over the left shoulder and immediately enter the circular file.  Here’s one of the golden rules of promotional writing:  Never open with a question.  Why?  Because, the answer just might be “no!”  The purpose of promotional writing is to elicit “yes” responses.  A cover letter is the most commonly used form of promotional writing.

A cover letter is your first sales tool and it needs to be a very effective one.  To properly cover the subject of the cover letter, we’ll divide it into sections:

Salutation

Not only is the old standard “Dear Sirs,” or “Dear Gentlemen,” horribly outdated, it is also terribly sexist!  In this, the information age, it is also totally unnecessary!  Find out whom you want to write to.  The name of the physician in charge of the Emergency Department is available with a phone call, or a few minutes on the hospital web site.  You can call the hospital Public Relations Department or the Medical Affairs Department and be blunt, “This is Dr. Michael Dooright.  I would like to send some information to the physician in charge of the Emergency Medicine Department, could you please give me his or her name and exact title?”  I recommend you contact the Emergency Department itself for the information, but be certain to emphasize that you are looking for the physician in charge.  The person who answers the phone in the ED can be a unit clerk or secretary, who will probably give you the name of the Nurse Manager if you simply request the name of the “Director.”  Once you find out the name and title of the chief, do a little research.  Maybe you went to the same medical school, or have other professional or training elements in common.  Any information you can dig up can be used as ammunition in your pitch.  

A sure way to get your letter and CV noticed is to gain the referral of a colleague who knows the director.

If your research turns up any possible links with someone you know, explore it.  The Emergency Medicine ranks still remain a relatively small world compared to other specialties. You never know who may know whom, unless you ask the question.

Introduction

Simply put, tell it like it is.  This is where you introduce yourself and the purpose of your letter:  


Dear Dr. Nelson,

I am a June, 2009 graduate from the Emergency Medicine Residency Program at Maine Medical Center.  I am contacting you regarding a potential position with your department.

If you were referred to this director by a colleague, that person’s name should appear right up front in the introduction:

I am contacting you at the suggestion of Dr. Emerson Pike, regarding a potential position with your department.  I am an ABEM certified physician with 4 years experience . . . 

Pitch

This is where the sell comes in.  Begin by selling your sincerity regarding your particular interest in this department and this hospital.  The best pitches refer to both professional and personal motivations for your interest.  This is where your research into the facility and the director comes into play.  Be specific about what in that department, and that facility, attracts you to them as a potential employer.  For example,

After careful research, I have selected (name of hospital) because of the high volume of vehicular trauma, and the recently opened Observation Area, both of which hold particular interest for me.

Together with your department’s reputation for high patient satisfaction ratios and low patient to physician statistics, these factors provide ample motivation for my strong interest level.

Well, you get the gist.  Use your own style but make sure you get your points across.  Follow up with your personal reasons for wanting to be in that area.  These can sometimes be as important to a potential employer as your professional reasons.  Most directors are concerned with retention of their physicians, particularly newly hired graduating residents.  Since over 65% are still leaving their first job within two years, the stability issue is a serious one.  So, if you can demonstrate strong ties to the area, your viability as a potential candidate will rise significantly.  For example,

My wife, Barbara, and I are both originally from Massachusetts and most of our family still resides in the general Springfield area.  With the recent birth of our first child, Jonathan, we are determined to return to the area to put down roots and raise our family.

Use names, it makes you and your family seem more real in the mind of the reader.

What if you don’t have family in the area?  Go for more general attractions and reasons for your interest.

Though my husband, Jason, and I are originally from the west coast, we are interested in the Springfield area because of its excellent public school system and proximity to the Berkshires.

As an antique dealer, Jason is particularly excited about the prospect of being so close to

prime areas like Stockbridge and Lenox.  We are also avid winter sports enthusiasts.

Again, the purpose is to demonstrate that you have done your homework and have real reasons for wanting to work with this institution and live in the area for the long term.  You aren’t interested in just any job, but in this specific job; so use details and retain sincerity in your pitch.

Justification

In this section you are stating why you are the right person for the job.  This is where you summarize what you bring to the table.   Since you’ve included a CV, there’s no need to repeat it in the cover letter.   You do, however, want to highlight what you think makes you particularly appealing to this potential employer.  Refer to the professional points in your pitch, but keep it short and sweet.  

My experience as a paramedic for the city of New York, along with my excellent and stable work record make me an outstanding candidate for your department.  I was also instrumental in the development of an Observation Area at my current ED in a community hospital with a 30,000 annual volume where I have been the top producer for the past four years.  My references will support my outstanding record in the area of patient satisfaction as well as my ability to work well in a team.

Don’t be too general and make sure not to overdo the superlatives. . . outstanding, excellent, terrific, fabulous, awesome can all make future life difficult, as you will have to be able to live up to your bio!   

Declaration & Close

State your intentions. If you are going to be in the area anytime in the near future, make it clear that you would like to meet with the Director during that trip, at no expense to him or her.  Most directors will make time to meet with an interesting candidate if it doesn’t cost them anything to do so.  Even if there turns out to be no position available at that time, encourage the meeting anyway, emphasizing that you understand the lack of immediate opening.  That situation could change in a day.

Most people end a cover letter by stating their hope to hear from the addressee shortly or in the near future.  Why leave it up to them?  Are you doctors or are you mice?  Take the initiative and don’t wait for the people to call you, state when you are going to call them.  Aggressive is good!

We will be in your area from Monday, Sept. 15 through Friday, Sept. 19 and I would like to schedule an appointment to meet with you on a preliminary basis.  I will telephone you next week to ascertain 

which day that week would be most convenient for you.                   Or . . . .

I will telephone you next week to discuss potential opportunities with your department and to arrange a convenient time to meet.

Close with “Sincerely” and make sure to sign it if you are using snail mail.  These days most cover letters and CVs arrive by email, so a signature isn’t an issue.

A good cover letter is no longer than one page.  Any longer and the task of reading the thing will seem too daunting to a busy department head.  Make sure your CV is up to snuff as a few will read it first and then look at the cover letter.  Don’t include anything else . . . no copies of certifications or licenses or birth certificates or diplomas or green cards or library cards.   With an effective cover letter and a strong CV, you won’t need anything else.  Snail mail, fax or e-mail all suffice, but most will choose email for first contact.  Be sure you put something eye-catching in the subject box.  

I won’t promise you instant results from every one you send out, but I will promise your odds of producing a positive response will increase dramatically.  Create a file for everyone you contact that includes any research results and a copy of the cover letter, so you can refer back to it when you do get the person on the phone.  Remember, a cover letter must be target-specific to be effective, so don’t attempt to use the same cover letter with different employers.  Form letters are easily recognized and just as easily ignored.
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