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What is a cover letter and what should it include?  

 

 

A cover letter is used when:  

• you’re applying to a posted position  

• you’re submitting your résumé to an organization that is not currently 

hiring (in this case, it’s sometimes called a “letter of introduction” or a 

“prospecting letter”) 

• you’re applying for graduate school, a co-op program, an internship, 

work placement, scholarship etc.  

 

In terms of content, you may include information like specific competencies, 

credentials, types of experiences or demonstrated accomplishments. 

 

Cover letters responding to job postings should:  

 

• Identify the organization, specific position and, if possible, the specific 

individual to whom you are addressing the letter  

•  Speak to the requirements of the position (look at the posting and 

outline how your experience matches the criteria)  

•  Describe how your experience and competencies will benefit the 

organization (if you have no direct experience, highlight your 

transferable experience)  

 

Letters of introduction or prospecting letters should:  

 

• Identify the type of position you’re interested in and explain how you 

know to contact them  

•  Outline how your experience and competencies will bring value  

• Indicate when and how you’re going to follow up 

 
Source:  

University of Victoria. (2019). Cover Letter Basics. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf 

  

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf
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How should you break down the content? 

 

 

Every cover letter is different, so this is just a suggestion of what you may want 

to include.  

 

Introductory paragraph  

 

• State your purpose and why you are applying 

• List the job title and organization name  

• Show that you’ve researched the organization by referencing its 

mission/vision statement  

• Indicate your enthusiasm and state what you’ll bring to the organization  

 

Middle paragraph(s)  

 

• Use an active voice and group information around the job requirements 

(e.g. your organizational skills)  

• Avoid starting every sentence with “I”  

• Use transition phrases (e.g. additionally, also)  

• Give solid examples of your past experience and the competencies you 

bring to the organization  

 

Closing paragraph  

 

• Thank the organization  

• Cover any “add-ons” (e.g. criminal record check, age limit, 

citizenship/residency, driver’s license)  

• Provide your contact information (if applicable)  

• Restate your interest in the position and express interest in an interview  

 

 
Source:  

University of Victoria. (2019). Cover Letter Basics. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf 

 

 

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_basics.pdf
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Should all cover letters be specific, or can a general cover letter work?  

 

Your cover letter should make it as easy as possible for the employer to see 

how you fit their needs. A general cover letter that doesn’t address the 

particular job posting won’t cut it. 

 

How to Deconstruct a Job Posting 

 

There are many types of job postings. Some have a complex list of job 

requirements and some are very minimal. The best way to understand the job 

posting is to deconstruct it. 

 

Step 1:  

 

Print the Job Posting (if online) or obtain a copy of the job posting from the 

source you found it (newspaper, job board, etc.). Obtain a copy of the job 

description, if available. Usually you will have to find the job description 

directly from the company website or by obtaining a copy directly from the 

company. 

 

Step 2:  

 

Reviewing the job posting, use a highlighter to mark the required 

qualifications in one color, and the skills and abilities (competencies) in 

another color, along with any job duties you’ve previously performed. 

 

Required Qualifications could include: 
 

• Specific educational requirements (e.g. second year standing, Bachelor’s 

degree, Master’s degree, specific diploma) 

• Specific experience (e.g. one year of customer service experience, 

experience with AutoCAD, familiar with a lab environment) 

• Specific licenses or courses (e.g. Class 5 Driver’s License, training in 

presentation delivery) 
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NOTE: Employers often list the most important qualifications higher in the 

posting. 

 

Skills and Abilities could include: 

 

• Demonstrated Communication skills 

• Ability to work with minimal supervision 

• Problem-solving capabilities  

 

 

Step 3:  

 

Consider your background and write down how you meet each criteria in the 

job posting on a sheet of paper. When writing your cover letter, be sure to 

discuss how you meet each of these criteria. Be sure to focus on your key 

qualifications and strengths relative to the posting. 

 

If you don’t have experience in every area, don’t worry. Aim to meet a 

minimum of 75% of what the employer is looking for. Showcase your 

competencies and demonstrate that you have thought about the job posting 

and how you are a good fit for the position. 

 
Source: 

University of Victoria. (2019). Deconstructing job postings. Retrieved from: 

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/career/applications/deconstruct/index.php 

  

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/career/applications/deconstruct/index.php
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Page Format 
 

 

Before you begin writing, decide which layout you want to use. There are two 

common formatting styles: block and modified block. The block format has a 

left-aligned address and closing, while those in the modified block are right-

aligned. While the block format is used more often, both are acceptable for a 

formal letter. 
 

Block format - left-justified address and ending 

 
 

Modified block format - centered address and ending 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: 

ResumeGenius. (2019). Business letter format: Templates, examples, tips & writing guide. Retrieved from: 

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format 

 

https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Modified-Block-Format.png
https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Block-Format-1.png
https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Block-Format-1.png
https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Block-Format-1.png
https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Block-Format-1.png
file://///Moose/Documents$/kpaskaruk/My%20Documents/COOP/Professional%20Development%20Series/Lesson%20Resources/Cover%20Letters/Modified%20block%20format%20-%20centered%20address%20and%20ending%20%20Source:%20https:/resumegenius.com/business-letter-format%23Business-Letter-Format%0d
file://///Moose/Documents$/kpaskaruk/My%20Documents/COOP/Professional%20Development%20Series/Lesson%20Resources/Cover%20Letters/Modified%20block%20format%20-%20centered%20address%20and%20ending%20%20Source:%20https:/resumegenius.com/business-letter-format%23Business-Letter-Format%0d
file://///Moose/Documents$/kpaskaruk/My%20Documents/COOP/Professional%20Development%20Series/Lesson%20Resources/Cover%20Letters/Modified%20block%20format%20-%20centered%20address%20and%20ending%20%20Source:%20https:/resumegenius.com/business-letter-format%23Business-Letter-Format%0d
file://///Moose/Documents$/kpaskaruk/My%20Documents/COOP/Professional%20Development%20Series/Lesson%20Resources/Cover%20Letters/Modified%20block%20format%20-%20centered%20address%20and%20ending%20%20Source:%20https:/resumegenius.com/business-letter-format%23Business-Letter-Format%0d
https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format
https://resumegenius.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Block-Format-1.png
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The following are the standard rules that should be adhered to when 

formatting the page of a formal letter: 

 

 

1. Alignment: 

 

All proper business letters should be left-aligned, any other type of 

alignment is considered unacceptable in most professional settings. 

2. Spacing: 

Your letter should be single-spaced. In addition, there should be a space 

between the date, address, salutation, and each paragraph. Include four line 

breaks between the closing and your printed name to leave space for your 

signature. 

3. Font: 

The standard font style is Times New Roman, size 12. However, you can use 

other sans-serif fonts such as Helvetica, Arial, Courier, or Geneva, also at size 

12. Sans-serif fonts have been credited with increased readability because of 

their balanced typeface. 

4. Lines: 

When using a letterhead, be sure to add a horizontal line underneath it. You 

can refer to our letters above to see some examples. 

5. Margins: 

Keep your margins between 1 to 1.5 inches. Generally speaking, 1-inch 

margins are the most widely accepted format for professionals. 

 

https://medium.freecodecamp.org/how-typography-determines-readability-serif-vs-sans-serif-and-how-to-combine-fonts-629a51ad8cce
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Content Format & How to Write a Business Letter 

The following tips cover all the parts of a business letter in order from top to 

bottom. 

Part 1 (a). Letterhead – Formal Letter Format 

Most professional business letters include a letterhead (see the one above for 

an example) – which is comprised of your name, address, phone number, and 

email address.  

Letterheads are meant to make your letter unique, as well as help verify its 

authenticity to the recipient. Likewise, you can include your company’s logo 

on the letterhead for brand recognition and a more trustworthy appearance. 

Check out the example letterheads below — both of which are acceptable 

methods for displaying your name and contact information. For more ideas, 

you can check out our cover letter templates. See the letterhead sample: 

 

Part 1 (b). No Letterhead – Formal Letter Format 

Using a letterhead is always preferable when writing a business letter. 

However, if you decide to not use one, you must use the following format to 

maintain a professional appearance: 

 Write your contact information on the top left of the page, just above the 

date. 

 Do NOT include your name in this section — when selecting this style, it 

simply looks better to sign off with your name at the end of the letter. 

 Only include your street address, city, province, and area code. 

 Double check our business letter sample to make sure yours is perfect. 

Example of format when not using a letterhead: 

Your Name 
Address, City, Province, Postal Code I Phone # I Email Address 

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Sample-Business-Letters
https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Sample-Business-Letters
https://resumegenius.com/cover-letter-examples
https://resumegenius.com/cover-letter-examples
https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Sample-Business-Letters
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Part 2. Date 

The date should be the day on which you completed the letter, written in 

standard U.S. format (eg. October 28, 2017). It should be written underneath 

the letterhead, or underneath the address on the top left of the page. 

Part 3. Addressee – How to Address a Letter in 4 Steps 

Write the recipient’s (or “addressee’s”) address on the top left side underneath 

the date. Begin with the name of the addressee on the first line. Some 

research may be necessary to find the name (LinkedIn, the company’s website, 

even Google search are all great tools). 

• Step 1: Address them properly as Ms., Mrs., or Mr. Also, make sure to 

include their title — such as Dr.— if it applies. 

• Step 2: Beneath their name, write their current title. If you are unsure what 

their title is, do the necessary research to find out if possible. If they have 

no title, leave it blank. 

• Step 3: Include the name of their company underneath their title. 

• Step 4: Write out their company’s street address, city, province, and postal 

code. If they are located outside Canada, include the country name after 

the city. 

Part 4. Salutation 

The salutation you will use depends on the title of your addressee, your 

familiarity with them, and also the context of the letter. 

If you are familiar with the addressee, then use their first name (unless they 

have specifically asked you otherwise). 

 
(if no letterhead) 
[1234 Street Address] 
[City, Province, Postal Code] 
[Email Address] 
 
[Today’s Date] 
 
[Addressee Name] 
[Addressee Title] 
[Company Name] 
[1234 Street Address] 

[City, Province, Postal Code] 
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 If the addressee has earned a Ph.D. or an MD, then refer to them 

as Dr. (or Professor). 

 Military titles such as General, Colonel, Major, etc., should be honored as such. 

 If you do not know the contact person or you are addressing a group, use an 

appropriate salutation such as Hiring Manager, Director of Human 

Resources, Members of the[Name] Committee (hiring committee, 

organizing committee, acceptance committee), Board of Directors. 

When it comes to salutations, it is always better to err on the side of caution 

and be polite as possible. 

Part 5. Body 

The body of the letter is located underneath the salutation, and is the field 

where you get down to business and discuss the reason you’re reaching out 

to this person. Usually, the body includes several strategic paragraphs meant 

to inform, persuade, and convey gratitude. 

1. In the first paragraph, get to your point quickly and state it concisely in the 

first line. Do not wait until the second paragraph to tell your audience what 

your main point is – they most likely won’t get that far. 

2. In the second paragraph, use evidence and persuasive reasoning to justify 

your main point. If needed, use an extra paragraph to further support your 

point via empirical evidence. 

3. The closing paragraph should restate the point of the letter, and most 

importantly, include a call to action. A call to action is a passage that compels 

your reader to do something. Ask yourself, “what do I want my reader to do 

right after reading this letter?” 

Examples of calls to action: 

 “Please call me at [phone #] or email me at [email address] at your earliest 

convenience.” 

 “Please get in touch with me at your earliest convenience to schedule a 

meeting.” 

 “Please let me know how I may be of assistance during this period.” 
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Part 6. Closing 

You should always close with a positive sign-off, such as “Thank you,” 

“Sincerely,” or “Respectfully.” Remember to only capitalize the first word of 

this closing  line, and to leave four lines of space between the closing line and 

your typed name to make room for your signature. 

Part 7. Enclosure 

An enclosure note is an often neglected aspect of letter writing in the digital 

era. In fact, not many people actually know what ‘enclosure’ means. When you 

write “enclosure” in any letter you’re implying that another document is 

attached to the file. 

Think of it as something akin to a “see attachment” note in an email. It alerts 

the reader to another part of your correspondence – and helps prevent them 

from overlooking a crucial document. 

The image below shows where the word “enclosure” should be placed: 

 

6. Conclusion 

 
 
 

Knowing how to write a business letter is a fundamental skill for your 

professional life. A proper one will have most or all of the elements mentioned 

above. Be sure to carefully review the grammar, spelling, and format of your 

business letter numerous times before you send it out, to avoid leaving a poor 

first impression with your correspondent. 

Source: ResumeGenius. (2019). Business letter format: Templates, examples, tips & writing guide. Retrieved from: 

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format 

 

 

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format
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Transitional Phrases 
 

To add information: To show cause/effect 
/result 

To emphasize 

 
Transitions 

Use between complete 

sentences. 

 
; additionally, 

; also, 

; besides, 

; for example, 

; for instance, 

; furthermore, 

; in addition, 

; in fact, 

; likewise, 

 
Transitions 

Use between 

complete sentences. 

 
; accordingly, 

; as a resuIt, 

; consequently, 

; hence, 

; therefore, 

; thus, 

 
Transitions 

Use between 

complete sentences. 

 
; certainly, 

; indeed, 

; to be sure, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning of a 

sentence. 

 
Additionally, 

In addition, 

In addition to that, 

Next, 

To add, 

To add to that, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning 

of a sentence. 

 
As a consequence, 

Because of this, 

Consequently, 

Following that, 

For this reason, 

Subsequently, 

 

' 

Expressions 

Use at the beginning 

of a sentence. 

 
Above all, 

More important, 

More importantly, 

Most important of 

all, 

To emphasize, 

Without a doubt, 

 
Examples: 

 
During the 14th century in 

Europe, the Bubonic Plague 

and other epidemics killed 

many people. In addition to 

that, civil unrest and clan 

warfare resulted in even 

more deaths. 

 
Examples: 

 
An optimum climatic 

period in Europe that 

lasted from 800-1200 

BC was a time of 

population increase and 

wealth. As a 

consequence, great 

cathedrals were built, 

and new methods of 

agriculture were 
introduced. 

 
Examples: 

 
A series of four floods 

in Holland and 

Germany killed more 

than 40,000 people; 

certainly, the floods 

had a negative effect 

on agriculture, too. 

Source:  University of North Texas. (2011). Intensive English Language Institute: Research Paper Unit. Retrieved from: 

http://ieli.unt.edu/research-paper-unit 
 

http://ieli.unt.edu/research-paper-unit
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Transitions 

Use between complete 

sentences. 

 

; for example, 

; for instance, 

; in fact, 

; in other words, 

; namely, 

 
Transitions 

Use between 

complete sentences. 

 
; also, 

; besides, 

; furthermore, 

; in addition, 

; in like manner, 

; in the same 

manner, 
; in the same way, 

; likewise, 

; similarly, 

 
Transitions 

Use between 

complete sentences. 

 
; after all, 

; however, 

; in contrast, 

; instead, 
; nevertheless, 

; on one hand, 

; on the contrary, 

; on the other hand, 

; still, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning of a 

sentence. 

 

As an example, 

In other words, 

Specifically, 

To explain, 

To illustrate, 

To put it another way, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning 

of a sentence. 

 

At the same time, 

Equally important, 

In the same way, 

In a similar way, 

Similarly, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning 

of a sentence. 

 

Despite this, 

Different from that, 

In contrast, 

In sharp contrast, 

To the contrary, 

Unlike that, 

 
Examples: 

 
An historian from Oxford 

believes that agricultural 

methods used in the 14th 

century were dangerously 

inefficient. ln fact, he 

suggests that the 

substantial decrease in 

population is directly related 

to improper farming 

practices. 

 
Examples: 

 
In Scotland in the 

1430s, there was so 

little grain available that 

people made bread 

from tree bark. At the 

same time, clan warfare 

and political unrest 

caused social upheaval. 

 
Examples: 

 
Historically, the decline 

of the population in rural 

areas in England was 

attributed to widespread 

epidemics; in contrast, 

modern historians 

believe that a 

devastating change in 

climate caused crop 

failures, which, in turn, 

caused people to desert 

their land. 

To show time/ change of subject To show summary 

 
Transitions 

Use at the beginninq of a sentence. 

 
Transitions 

Use at the beqinninq of a sentence. 
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After that, 

Finally, 

First, 

In the meantime, 

Later, 

Next, 

Second, 

Then* 

Third, 

 
* Do not use a comma 

 
Finally, 

In conclusion, 

In summary, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning of a sentence. 

 
At first, 

At last, 

At the beginning, 

At the end, 

Initially, 

Last of all, 

The next day, 

The next time, 

To begin with, 

 
Expressions 

Use at the beginning of a sentence. 

 
In closing, 

Last of all, 

To close, 

To conclude, 

To sum up, 

To summarize, 

 
Examples: 

 
Starting in the 111 century, Europeans 

h 

were engaged in building huge 

cathedrals; at the same time, they were 

intent on recapturing control of the Holy 

Land from the Arabs. 

 
Examples: 

 
To summarize, the detrimental change 

in climate in Europe in the late 13th 

century was the biggest contributing 

factor in the decline of civilization, 

resulting in deaths from disease, civil 
unrest, and warfare. 

 

Source:  University of North Texas. (2011). Intensive English Language Institute: Research Paper Unit. Retrieved from: 

http://ieli.unt.edu/research-paper-unit 

 

  

http://ieli.unt.edu/research-paper-unit
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Your Name 
Address, City, Province, Postal Code | Phone # | email address 

 
 

[Today’s Date] 
 

[Addressee Name] 
[Addressee Title] 
[Company Name] 
[1234 Street Address] 
[City, Province, Postal Code] 
 

Dear [Name], 
 

In this paragraph, deliver a friendly and clear introduction. State the main 
point/s of the letter here. Keep this section short and to the point. 
 
In this paragraph, explain the importance of the main point by providing 
compelling and persuasive reasoning. You can use facts, data, and other 
quantifiable metrics to support your claim.  
 
In this paragraph, continue to provide background information to back up 
your reasons.  
 
Close by restating the main point/s of the letter, and if you can, include a call 
to action.  
 

Respectfully/Sincerely, 
 

 

 

[Your Signature] 
[Your Typed Name] 
 
 
 
Source: 

ResumeGenius. (2019). Business letter format: Templates, examples, tips & writing guide. Retrieved from: 

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format 

  

https://resumegenius.com/business-letter-format#Business-Letter-Format
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 Source: University of Victoria. (2019). What does a cover letter look like. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf  

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
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Source: University of Victoria. (2019). What does a cover letter look like. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf  

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
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Source: University of Victoria. (2019). What does a cover letter look like. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf  

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/What_does_a_cover_letter_look_like.pdf
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Source: University of Victoria. (2019). Cover Letter Checklist. Retrieved from: https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-

docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_checklist.pdf 

https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_checklist.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/coopandcareer/assets/docs/student-docs/curriculum-material/apply-for-jobs/coverletters/Cover_letter_checklist.pdf
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