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Topic 13: ATS-Friendly Resume Guide: Tips and Best Practices for Creating a 

Resume That Passes Applicant Tracking Systems 

 

Introduction: Understanding Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) 

In today’s job market, it is estimated that over 90% of large companies and many small-

to-medium-sized businesses use Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) to screen and filter 

resumes. An ATS is a software application that automates the recruitment process by 

scanning resumes, evaluating them based on set criteria, and ranking them before a 

human recruiter ever sees them. 

Unfortunately, many qualified candidates are filtered out of the hiring process because 

their resumes are not optimized for ATS. Therefore, understanding how to create an 

ATS-friendly resume is essential if you want your application to make it past the initial 

screening. 

This comprehensive guide provides tips and best practices for creating a resume that 

passes ATS screenings, ensuring your qualifications are seen by human recruiters. 

 

1. How Applicant Tracking Systems Work 

Before diving into how to create an ATS-friendly resume, it's essential to understand 

how these systems work. An ATS scans resumes for keywords and phrases that match 

the job description. Resumes that closely align with the job’s requirements are ranked 

higher, while those that lack the right keywords or are improperly formatted may never 

reach a recruiter’s desk. 

A. Parsing and Screening Process 

ATS software parses resumes by extracting key information such as: 

• Contact details (name, phone number, email address) 

• Work experience (job titles, companies, dates of employment) 

• Skills (both hard and soft skills) 

• Education (degrees, certifications) 

The system then screens resumes based on the following criteria: 

• Keyword Matching: The ATS looks for keywords that match those found in the 

job description. These keywords can be job titles, skills, qualifications, or 

industry-specific terms. 



Topics for Professional Success 
International Students & New Immigrants  

Manu Sharma | Ver.1.0 | October 2024 
 

• Experience and Qualifications: The ATS evaluates whether the candidate has 

the required qualifications, such as education, certifications, or specific skills. 

• Ranking and Scoring: Based on keyword matches and other criteria, the ATS 

ranks or scores resumes. Resumes with the highest scores move on to the next 

phase for human review. 

B. Importance of ATS Compatibility 

Many well-qualified candidates are rejected before a human even reviews their resume 

because it wasn’t formatted properly or didn’t include the necessary keywords. 

Therefore, to maximize your chances of getting past ATS filters, you need to ensure 

your resume is both ATS-compatible and optimized for keyword matching. 

 

2. Formatting Your Resume for ATS Compatibility 

One of the most common reasons resumes fail to pass ATS screenings is improper 

formatting. Since ATS software scans resumes based on structure and layout, it’s 

important to use a format that is easy for the system to parse. 

A. Use a Simple, Clean Layout 

ATS software struggles with complex or non-standard formatting. Stick to a simple, 

traditional resume format to ensure that all your information is correctly parsed. 

Best Practices for Formatting: 

• Use Standard Sections: Include standard resume sections such as "Contact 

Information," "Work Experience," "Skills," and "Education." Avoid creating overly 

creative section headers like “My Journey” or “Core Competencies” as they may 

confuse the ATS. 

• Avoid Tables and Text Boxes: ATS software often has difficulty parsing 

information contained within tables, text boxes, and graphics. Stick to text in 

standard paragraphs or bullet points. 

• Use Consistent Headings: Use clear, standard section headings such as 

"Professional Experience" and "Skills." Consistent headings make it easier for 

ATS to identify the content of each section. 

• Keep Formatting Simple: Avoid using images, graphics, and columns. Stick to 

single-column layouts, standard fonts (Arial, Calibri, Times New Roman), and a 

font size between 10-12 points. 
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• Use Bullet Points: Use simple bullet points to list your achievements and 

responsibilities. Bullet points help both ATS and human readers quickly scan 

your resume. 

Example Layout: 

• Name and Contact Information (top of the resume) 

• Resume Summary or Objective 

• Work Experience (with job titles, companies, and dates) 

• Skills Section 

• Education and Certifications 

 

B. Use Standard File Types (PDF or Word) 

Choosing the right file type for your resume is critical. Most ATS systems are compatible 

with PDFs and Word documents, but some may struggle with other formats like JPGs or 

Google Docs. 

Best Practices for File Type: 

• Use PDF or Word: Save your resume as a PDF or .docx file to ensure it can be 

easily parsed by ATS software. PDFs maintain formatting consistency, but some 

ATS may still prefer Word files. 

• Avoid Creative File Types: Do not submit your resume as a JPEG, PNG, or any 

other image-based format, as these can’t be read by ATS systems. 

• Name Your File Professionally: Use a clear and professional file name such as 

"John_Doe_Resume.pdf" to make it easy for recruiters to identify. 

 

3. Optimizing Keywords for ATS 

One of the most important aspects of creating an ATS-friendly resume is using the right 

keywords. ATS software scans resumes for specific terms and phrases that match the 

job description, so incorporating these keywords is crucial. 

A. Tailor Your Resume to the Job Description 

Your resume should be tailored for each specific job you apply for. Carefully review the 

job description and identify the most important keywords, skills, and qualifications to 

incorporate into your resume. 

Steps to Tailor Your Resume: 
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1. Identify Key Phrases: Highlight important terms in the job posting, such as job 

titles, technical skills, certifications, or industry terms (e.g., "project 

management," "JavaScript," "data analysis"). 

2. Match Your Language: Use the exact wording from the job description 

whenever possible. For example, if the job description asks for “data analysis,” 

use that term rather than “data analytics.” 

3. Repeat Key Skills: If a particular skill or requirement appears multiple times in 

the job description, make sure to include it more than once in your resume (e.g., 

both in your "Skills" section and in the "Work Experience" section). 

Example: 

If the job description mentions "lead cross-functional teams," make sure your resume 

includes a bullet point like, "Led cross-functional teams to deliver projects on time and 

within budget." 

 

B. Use Both Hard and Soft Skills 

Many job descriptions include both hard skills (technical abilities) and soft skills 

(interpersonal or organizational skills). To ensure your resume is well-rounded, include 

both types of skills in your resume. 

Examples of Hard Skills: 

• Data analysis, programming languages, marketing strategies, financial modeling, 

project management, accounting software. 

Examples of Soft Skills: 

• Leadership, communication, problem-solving, adaptability, teamwork, time 

management. 

Tip: Place the most important skills, based on the job description, in a dedicated "Skills" 

section. This will make them easily visible to both ATS and recruiters. 

 

C. Avoid Keyword Stuffing 

While it’s important to include relevant keywords, avoid overloading your resume with 

keywords in an unnatural way. "Keyword stuffing" (using keywords excessively or out of 

context) can not only hurt the readability of your resume but can also be flagged by ATS 

software. 

Best Practices: 
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• Use Keywords Naturally: Make sure keywords fit organically within your job 

descriptions, responsibilities, and skills. 

• Distribute Keywords Evenly: Include important keywords throughout your 

resume in the summary, skills section, and job descriptions, but avoid repeating 

them too many times in a single section. 

• Balance Content: While keywords are important for ATS, don’t lose sight of the 

human reader. Ensure that your resume tells a cohesive story of your 

qualifications and achievements. 

 

4. Structuring Sections for ATS Readability 

ATS software parses resumes section by section, so it’s critical to structure your resume 

logically and consistently. Proper section headings, formatting, and organization will 

improve both ATS readability and human review. 

A. Use Clear Section Headings 

Each section of your resume should be clearly labeled with standard headings that ATS 

systems can easily identify. 

Common Headings to Use: 

• Work Experience or Professional Experience 

• Education 

• Skills 

• Certifications 

• Summary or Objective 

Avoid using non-standard headings like "Career Highlights" or "Professional 

Background" that could confuse the ATS. 

 

B. Organize Work Experience Chronologically 

Most ATS systems are designed to parse resumes that are organized in reverse-

chronological order, meaning your most recent experience should appear first. This 

format is preferred by both ATS and human recruiters. 

Best Practices for Work Experience: 

• List Job Titles Clearly: Include your job title, the company name, and the dates 

of employment for each position. 
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• Include Locations: Some ATS systems look for job locations, so be sure to 

include the city and state (or country) for each job. 

• Quantify Achievements: Use numbers to quantify your achievements (e.g., 

“increased sales by 20%,” “reduced costs by $50,000”) to enhance both ATS and 

human readability. 

 

C. Optimize the Skills Section 

The skills section is one of the most important for ATS scanning. Ensure that your skills 

section is clearly labeled and includes both hard and soft skills relevant to the job you’re 

applying for. 

How to Optimize the Skills Section: 

• Use Bullet Points: List each skill on a separate line or bullet point for clarity. 

• Prioritize Key Skills: Place the most relevant skills for the job at the top of the 

section. 

• Match Keywords: Refer back to the job description and include the exact skills 

listed by the employer. 

 

5. Best Practices for ATS-Optimized Content 

In addition to keywords and formatting, your resume content needs to be clear, concise, 

and well-organized for both ATS and human reviewers. Here are best practices for 

writing ATS-optimized content. 

A. Use Simple, Consistent Formatting 

ATS systems favor simple, consistent formatting, and the content of your resume should 

be organized logically without excessive formatting or design elements. 

Formatting Tips: 

• Avoid Graphics and Images: ATS systems can’t process images, logos, or 

decorative elements. Stick to text-based content. 

• Use Standard Fonts: Choose readable fonts like Arial, Calibri, or Times New 

Roman, and avoid fancy or decorative fonts. 

• Use Consistent Bullet Points: When listing achievements, use standard bullet 

points (e.g., dots or dashes), and avoid using checkmarks, arrows, or other 

symbols. 
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B. Focus on Achievements, Not Just Responsibilities 

ATS systems scan for relevant skills and achievements, but your resume must also 

appeal to human readers who will ultimately make the hiring decision. Focus on specific 

achievements rather than just listing job duties. 

Best Practices: 

• Quantify Results: Use metrics to demonstrate your impact, such as "increased 

sales by 15%," "managed a team of 10," or "reduced costs by $20,000." 

• Use Action Verbs: Start each bullet point with a strong action verb like "led," 

"implemented," "designed," "optimized," or "analyzed." 

• Highlight Key Achievements: Mention significant accomplishments that match 

the job requirements. 

 

6. Final Steps: Reviewing and Testing Your Resume 

Once you’ve tailored your resume and followed ATS optimization guidelines, it’s 

essential to review and test your resume to ensure it passes ATS filters. 

A. Proofread for Errors 

Errors in your resume can not only impact your credibility but may also prevent ATS 

systems from parsing your resume correctly. Proofread your resume carefully for 

spelling, grammar, and formatting issues. 

Tips for Proofreading: 

• Use spelling and grammar check tools like Grammarly. 

• Read your resume out loud to catch awkward phrasing or mistakes. 

• Ask a friend or mentor to review your resume for clarity and accuracy. 

 

B. Test Your Resume with an ATS Checker 

To ensure your resume is ATS-friendly, use an online ATS checker tool. These tools 

simulate how ATS software scans resumes and provide feedback on areas where you 

can improve, such as keyword usage or formatting. 

Popular ATS Checker Tools: 

• Jobscan 
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• Resumeworded 

• Zety 

Tip: These tools allow you to upload both your resume and the job description, and they 

will analyze how well your resume matches the job posting. 

 

Conclusion: Crafting an ATS-Optimized Resume 

Creating an ATS-optimized resume is an essential step in today’s competitive job 

market. By focusing on proper formatting, keyword optimization, and clear content 

organization, you can increase the chances that your resume will pass through the initial 

ATS screening and be reviewed by a human recruiter. 

Remember to customize your resume for each job application by incorporating relevant 

keywords from the job description and highlighting your most relevant achievements. 

Use this guide as a checklist to ensure your resume is both ATS-friendly and appealing 

to human readers. 

 

 

 


