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TIPS FOR MASTERING APPLICANT TRACKING SYSTEMS 
 (Optimize Your Resume for Online Internship Applications) 

 

It is critical to learn to master applicant tracking systems (ATS), as more employers are increasingly directing students to their websites 
to apply for internships. The Wall Street Journal estimated 90% of Fortune 500 companies use ATS to screen, parse, score and rank 
uploaded résumés by matching job requirements to résumés that document matching skills and experience. You can be certain your 
résumé with not become lost in cyberspace if you follow these simple tips, including formatting, for creating an ATS-compatible 
résumé. 
 

1. Login: Create and write down your username and password to remember them and return to the website to check your 
application status. It is unwise to use the log-in / password you use for your banking transactions.  

2. Call Contacts: If you have an internal contact at the company, seek their advice on the on-line application process. 
3. Follow Directions: Read and follow directions carefully entering the correct information into the correct field (box). 
4. Watch the Clock: Some on-line applications are timed and available only a few hours, days or can remain available forever. 

Read the directions -- can you “save” in the middle and return to the application or is it timed? 
5. Spellcheck: Print the application questions and draft your answers in Word so you can use spell- and grammar-check. Then, 

cut and paste your answers from Word into the ATS.  
6. Name: Your name should be presented First Last in bold or italics without special characters (~) around it, a designation after 

it (Sue Smith, CPA), or extra spaces (S U E) in it. ATSs eliminate special characters when identifying candidates‟ names in 
order to export candidates‟ names to their internal software databases.   

7. Dates: Follow normal date format Month Year (May, 2014) spelled out with the full year (2014, not „14). Do not abbreviate date 
(08/14) or present a season (Summer 2013) as these styles are incompatible with ATS‟s internal resume parsing systems.  

8. Keywords: Add to your résumé industry buzzwords, keywords and keyword phrases in the job qualifications. ATS use Boolean 
Logic (think Google) to search for keyword matches to score, rank and pass résumés along for human review.  

9. Tailored Résumé: Tailor your résumé to skills required for the internship and hidden keywords not noted in the qualifications, 
but necessary for the job: language, computer skills, professional memberships, certifications, etc.  

10. Document Type: Use MS Word (.doc), Txt or RTF formats. Avoid .docx, PDF, HTML and Open Office as many ATS‟s résumé 
parsing programs fail to convert those formats into text or cannot read MS Office 2010 (.docx) files.  

11. Page Length: ATS do not distinguish page length, so a 2-page résumé may increase your score (keyword matches).  
12. Fonts, Templates, Headers, etc.: Use system-compatible san serif fonts (Arial, TNR, Tahoma, etc.) and 10-14 font size. Avoid 

pictures, graphics, logos, clip art and templates as they can break a résumé and toss it in the trash. Tables are converted by 
ATS into one column of text. Headers and footers are not read by ATS, so avoid them! 

13. Abbreviations: Use abbreviations only to match job qualifiers (CPA). Spell words (Manager, not Mgr). Sometimes it is best to 
type both the word and abbreviation: Bachelor of Science in Business Administration (BS) 

14. Career Summary: At the top of the résumé, a headline (Marketing Manager) and tightly-written 3-5 line Career Summary of 
your years of experience, knowledge and expertise will market you and maybe score you more keywords matches (points).  

15. Work History: Present work history in this way:  Employer‟s Name, Title, and Dates. (Dates on the right, always)  
16. Skills List: If the ATS does not have a field (box) for skills, add yours to “comments” or “additional data” fields. Avoid leaving 

“additional information” field box blank; rather, type a comment that shows you researched the company, are passionate about 
the job / industry, or have additional qualifications not asked for in the internship posting. Market yourself! 

17. Quantify Talents: Share your talent with numbers (#, $ and %). Do not write “Managed assets”, which tells a weak story. Use 
numbers to tell a strong story: “Managed $4B in assets; supervised 120 staff and decreased production costs 75 %.”  WOW! 

18. Assessments: If the company‟s ATS asks you to take an optional assessment, take it … is it really “optional”? Probably not. 
19. Spellcheck: If the ATS has a spellcheck system, use it on your application before hitting “submit” to present an error-free 

application. A recruiter‟s first impression of you will be of a professional, detail-oriented and technically savvy candidate. 
20. Proof / Print: Before you hit “submit”, proof, re-proof, print and date your application and the job description. If you get an 

interview, you may want to re-read the job posting, which will have disappeared from the internet on the due date.  
21. Follow-up: Follow-up with your on-line application by personally emailing HR, the manager, or your internal contact (if you 

have one). A follow-up phone call or email is acceptable if the job posting does not forbid it. 
 

If you have questions, Internship Services career counselors / internship coordinators are located in Lommasson 154 and are 
available to help you master the on-line application process for your internship application, as well as search for internships and 
prepare résumés and cover letters. Call us to make an appointment at (406) 243-2815.  


