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     The Free Guide to CV Writing 

By elephantintheroom 

Most people can put together a document that contains information about their professional background, 

qualifications, skills and some coverage of achievements. 

 

But let’s be honest a CV is hard to write and even harder to perfect. 

 

After years of experience in recruitment we decided to put together this simple guide to create an ultra-succinct 

content-rich and well-written CV. It’s not definitive and we’re not in any way stating that this is how a CV must be 

fashioned in order to get a new job – that would be stupid. We’re simply sharing our knowledge of what has worked 

very effectively with our clients over the years.  

What’s a CV for? 

“Getting a new job obviously!”  

Well no, it’s not. Actually a CV only does one very small yet significant task in the process of securing your next 

position. It is the key to a lock on an interview room door, and that is it. 

Thus a CV, much like a key, has to have the correct characteristics to work effectively.  

It MUST: 

- Have a first half/ third of a page detailing exactly what a recruiting manager/ director is looking for; 

- Be exceptionally well-written & succinct; 

- Communicate all appropriate experience & skill for the role applied for; 

- Be accessible - if a reader loses the will to live the chances of an interview are nil; 

- Be produced in the right font and structured logically with good spacing. 

If a CV does not possess the above you still might get an interview – but let’s be honest, it’s not the best idea to base 

your job search on chance.  

Our golden rule: Chekhov’s Gun 

Before we begin it is crucial to understand the importance of not wasting words, best illustrated by Anton Chekhov, 

master of the short story: 

“If you say in the first chapter that there is a rifle hanging on the wall, in the second or third chapter it absolutely must 

go off. If it’s not going to be fired, it shouldn’t be hanging there.” 

The golden rule of good writing applies to CVs too - if a word is not essential, do not include it. 

The remaining sections are the headings for your CV and an explanation of what you need to make present there. 

Read each section and apply it to your existing CV. This might involve just lots of cutting and pasting and trimming, 

or it might mean a complete re-write. Ultimately, it should mean you end up with a CV that will maximise your 

chances of getting an interview. 

 

http://www.elephantintheroom.uk.com/
http://www.elephantintheroom.uk.com/


 

www.elephantintheroom.uk.com 

PS You’ll notice the bits in blue. Just ignore these whilst reading through as they are picked up at the end under the 

section ‘Tweaking’. 

PROFILE 

This section makes up about one quarter of the first page of your CV.  

It needs to introduce you and your background whilst summarising perfectly what you are (this changes with each 

job application). Maximum size – 3 straight forward sentences. 

 The first sentence is an introduction and says what you are and how long you’ve been doing it;  

 The second sentence explains what the main theme of your experience is;  

 The third finishes with what type of person you are. 

Example: 

An accomplished IT Delivery Director with over 15 years’ experience and a reputation for successfully managing IT 

transformations in financial services and customer services sectors. 

Broad experience in enterprise wide IT enabled change with specific focus on designing and delivering new target 

operating models within call centre and outsourcing operations. 

Takes a logical and goal focussed approach whilst maximising business benefits by managing all stakeholders 

effectively – culturally adept and commercially astute. 

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS 

This section is another quarter of the first page of your CV. 

It is a list of (6-8 max) bullet points – they MUST live up to the definition of a ‘bullet’ of information. 

Each point needs to be punchy – content rich and ultra-succinct – and will invariably involve you delivering 

something. This needs to include the business benefit every time without fail.  

When constructing the bullets follow our version of the STAR approach, which is borrowed from competency based 

interviewing – Situation, Task, Action and Result.  

Make notes on each achievement (challenge yourself to write one line per letter task) BUT then drop Situation and 

Task for putting the bullet on to your CV to keep it succinct and punchy (i.e. what your actions did for the company 

at a commercial/ operational level). The first couple of examples below illustrate the ACTION and associated RESULT. 

Example: 

 Delivered new target operating model at ABC Ltd (ACTION) – reduced costs by 32% and leveraged cross-business 

efficiencies (RESULT); 

 Big team leadership of 145 at DEF Group (ACTION) – enhanced performance and instilled strong team mentality 

(RESULT); 

 Delivered new CRM on time, in budget (£5m)  – sales increase 16% & improved client satisfaction 

 Raised profile of IT delivery teams at XYZ UK – increased releases from 6 in 2011, to 18 in 2012. 

 Delivered IT transformation at Super Plc – aligned to IT and business strategies, enabling entry in new markets 

and revenue growth of 33% after one year. 
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 Recovered £2.5m government project at Gambles Plc – avoided punitive damages and delivered new client/ 

revenues. 

 Implemented customer feedback procedures & best practices at RST Ltd – increased client satisfaction by 38% 

to ‘very good’. 

NOTE: Always think about commercial value to the business and use numbers and/ or figures whenever possible.  

CORE SKILLS 

This section is the third quarter of the opening page of your CV.  

It also uses bullet points which are only a few words each and make up 3 columns – each column represents 

1.Knowledge (types of experience)       2. Competencies (behaviours)        3. Technical qualities (qualifications, sector 

experience for e.g.) 

Example (notice the smaller font size to make it work visually): 

 

 Strategic IT leadership 

 Target Operating Models 

 Cost reduction/ P&L management 

 Programme Recovery 

 Commercial – IT for business benefits 

 Solution Build & Delivery (SDLC) 
 

 Influential & diplomatic executive 

 360 degree stakeholder management 

 Solution focussed – results driven 

 Pragmatic - logical problem solver 

 Emotionally intelligent ‘man’ manager 

 Motivational, enthusiastic & amicable 
 

 Advanced MSP Practitioner 

 PRINCE2 Practitioner 

 MSC Information Systems 

 BSc IT & Business Strategy 

 Diverse sector experience (e.g. Legal, FS, 
Banking and Retail) 

 

Obviously you can play with the formatting (more rows, font size, page margins and so on) to make sure everything 

is included. But, you MUST make sure each bullet point is distinct from the others and as rich in detail as possible 

with whatever space is available.  

CAREER HISTORY 

This is the biggest section of your CV by far and should begin about ¾ of the way down your first page.  

1st There is no reason to re-invent the wheel here – work in reverse chronological order and in bold put your company 

then your title, separating the two with a dash. 

2nd Then on the same line, insert a tab (double click in the margin ruler above – see a little black marker appear) and 

place the date/ tab as far right as possible before it drops to the next line. Make sure ALL dates in your CV are 

formatted the same. 

3rd Directly underneath place an introductory sentence that simply says what your company does. Make it a slightly 

smaller font and italic – this way you can cram a bit more info in if needed, and draw attention to the content but 

not reduce the impact of the really important information about you. 

4th On the next line, write one good sentence to clearly state what the primary responsibility of your role is. Think 

about the overall aim of your existence at work, and if it helps, think about what your boss would say your job is. 

Make sure your punctuation is pristine and DON’T overuse commas, and DON’T use capitals incorrectly to draw 

attention to a word. 
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The remainder of a role description in your career history should have two sections; Key Responsibilities and 

Achievements. These can vary greatly from type of position to another so take some time to understand what they 

are and then, as always, make each bullet content rich and succinct. Use numbers, percentages, fractions and 

monetary values where possible to bring them to life for a reader.  

Example: 

Capita Customer Management – IT Director, Delivery & Transformation  Oct 2013 to date 
Business process outsource industry leader, focusing on delivering business benefits through transformation of the customer 
lifecycle using multi-channel and digital contact strategies. 

Defining strategic direction across delivery and implementation verticals to ensure best practice, cost effective 

approaches for all IT and business transformational change and delivery. 

Key Responsibilities 

 Budget responsibility of £8.5m  

 Responsible for IT delivery of Networks, End User Computing, Data, Voice, Software Development, Business Analysis, 

Project and Programme management services to support Business and IT transformational change for all CCM clients, 

strategic partnerships and corporate users 

 Designing and executing operational improvements including target operating models, cost modelling, release 

management, project tracking, finance management, prioritisation and reporting 

 Recommending and implementing best practice approaches, methodologies and processes to support quality and 

cost effective deliverables  

 Line management, performance and development management for 5 direct reports (145 indirect)  

 
Achievements (always make these past tense including your current position) 

 Defined and implemented streamlined end to end IT operating model, providing a sustainable and scalable IT design, 

delivery and service model 

 Leveraged Capita Group capabilities - increased divisional revenues by £850k 

 Defined & implemented improved operational framework, complementing the target operating model 

 Created and implemented a strategic product approach to deliver new software applications 

 Implemented SDLC frameworks for Waterfall, Iterative and Agile delivery methods 

 

Equifax – Lead Programme Manager             Jan 2013 to Sept 2013 
Credit Reference Agency providing integrated real-time business and personal credit referencing services.  A global leader of 
information based solutions which leverage consumer and commercial data, combined with analytics and technology to provide 
customised insight and solutions.    

Deputy to the Programme Director, defining the scope and direction of all strategic and transformational 
programmes ensuring effective delivery of business benefits. 

Key Responsibilities 

 Responsible for the delivery of strategic business change programmes with a key focus on acquisition integration 

 Leveraging the full Equifax business model across all acquisition integration and transformational programmes 

 Defining programme approaches to deliver business objectives for all strategic business & IT programmes 

 Recommending and implementing best practice approaches, methodologies and processes  

http://www.elephantintheroom.uk.com/


 

www.elephantintheroom.uk.com 

 Coaching and mentoring junior programme managers 

 Deputising at UK & US Exec Board meetings  

 
Achievements 

 Identifying and implementing a streamlined operating model to leverage the Equifax business model and reduce the 

operating costs of a new acquisition 

 Managing the UK contribution to an international strategic programme, working as a peer with stakeholders across 

the Global Equifax organisation in preparation for a £85m UK business change programme 

PROFESSIONAL QUALIFICATIONS 

Very simple section here – use a similar format for these inserts as you did on Career History, obviously omitting the 

italic introductions.  

Example:  

MSP Practitioner   August 2013 

PRINCE2 Practitioner October 2010 

EDUCATION 

Follow the same process again, but make sure you include what was studied (we like italics for this also and for the 

same reason as before when introducing companies in Career History): 

Example: 

University of York Sept. 2004 – June 2007 

1st Class BSc Information Technology         

                

Park Lane College Leeds   Sept. 2001 -June 2003 

Advanced Vocational Certificate: Information Technology (Grade: C-D) 

 

Woodkirk High School High School Sept. 1996 – June 2001 GCSEs 

(9 subjects including: English and Maths) 

PERSONAL DETAILS 
The last section simply informs a reader where you’re based, whether you can drive and what commute you’d 

consider (could be ‘will work away nationally on a weekly basis’). 

Example: 

Location: Ripponden, near Halifax, West Yorkshire 

Commute: Full driving licence and willing to commute max. 25 miles 

 

Mobile:  XXXXX XXX XXX 

Email Address: XXXXX.XXXXXXX@blahblah.co.uk 
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…TWEAKING… 

The blue bits – these are simply changeable. When applying to different jobs you really have to tweak your CV every 

time for the best chances of success. This is logical but rarely done properly. 

 

By being aware of the parts of your front page that are changeable (and thus tweakable), and by creating really high 

quality achievement bullet points under your roles in Career History, you can make this very simple and highly 

effective.  

 

1st  Change the wording in the Profile section to match the tone and terms of the job description you’re applying for 

and don’t do this lightly – spoon feed the reader!  Match as much terminology as you can and be severe whilst 

remaining completely accurate. 

Why? Make it easy for the reader to understand what you represent – job titles vary from one company to 

another, for example, and sometimes quite a lot. A recruiting manager doesn’t know that a Senior Project 

Manager CV is actually at the same experience level as ‘Project Managers’ in his/ her company; if the Profile of 

that CV states ‘Senior Project Manager’ it is quite possible that the reader could think the person was overqualified 

(in an instant) and lose interest in that CV before it’s even started. 

 

2nd Copy (not cut) the most relevant achievements from the various roles in your Career History in to Key 

Achievements and make sure you get rid of any bullets in this section that are irrelevant for the job you’re applying 

for.  

Why? To provide the most relevant examples of your experience at the start of your CV for maximum impact, 

rather than expecting a reader to find them. 

 

3rd Change the order of your core skill columns according to a role – if it’s essential to possess professional 

qualifications make your technical qualities column the first in line. If it’s much more about personality and 

behaviours, then make sure the behavioural column of core skills is first. If it’s not easy to tell then it’s probably best 

to default to the order above in our experience. 

CONCLUSION 

Hopefully you’ll pick up the advice and make it your own as ultimately your CV has to be an expression of ‘you’. But, 

you can begin getting the most from your background in your CV by following our basic rules: 

 

 Be content rich  

 Be succinct – remember Chekhov’s Gun! 

 Ensure pristine punctuation and great grammar 

 Format the document consistently (Calibri, font size 11 for us)  

 Make sure there is some ‘air’ between the text so that it is an inviting read 
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