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THE HARVARD STANDARD:
CRAFTING A COVER LETTER THAT
COMMANDS ATTENTION

In  the  competitive  landscape  of  elite
career placement, the Harvard Career
Services  cover  letter  stands  as  a
benchmark for excellence. For students
and  alumni  of  Harvard  University,  the
guidance  provided  by  their  career

services  office  is  not  merely  a
formality—it  is  a  strategic  framework
designed  to  open  doors  at  the  most
sought-after  employers  in  the  world.
However,  the  principles  embedded  in
this guidance are not exclusive to the Ivy
League. They represent a gold standard
of professional communication that any
job seeker can learn from. This article
delves  deep  into  the  philosophy,
structure, and execution of a cover letter
crafted according to the best practices
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espoused  by  Harvard  Career  Services,
offering  you  a  roadmap  to  elevate  your
own application materials.
Whether  you  are  a  current  Harvard
student,  an alumnus,  or  a professional
from  another  institution  aiming  to
compete  a t  the  h ighes t  l eve l ,
understanding what makes a cover letter
"Harvard-quality" can transform your job
search.  We  will  explore  the  specific
recommendations,  the  unspoken
expectations, and the strategic thinking
that turns a simple letter into a powerful
advocacy tool for your candidacy.

THE PHILOSOPHY BEHIND THE
HARVARD CAREER SERVICES
APPROACH

The  first  thing  to  understand  about  the

Harvard Career Services cover letter
methodology is that it is deeply rooted in
narrative and evidence. It  is not about
listing  your  job  duties;  it  is  about
connecting your unique experiences to
the  specific  needs  of  the  employer.
Harvard  Career  Services  emphasizes
that  your  cover  letter  is  a  persuasive
essay with one goal: to get the recruiter
to read your resume with a positive bias.
This  philosophy  shifts  the  focus  from
"what you have done" to "what you can
do for them."

Storytelling Over
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Summary
A common mistake among applicants is
to use the cover letter as a bullet-point
summary  of  their  resume.  Harvard
Career  Services  actively  discourages
this.  Instead,  they  advocate  for  a
narrative  approach.  Your  opening
paragraph should introduce a compelling
hook—a  specific  project,  a  pivotal
moment  of  learning,  or  a  unique
insight—that directly relates to the role
you  are  applying  for.  This  technique
immediately  engages  the  reader  and
sets  you  apart  from  candidates  who
merely rehash their professional history.

Evidence-Based
Confidence
Another  cornerstone  of  the  Harvard
approach  is  the  use  of  specific,
quantified  evidence.  Generic  claims  like
"I am a hard worker" or "I have excellent
leadership  skills"  are  viewed as  weak.
Harvard  Career  Services  pushes
candidates  to  replace  subjective
adjectives  with  concrete  examples.  If
you  managed  a  budget,  state  the
amount. If you led a team, state the size
and the outcome.  This  evidence-based
confidence  aligns  with  the  expectations
of top-tier employers who value results
over rhetoric.
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ANATOMY OF A HARVARD-
QUALITY COVER LETTER

Unders tand ing  the  s t ruc tu ra l
components of a cover letter that meets
the  standards  of  Harvard  Career
Services  is  essential.  The  format  is
conventional,  but  the  content  within
each  section  is  meticulously  crafted.
Below  is  a  breakdown  of  the  key
elements.

The Header and
Contact

Information
While  seemingly  straightforward,  the
header  is  your  first  opportunity  to
demonstrate  professionalism.  Harvard
Career  Services  recommends  a  clean,
standard  format  that  mirrors  your
resume. Include your full  name, phone
number,  email  address,  and  LinkedIn
profile  URL.  Consistency  between  your
cover letter header and resume header
is  critical;  they  should  look  like  they
belong to the same application package.
Avoid fancy fonts or colors—clarity and
professionalism are paramount.
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The Salutation:
To Whom It

Should Go
The days of "To Whom It May Concern"
are long gone, especially in the world of
elite  hiring.  Harvard  Career  Services
emphasizes the importance of targeting
your letter to a specific individual.  If  the
job posting does not  list  a  name,  use
LinkedIn, the company website, or even
a phone call to the front desk to find the
hiring  manager  or  the  head  of  the
department.  A  personalized  salutation
demonstrates initiative and attention to
detail.  If  you  absolutely  cannot  find  a
name,  "Dear  [Company  Name]  Hiring

Team" is acceptable, but a specific name
is always superior.

The Opening
Paragraph: The
Hook
This  is  the  most  critical  part  of  the
Harvard  Career  Services  cover
letter. You have approximately three to
five  seconds  to  capture  the  reader's
attention. The opening paragraph must
accomplish  three  things:  state  the
position  you  are  applying  for,  express
genuine enthusiasm for the company or
role,  and  present  a  compelling  reason
why  you  are  an  excellent  fit.  Harvard
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Career  Services  often  advises  leading
with a specific connection.  For example,
"When  I  read  about  your  firm's  recent
e x p a n s i o n  i n t o  s u s t a i n a b l e
infrastructure, I was immediately drawn
to the project management role, as my
thesis at Harvard focused on renewable
energy  logistics."  This  is  far  more
effective  than  a  generic  opening.

The Body
Paragraphs:
Evidence and

Alignment
The  body  of  your  cover  letter  should
consist of two to three paragraphs that
each tell a specific story. Each paragraph
should  follow  a  simple  structure:
Situation, Action, Result. This is a classic
framework that Harvard Career Services
strongly endorses. Describe a challenge
you  faced  (Situation),  the  specific
actions  you  took  (Action),  and  the
measurable outcome (Result). Crucially,
you must then connect this story back to
the needs of the prospective employer.
Explain  how  this  experience  has
prepared  you  to  solve  their  specific
problems  or  add  value  to  their  team.
This is where you demonstrate not just
competence, but strategic thinking.
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Using keywords from the job description
is another tactic encouraged by Harvard
Career  Services.  If  the  job  requires
"stakeholder  management,"  use  that
exact phrase in your story. This aligns
your  language  with  the  employer's
expectations and helps your application
pass  through  Applicant  Tracking
Systems  (ATS).

The Closing
Paragraph: Call
to Action
The closing paragraph should be concise
and confident. Thank the reader for their
time  and  consideration,  restate  your

enthusiasm for  the  role,  and  explicitly
express  your  desire  for  an  interview.
Harvard Career Services recommends a
proactive closing. Instead of "I hope to
hear from you soon," try "I look forward
to  the  opportunity  to  discuss  how my
background  in  data  analytics  can
contribute  to  your  team's  upcoming
projects. I am available for an interview
at your convenience." This demonstrates
eagerness and respect for the recruiter's
time.

SPECIFIC STRATEGIES FROM
HARVARD CAREER SERVICES

Beyond  the  basic  structure,  Harvard
Career  Services  offers  a  range  of
nuanced  strategies  that  can  give
candidates  a  competitive  edge.  These
strategies go beyond what is taught in
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generic career workshops and reflect the
realities of high-stakes hiring.

The "T-Shaped"
Candidate Profile
A concept often discussed in relation to
Harvard Career Services guidance is the
idea  of  being  a  "T-shaped"  candidate.
The  vertical  bar  of  the  "T"  represents
deep  expertise  in  a  specific  field—your
core  competency.  The  horizontal  bar
represents  the  ability  to  collaborate
across  disciplines  and  apply  your
expertise  in  a  broader  context.  When
writing your cover letter, Harvard Career
Services  advises  you  to  demonstrate
both.  Show  that  you  are  not  only  an
expert  in  your  field  but  also  a  versatile

team player who can communicate with
stakeholders from different departments.
For example, a software engineer might
write about not just coding a feature, but
also working with the marketing team to
understand user needs.

Handling Career
Transitions
For career changers, the cover letter is
even  more  critical  than  the  resume.
Harvard  Career  Services  provides
specific advice for these candidates. The
key is to frame your previous experience
as  an asset,  not  a  liability.  Instead of
apolog iz ing  for  a  lack  of  d i rect
experience, identify transferable skills. A
former teacher applying for a corporate
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training  role,  for  example,  should
highlight  curriculum  design,  public
speaking, and performance assessment.
The cover letter should tell  a coherent
story of why this transition makes sense
and how your unique path gives you a
perspective that other candidates lack.

Addressing
Potential Red
Flags
If you have a gap in employment, a low
GPA,  or  other  potential  concerns,
Harvard  Career  Services  recommends
addressing  them directly  in  the  cover
letter,  but  with a positive reframe. Do

not  dwell  on  the  negative.  Instead,
briefly  acknowledge  the  situation  and
immediately pivot to what you learned
or  how you grew.  For  example,  "After
taking  a  year  to  care  for  a  family
member,  I  returned to my career with
renewed  focus  and  completed  a
certification  in  digital  marketing."  The
goal  is  to  neutralize  the  red  flag  before
the  recruiter  can  form  a  negative
impression.

COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID

Even  with  the  best  guidance,  many
candidates  fall  into  common  traps.
Harvard  Career  Services  has  identified
several  recurring  mistakes  that  can
undermine  an  otherwise  strong
application. Being aware of these pitfalls
is just as important as knowing the best
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practices.

The One-Size-Fits-All Letter:
This is the most common and most
damaging mistake. Using a generic
template that you send to every
employer shows a lack of effort
and interest. Harvard Career
Services insists that every cover
letter be tailored to the specific
role and company.
Focusing on What You Want: A
cover letter that focuses solely on
what you hope to gain from the
role—experience, mentorship,
travel—is a turn-off. Employers
want to know what you can
contribute. Shift the focus from "I
want" to "I can offer."
Being Too Modest: There is a

fine line between humility and
underselling yourself. Harvard
Career Services encourages
candidates to own their
accomplishments. If you led a
project, say you led it. Do not use
passive language like "I was
involved in" when you were the
primary driver.
Ignoring the Company Culture:
A cover letter that is technically
perfect but fails to reflect the
culture of the company can still fall
flat. For a startup, a more
energetic and less formal tone
might be appropriate. For a law
firm, a formal and precise tone is
expected. Research the company's
communications and mirror their
style.
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EXAMPLES OF HARVARD CAREER
SERVICES COVER LETTER
TECHNIQUES IN ACTION

Theoretical  advice  is  valuable,  but
seeing the techniques applied can make
them more concrete. Let us consider a
hypothetical  scenario  to  illustrate  the
Harvard Career Services cover letter
approach in practice.
Scenario:  A  Harvard  graduate  is
applying for  a  management consultant
role at McKinsey & Company.
Weak  Opening  (Generic):  "I  am
writing  to  apply  for  the  Management
Consultant  position  at  McKinsey  &
Company. I have a strong background in
problem-solving  and  teamwork,  and  I
believe I  would be a valuable asset to
your firm."

Harvard-Inspired  Opening  (Specific
and Evidentiary): "During my time at
Harvard, I led a cross-functional team of
six students to develop a market entry
strategy for a renewable energy start-up,
resulting in a 20% increase in projected
revenue for  their  first  fiscal  year.  It  was
this  experience that  solidified my desire
to  pursue  a  career  in  management
consulting, where I can apply this same
rigorous, data-driven approach to solve
complex  business  challenges  for  your
clients."
Why  the  second  version  works:  It
immediately  provides  a  concrete
example,  demonstrates  leadership  and
impact  (quantified  result),  and  explicitly
connects the experience to the job. This
is  the  hallmark  of  a  cover  letter  that
follows  Harvard  Career  Services  best
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practices.

INTEGRATING YOUR COVER
LETTER WITH YOUR OVERALL
APPLICATION STRATEGY

Harvard Career Services does not view
the cover letter in isolation. It is part of a
larger  application  ecosystem  that
includes  your  resume,  LinkedIn  profile,
and  interview preparation.  Consistency
across all these materials is crucial. The
stories  you  tell  in  your  cover  letter
should be supported by the bullet points
on  your  resume.  Your  LinkedIn  profile
should reinforce the professional brand
you  are  building.  When  you  get  an
interview,  the  narratives  you  have
prepared in your cover letter can serve
as the foundation for  your  answers  to
behavioral questions.

Furthermore,  Harvard  Career  Services
recommends using your cover letter to
highlight aspects of your candidacy that
might not be immediately obvious from
your  resume.  For  example,  if  your
resume is heavily quantitative, the cover
letter is a great place to showcase your
communication  skills  and  strategic
thinking.  Conversely,  if  your  resume
focuses on leadership,  the cover letter
can delve into your technical abilities.

LEVERAGING HARVARD CAREER
SERVICES RESOURCES

For those who have access to Harvard
Career Services, the resources available
are  extensive.  From  one-on-one
coaching sessions with career  advisors
to online guides and sample letters, the
support system is designed to help you
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produce  the  strongest  possib le
application. If you do not have access to
these  resources  directly,  many  of  the
core  principles  are  available  through
public  webinars,  articles,  and  books
written by Harvard career advisors. You
can  also  find  examples  of  Harvard
Career  Services  cover  letter
templates online, but be cautious about
using  them  verbatim.  The  goal  is  to

understand the framework and adapt it
to your own voice and experiences.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING
IMPACT OF A WELL-CRAFTED
LETTER

The  guidance  from  Harvard  Career
Services on crafting a cover letter is not
just about getting


