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Message to Holy Family Job Search Members

• This PowerPoint Presentation is based on a May 16th, 2022, article in 
the Wall Street Journal. 

• I put the content in a PowerPoint document to enhance the 
readability of the resume example and to allow additional suggestions 
from the 24/7s. The last slide contains some further suggestions on 
resume support.   



Before a job recruiter gets a peek at a résumé these days, an AI tool may likely 

judge it first. And its main criteria are keywords.

If there is a job for a CFO, for instance, the AI would be told to look for the 

phrase “chief financial officer”—but also terms that might relate to it, such as 

“Fortune 500” or “team collaboration.” The AI—part of a type of software known as 

an applicant-tracking system—can then plow through hundreds of résumés in a 

second, find the ones with the most keyword matches and pass them along to a 

human.

So, applicants should just drop in as many keywords as possible to boost their 

chances, right? Wrong. To leverage keywords correctly, job seekers must strike a 

delicate balance, experts say. Too few keywords means the AI will reject the 

résumé. But too many keywords may turn a résumé into a word salad that will turn 

off a human recruiter.



Here’s a look at some of the crucial things job seekers should do—and avoid—to 

get the most out of keywords.

DON’T Forget the Basics

Two of the most obvious questions about keywords are “How many do I need to 

include?” and “Are there any generic ones that work for different types of jobs?”

First, there is no correct number of keywords to use, says Wendy Enelow, a 

professional résumé writer and author of “Modernize Your Resume: Get 

Noticed…Get Hired,” adding that 10 is often a good minimum, but she has seen 

effective résumés with dozens.

On the other hand, she says, there are keywords that could work across many 

jobs or industries—less technical ones such as “interpersonal relationships” and 

“efficiency.”



DO Search for Clues

The good news is that there are many places to look for hints to keywords. A good 

place to start is with the posted job description itself, says Julia Pollak, chief economist 

at ZipRecruiter, an online employment marketplace. Pull critical words from the posting, 

and similar listings, and use them to replace comparable terms that are already in the 

résumé. For example, applicants might use “application of intelligence” instead of 

“experience” in a job description, or “human-centric” instead of “client-facing.” Job 

seekers might also find potential keywords in other parts of the site, like corporate bios, 

the company blog and employment section.

“The algorithm is looking for a strong match between skills and the job at hand,” says 

Ms. Pollak, “so it’s smart to put those skills first, using simple, clear terms that people in 

your industry regularly use.”

Job seekers should also do some googling. Somebody looking for a job in logistics, for 

instance, might search for “top logistics keywords” or “top ATS [or applicant-tracking 

system] keywords” by your industry, Ms. Pollak says.

https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/ZIP


DON’T Forget The Unexpected

Companies sometimes look for keywords that won’t be easy to deduce from corporate sites 

or googling. Recruiters may have their applicant-tracking system scan résumés for specific 

company or brand names, for instance—because they want to poach people from certain 

companies or snap up people who have worked on certain products.

So, be sure to include knowledge of technologies like those in the Microsoft suite or coding 

languages such as Python. If you’ve worked on projects for major brands or companies, 

mention how you have interacted with them. “Knowledge of competitor companies, or of 

larger companies in the same industry or an adjacent industry, can be particularly valuable,” 

says Ms. Pollak. “If you’ve worked for or with any—whether as an employee, consultant, or 

vendor—show it off.”

A job seeker’s location can be an important keyword, too. If jobs are hybrid or in-person 

only, or if the job requires local or regional knowledge, listing a metro or state location on the 

résumé will be critical.

https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/MSFT


DO Be Honest
Job seekers have come up with some ingenious tricks to fool AIs. But there is a big risk of 

getting caught—and losing a potential job.
Ms. Pollak, for instance, has seen people cut and paste an entire job description into their 

résumés. Doing that will likely get a lot of keyword matches from an AI, she says. On the 
other hand, copying a description is a known bad practice, and some AIs have been 
programmed to catch it.

But even if the cutting and pasting gets a résumé past the AI gatekeeper, a human will see 
it next—and probably dislike it. Hiring managers don’t want to see tricks, Ms. Pollak says. 
“They want specific quantifiable descriptions of your skills and competencies.”
Some people take the cut-and-paste idea even further and put the job listing into their 
résumé using a white font color. So, an AI can scan the text, but a human eye won’t see the 
words that have been dropped in.

Once again, an AI might not spot the trick. But many human recruiters are savvy to this 
strategy—and if they find somebody using it, the consequences can be harsh. A candidate 
could get disqualified immediately and possibly even blackballed.

“It’s a sign of gaming, and hiring managers don’t want gamers,” says Ms. Pollak. “They 
want trust and consistency—that matters more than any hard skill.”



DON’T Just List Keywords

Some applicant-tracking software doesn’t only look for keywords—it gives extra points 

for résumés that put words around keywords, says Julie Schweber, a senior knowledge 

adviser with the Society for Human Resource Management.

That means writing sentences or phrases about a job experience is far better than simply 

listing keywords in bullet points.

Surround keywords “with strong verbs like ‘designed,’ ‘developed,’ ‘built,’ ‘wrote,’ ‘grew,’ 

‘led,’ ” says Ms. Pollak. “Our CEO always says to write like a cave man, with clear, crisp, 

strong language.” You might also pile up more keywords that way—if the AI is trained to 

look for “leader,” for instance, then using the verb “lead” could be a close match.

At the same time, look at ways to describe your work that add potential keywords but 

also click with a hiring manager. For instance, Ms. Enelow says, “ ‘Worked as a teacher’ can 

be transformed into ‘Designed and taught classes, created instructional tools and advanced 

educational innovations.’ Then, when a hiring manager looks at your résumé, you will look 

like an experienced person that could fit the job in question.”



DO Use Synonyms and Acronyms

Because different applicant-tracking systems will search for different keywords, job 

seekers should consider using varied words for the same skill or title. “You don’t know if 

the system will be searching for ‘CFO’ or ‘Chief Financial Officer,’ so depending on how 

I’m using it, in a title versus something else, I will make sure to get both of those terms 

in there,” says Ms. Enelow.

Including a headline or objective is one way to cram keywords into the top of a 

résumé, experts say. In the case of a chief financial officer looking for another CFO or 

executive vice president job, says Ms. Enelow, “I would have a headline like, ‘corporate 

finance and global business partner’ and underneath that say, ‘Fortune 500, joint 

ventures, mergers’…all of which are nouns describing what any CFO does. I put them up 

at the top because that way she is instantly saying, ‘I’m doing this work, and at this 

level.’ ”



DO List Your Objectives

Putting an objective at the top of a résumé can be a big help if someone is transitioning 

to another industry. It is an old-school style but provides an opportunity to use keywords 

suited to the job they want—instead of relying on keywords related to the industry they 

left.

“A marketing person looking for a job in training and development could write: 

‘Objective: Opportunity to leverage my corporate-leadership skills in training and 

development, organizational-needs assessment and talent-pipeline development and 

management,’ as long as the job seeker has experience in those areas,” Ms. Enelow says. 

“Look at all those keywords.”



Resume Example 

• The following six slides show sections of a resume with specific 
recommendations from the WSJ writer with a few added points in red 
from Holy Family Job Search Ministry 24/7 volunteers.  

• The resume example features a former elementary-school teacher 
who is seeking a job in corporate training and development. 
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Notes from Previous Slide 

1. Include your LinkedIn page, recruiters look for it. Put your name, 
one phone number, email address and LinkedIn page on separate 
lines.

2. Headlines can include critical keywords.

3. This section offers a quick look at how you want to be perceived in 
the job market. The double-column list of keywords is clean and 
concise. Use keywords that directly relate to the posting.  (Never 
use Microsoft table as ATS will not read them. )

4. This section shows other “soft” keywords that can be vital 

5. Show all the technology keywords used by recruiters
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Notes from Previous Slide 

6. Job Title includes more keywords and showcases multiple roles. It’s 
OK to show year only, especially if you have employment gaps 
greater than six months. Combine two similar jobs to keep resume 
simple. 

7. Add specific metrics for accomplishments, and it’s OK to estimate 
percentages and financial results. 

8. Description and bullet points are packed with keywords.  Key words 
do not have to be in separate sections for ATS to find them. Only 
use bullets, never squares or other shapes. 

9. Begin each bullet point with powerful action verbs like “Increased”, 
“led”, or “Partnered”.
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Notes from Previous Slide 

11. Older job can show a broader range of experience and additional 
skills.  Don’t feel compelled to list dates but be concise in wording. 

12. Some employers are looking for specific schools, but most experts 
say that schools attended are less important than what you studied.  
Don’t use too much precious space on this.

• Recent college grads might have a one-page resume. Mid-career job 
seekers should typically have a two-page resume.  In most cases, do 
not list jobs from the before the year 2000. 

• Use 11-point type with you name in 12-point type. Do not use 
borders or horizonal lines as they confuse ATS systems.



More Resources from Holy Family Job Support

• https://hfjobsupport.org/

• Under the banner “Job Search Help”, you can find a summary of good resume practices 
and many specific articles.

• Holy Family Job Support Ministry offers four workshops, including a resume workshop.  
Check them out at https://hfjobsupport.org/workshops/

• Attending the workshop allows you to create a “good” resume.  Working with one of the 
24/7 volunteers helps you create a “great” one. 

• Check out the “Featured” section of  Denis Curtin’s LinkedIn page for detailed advise on 
creating ATS ready resumes.  See https://www.linkedin.com/in/deniscurtin/

•

https://hfjobsupport.org/
https://hfjobsupport.org/workshops/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/deniscurtin/

