
CV Formats 

 

The answer to the question 'which format should I use?' is the format that suits your 

aims and shows you in the best light. 

Different CV formats contain mainly the same information but worded in a different 

way, in different sections and in a different order. These might seem like small changes 

to make to your CV, but when employers have hundreds to sift through, every little 

improvement helps. 

You can use different CV formats to: 

 draw attention to your strengths 
 target a specific job 

 get across your career aims – to change career or get promotion, for example 

Bear in mind that in all CV formats the personal details, personal profile and 

qualifications sections remain the same. It's your work history and achievements that 

change in each format. 

Read our guides to the different types of CV format. 

 Performance CV 
 Functional CV 

 Targeted CV 
 Student / graduate CV 
 Alternative CV 

What's a performance CV format? 

A performance CV is the most popular type of CV. It highlights job titles and company 

names, starting with your most recent job and working backwards. However, you begin 

with an 'Achievements' section, which highlights impressive achievements that can 

make you stand out from other candidates. Under each job title you list your 

responsibilities in the role. 

 

What are the pros and cons? 

You might like to use a performance CV if: 

 you want to highlight your career progression 

 your present or last employer is well-known by the company you're applying to 
 you want to stay in the same line of work 

 

https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/getajob/cvs/Pages/cvperformance.aspx
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/getajob/cvs/Pages/cvfunctional.aspx
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/getajob/cvs/Pages/cvtargeted.aspx
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/getajob/cvs/Pages/cvstudent.aspx
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/advice/getajob/cvs/Pages/cvalterative.aspx


Is it suitable for me? 

This style of CV might not be suitable for you if: 
 you've got gaps in your work history 
 you want to change your type of job 
 the relevant experience you’re trying to emphasise was some time ago – it might not 

stand out 
 you've worked in lots of different jobs and you want your CV to look more focused 

 

View a sample of a Performance CV in Quick links  
 

What's a functional CV format? 
A functional CV is a skills-based CV format. These formats can be useful if you’re 

looking for a career change. This is because they focus on your transferable skills and 

experience, rather than job titles, companies, and how long ago you got the 

experience. 

In a functional CV you promote your skills and achievements in three to six 'functional 

headings'. For example, if you're applying for work in a retail role then headings could 

include 'customer service' and 'sales' – both key skills for any retail role. 

Functional CVs are similar to targeted CVs, in that they focus on your skills, but on a 

functional CV you choose the title of the three to six skill headings. On a targeted CV 

the headings are always 'abilities' and 'achievements'. Therefore, functional CVs can be 

effective at highlighting your unique combination of skills. 

 

What should I include and what should I leave out? 

Under each sub-heading you include more details about your relevant skills and 

experience. You might have got this experience from paid work, voluntary work or 

education. Any experience that you feel isn't relevant can be left out. 

 

What are the pros and cons? 

You might consider using a functional CV if: 

 you want to change to a broad, new area of work, and show your relevant transferable 
skills and experience 

 you've got gaps in your employment history 
 you've had a lot of jobs and you want to describe the experience you've got as a whole 
 you want to highlight skills you've gained in previous jobs but that you don't use in 

your current or most recent job 

Drawbacks with functional CVs can include: 



 it's one of the more unusual formats – some employers might not be familiar with it 
 if you've worked for well-known employers or you've had a lot of promotions they will 

be on the second page, so not as noticeable 
 setting alarm bells ringing for employers – some may feel a skills-based CV format is an 

attempt to hide something (such as gaps in your work history) 
 

View a sample of a Functional CV in Quick links  
 

What's a targeted CV format? 

A targeted CV is a skills-based CV format. This format can be useful if you’re looking for 

a career change. This is because it focuses on your transferable skills and experience, 

rather than job titles, companies, and how long ago you got the experience. 

It’s called a targeted CV because you use it to aim for a specific type of job. You only 

include details that are relevant to the job you’re applying for. These are listed in two 

separate sections: abilities and achievements. 

A targeted CV is similar to a functional CV, in that it focusses on skills rather than job 

roles. However, on a targeted CV you use the headings 'abilities' and 'achievements' 

rather than creating three to six individual skills headings, as you would on a functional 

CV. This can help your major strengths and achievements to stand out.   

 

What's the difference between abilities and achievements? 

Abilities are natural or acquired skills or talents. You can provide specific details of the 

abilities and examples of when you’ve used them. For example, writing is a skill, but 

just listing ‘writing skills’ isn’t specific and doesn’t give an employer an indication of 

when and how you’ve used these skills. 

An achievement is accomplishing something. Don’t confuse responsibilities with 

achievements – they are different. Achievements are unique to you; responsibilities are 

what anybody undertaking that role would do. Achievements can make you stand out 

from others who may have similar skills and experience. 

For example, a responsibility could be: 

 researching and writing articles for a company newsletter 

Whereas, an achievement could be: 

 devised and implemented the introduction of a company newsletter, improving staff 
morale and communication throughout the organisation 

If your achievements are measurable (they saved you or the company money or time) 

then try and include details of this too. 



 

What are the pros and cons? 

You might like to use a targeted CV format if you: 

 want to change career 
 have had a varied career or lots of jobs and you want to describe the experience you’ve 

gained as a whole 
 want to target your CV towards one particular job 
 have got gaps in your employment history 

 want to emphasise skills you have gained in previous jobs that you don’t use in your 
current or most recent job 

Drawbacks with targeted CVs can include: 

 one of the more unusual formats – some employers might not be familiar with it 
 if you’ve worked for well-known employers or you’ve had many promotions they will be 

on the second page, so not as noticeable 
 setting alarm bells ringing for employers – some may feel a skills-based CV format is an 

attempt to hide something (such as gaps in your work history) 

 
View a sample of a Targeted CV in Quick links  

 

 
  

What's a student or graduate CV format? 

You might consider using a student or graduate CV if: 

 you're still at school, college or university 
 you've recently finished a full-time course 

With a student or graduate CV you highlight your qualifications first. If you’ve been in 

full-time education most of your life your qualifications will probably be your main 

achievement. If you don't have a lot of work experience, try to make your course work 

relevant to the skills you’d use in the job. For example, you probably use time 

management, research and IT skills every day. You may also be able to say you’re a 

fast learner, and are up to date with the latest equipment and techniques in your field. 

 
View a sample of a Student/Graduate CV in Quick links  

What's an alternative CV format? 

An alternative CV uses an original and eye-catching format or clever wording to show 

off your creativity. You could consider using this approach if you apply for creative jobs 

such as a graphic designer or advertising executive. 



It’s impossible to summarise what usually goes into an alternative CV because all of 

them are original and different. But examples are: 

 presenting your CV as an advert, maybe if you’re going for a job in advertising 
 printing your CV on decorative paper, if you’re applying for a job in visual design 
 presenting your CV details in a story format, if you’re applying for a creative writing job 

 

What are the pros and cons? 

You might like to use an alternative CV if: 

 you're applying for a job needing visual or written creativity and you want to show off 
your originality 

 you know the person you're applying to and you're sure they'll respond well to an 

original approach 

This CV format might not suit you if: 

 you're applying for a management job 

 your CV will go to the human resources department and not a person on the creative 
team 

 you're applying for a job that's not in the creative industries 

Use your judgement when thinking about using an alternative CV format. If you’re in 

any doubt about whether the employer will respond well to this format, it might be wise 

to play it safe with a ‘normal’ CV. 

As with all CVs, the most important thing is you get across the information clearly and 

prove you can do the job. If a complicated design gets in the way of this message, it’s 

probably best to stick to a more traditional format. 

 

If you're a techie wizard... 

If you’re applying online and you want to create an impressive visual effect you could 

make use of technologies such as Flash animation or video. 

But bear in mind that some employers might not have the software to view this 

content. It could also take some users a while to download. You could get around this 

by also including a plain text version. 

 


