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It's a default strategy to explain an employment gap on the résumé: I was a “consultant” for a 
while. It makes sense; an individual may well have been doing short-term projects to generate 
temporary income. What’s more, the consultant title sounds impressive, and it suggests that the 
applicant has such insight that companies bring him or her on board to solve problems the 
companies are unable to fix. 

In reality, in most cases, what’s actually filling the résumé gap is freelancing. Although the titles 
“consultant” and “freelancer” may appear interchangeable, they are not, and misuse can cost job 
applicants. 

Businesses hire consultants to provide expertise in a specific area. This expertise may be needed 
for a long-term, but always finite project. A consultant comes on board to give advice, build a 
system or remedy a problem, and then either leaves or remains on retainer for one-off situations. 

A freelancer is hired to deliver a tangible product requiring skills that the client’s employees lack, 
or to handle excess work beyond the staff’s capacity. Freelance writers can make ongoing income 
by creating marketing communications materials, email blasts and newsletters, while a freelance 
web or graphic designer can update a client’s website, or design its logo. 

How does the distinction between calling oneself a contractor or a freelancer impact the résumé? 

HR recruiters and hiring managers recognize that indiscriminate use of the term “consultant” is a 
desperate ploy for the candidate to appear engaged in meaningful work. No one buys it, unless 
it’s true and backed up by solid examples. Résumés that lack legitimate examples of 
consultancies not only fail to fool anyone, they just look pretentious. On the other hand, referring 
to oneself as a freelancer—if that describes how you work—will win points for both honesty and 
accuracy. 

In either case, providing project details makes a résumé impactful. While it’s likely contractually 
unacceptable to name clients, they should be referred to generically to provide context. 

There’s one more caveat for solo workers, including those who’ve incorporated while on their 
own. Fairly or not, hiring managers shy away from résumés with the title “owner,” or “founder.” 
Referring to oneself as an entrepreneur can take an individual out of the running for a staff 
position. As much as employers regard an “entrepreneurial spirit” as a plus, hiring someone who 
had been running the show, and then asking him or her to be part of a team is a leap many hiring 
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managers are reluctant to take. In such cases, a better strategy is to reference your role at your 
own company by a functional title, such as “head of marketing,” or “CFO.” 

One final note—employment gaps caused by family emergencies or one’s own illness can simply 
be noted as “family leave,” within the timeline on the résumé. Even hiring managers have 
families, and it’s something most employers can relate to. 

Read the latest Leadership Report. 
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