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TOP 3 WAYS TO USE YOUR NONTRADITIONAL BACKGROUND TO GET THE JOB INTERVIEW

The term “nontraditional background” can mean different things for different 

workers. Maybe you’ve changed careers, and you’re searching for that first 

opportunity in your new field. Maybe you’ve majored in accounting but 

realized you want to be a software developer. The key factor is if you’ve done 

something unexpected with your career path. 

Whatever your situation, you can use these tips to maximize your unique 

background to capture the eye of the hiring manager and get called for a job 

interview. 



- 3 - WWW.MLTCAREERS.COM

TOP 3 WAYS TO USE YOUR NONTRADITIONAL BACKGROUND TO GET THE JOB INTERVIEW

STEP 1: MINDSET SHIFT 

We can be so tough on ourselves, more so if we’ve made unique career 

decisions. How can we compete with other job hunters with perfect, linear 

career paths, when we’ve taken some detours? 

Simply put, we need to start thinking of our differences as our strengths. 

Detours make us unique, give us perspective, and diversify our skill set. Often 

people who have explored the working world have innovative solutions to 

offer. 

We may have developed strengths along the way that the job seeker with a 

more traditional path never had a chance to cultivate. 

Try this exercise to identify some of these differences/strengths: 

A. Take 3 parts of your work history or education that raise eyebrows 

or that you’re a bit nervous to include on your resume. These might be 

degrees, jobs, or even side hustles.

1. _______________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________ 

3. _______________________________________________________
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Example: I majored in comparative religion. I was often asked, “What 

are you going to do with that?” Some suggested in the past that this 

would limit my employment options. 

B. What local, industry or worldwide trends might make this knowledge 

or skill set valuable? Examples can be positive, such as a growing 

awareness and support of diversity, equity, and inclusion; or negative, 

such as the impact of the Pandemic or global warming. 

1. _______________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________

Example: Minnesota was becoming rapidly more diverse when I 

graduated from college. People from around the world were drawn to 

the ample housing and available jobs.

C. What kind of employer might benefit from these skills? 

1. _______________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________

Example: A regional newspaper needed someone with an 

understanding of world religions to help remake their religion section 

to be more inclusive and representative of the increasingly diverse 

community. 
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STEP 2: TELL YOUR UNIQUE STORY 

Once you are clear on the unique value you bring to the table, you need to 

highlight it on your resume. 

A summary section at the top of your resume doesn’t need to be intricate or 

fancy. It just needs to connect your unique value to the employer’s problem. 

Job postings can be viewed as problems to be solved, and if you pay attention 

to the language used, the key words and phrases, you can pass through the 

first job-hunt gauntlet, the applicant tracking systems (ATS). This type of 

automated software analyzes your resume for keywords and phrases after 

you submit it on an employer’s web site, or on LinkedIn. 

In your previous exercise, let’s say you’re a human resources assistant who 

operated your own dog walking business, and you’re applying to a job that 

highlights a need for someone who is dependable, a great communicator, and 

proven customer service skills. 

In your entry-level human resources position, you do a lot of work supporting 

day-to-day operations, responding to emails from new employees, maintaining 

the department’s database, and updating records. You don’t get a lot of face 

time with people. 
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But as a dog walker, you became very adept at establishing trust, both with 

your human clients and your canine charges. Your gig employer also tracked 

your customer feedback, and yours was overwhelmingly positive. 

You can use this unique work history (dog walker turned HR professional) to 

prove you’re ready to level-up in your profession and engage in higher-level 

communications, or even facilitate new employee seminars. 

This can be done in a summary above your work experience (see snapshot) 

You can follow a simple formula. 

Main profession + Bonus, unorthodox job or gig =
Unique value and strengths in the workforce.
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Mine could be:  

Resume writer and former journalist with proven strengths in interviewing 

clients and telling their stories to highlight their unique talents and value in 

the workforce. 

The dog walker turned HR professional could write: 

Dependable, outgoing human resources professional and former pet services 

business owner, with proven track record of outstanding customer service, 

communication, and establishing trust.  

Try it, then transfer that statement to the top of your resume.  

Main job + Bonus = Unique value in the workforce = 

_____________+ ______________=_______________________________



- 8 - WWW.MLTCAREERS.COM

TOP 3 WAYS TO USE YOUR NONTRADITIONAL BACKGROUND TO GET THE JOB INTERVIEW

STEP 3: SHOW YOUR ENTHUSIASM

People with nontraditional backgrounds often take risks to change careers 

or jobs after much thought and research. They’ve done the work and are 

motivated and excited for the next step in their careers. 

If that describes you, follow that age-old rule of writing: show, don’t tell. 

Sometimes you arrive at a career through sudden insight, and sometimes you 

arrive at it after years of striving for something else. Your story is unique. 
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You can mention your transition in a cover letter. While not required for 

every job application, cover letters can be a good idea for job seekers with a 

nontraditional background. 

Your letter should begin with a paragraph on why you want to work at the 

organization, and then you should include a paragraph highlighting relevant 

skills, success stories, and strengths. 

In the third paragraph, you can explain why you made the choices you have, 

with this format: 

  → Sentence 1: Describe your former career or position, and briefly tell 

why you decided to leave. Try to keep this as positive as possible. 

  → Sentence 2: Describe why you chose your new career or 

  → Sentence 3: Describe your unique value, as outlined above. 

Let’s imagine the dog walker is just entering HR. He might say, 

For two years I ran my own dog walking business. I was honored to be 

entrusted with my clients’ companions, and I built my business to a profitable 

level, but when workforces transitioned to working from home, demand for 

my services dropped off considerably. I took time to explore my options and 

realized what I loved about my work was helping people, and I began to learn 

about that function in the corporate world, namely, in human resources. I 

believe my perspective as an entrepreneur helps me keep business goals in 

mind as I tend to the daily functions of human resources. I also regularly apply 
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my customer service skills to employees needing immediate assistance. And I 

always remember the names of people’s dogs. 

That last sentence is my example of how you can add your own personality 

and sense of humor to a letter. These don’t have to read like a legal document! 

You’re allowed a bit of room to be yourself (the most professional, witty version 

of yourself, of course).

With these three steps, you can stand out in the job hunt. The key is to view 

your unique background as the asset that it is. Move forward with confidence 

and pride, and tell your story in a way that highlights, not hides, your unique 

background. 

And when they ask you what you’re going to do with that degree, or past work 

experience, you can tell them you’ll use it to get your next amazing job.

Good luck! 



- 11 - WWW.MLTCAREERS.COM

Meet Meredith!
Creating job-search materials as unique as you are!

Meredith’s experience as a newspaper reporter, editor and counselor refined 

her listening skills and the ability to craft a story quickly.  After further career 

experience and a desire to support her clients even more, she signed up for 

a master’s degree in counseling and worked as a counselor. This experience 

honed her ability to build rapport, ask pertinent questions, and interpret 

information. Eventually she found her niche in career counseling.

MLT Careers was founded in 2010, providing resume writing, upgraded 

LinkedIn profiles, and coaching for job seekers.

Take charge of your career with customized resumes, upgraded LinkedIn 

strategies and job-hunt coaching.

https://mltcareers.com/contact/

