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Mundus Program, Endeavour Scholarships and 

Fellowships, scholarships sponsored by universities and 

professors are also worth mentioning. Although the 

scholarship review process may vary depending on the 

scholarship, three main sections, including the Curriculum 

Vitae (CV), statement of purpose, and recommendation 
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ABSTRACT   

INTRODUCTION: Scholarship applicants often receive different advice on what should be 

included in their Curriculum Vitae (CV). This study aims to investigate what the essential 

components of a CV being prepared for scholarships are, how to present them, and what 

their level of impact is. MATERIALS AND METHODS: The authors sent an online 

structured questionnaire to 7512 corresponding authors of recent published papers in 

Scopus; 124 completed questionnaires were returned. Recommended elements for a CV 

were chosen according to the Delphi consensus technique with a threshold of 50%. 

RESULTS: This survey revealed that headings, bullet points and careful error checking 

were essential parts of the layout. For the content of the CV, besides publications, 

education and training background, research experience and research interest were also 

necessary. Moreover, almost all respondents ranked publications as the most important 

qualification of an academic scholarship candidate. Publications also came first as the 

most impressive factor, followed by awards and honours. The number of publications, 

quality of journal, impact factor and total citation should be presented in publication 

section. The importance of publications in getting academic scholarships is significantly 

emphasized in this recent study. CONCLUSIONS: Having research experience and papers 

in peer review journals, are highly recommended for students seeking academic 

scholarships. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

With an increasing demand for higher education a wide 

range of scholarships are  currently available in a bid to 

make graduate and post-graduate education more 

affordable and motivate individuals in further studying 

and research.1 Apart from prestigious government 

scholarships such as Fulbright program, Erasmus 
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 include and the key features and achievements the 

respondents usually focus on when they make their 

decision regarding scholarship applications. The 

questionnaire was thoroughly reviewed by a panel 

comprising of two experts who have reviewed CVs for 

academic scholarships and two candidates who had 

succeeded in applying for a scholarship in medicine. Based 

on panel reviews, modifications were carried out with 

regards to content, arrangement and structure of 

questionnaire. In addition, to ensure the reliability, two 

pilot surveys were conducted with 23 members of Online 

Research Club (http://www.onlineresearchclub.org/) 

using a Google Forms to identify any weaknesses and 

grammar or typing errors, based on which the 

questionnaire was finalized accordingly. Information 

collected included authors' nationality as well as whether 

they have reviewed CVs, recruited students, supervised 

international students, and participated in a scholarship 

selection committee. No personal information was 

collected. 

 

Participants 

 

The target population in this study was corresponding 

authors of medical papers indexed in Scopus in 2016 to 

obtain specific advice for students who plan to apply for 

post-graduate scholarships in the medical field. These 

authors were identified using the following search 

structure: TITLE-ABS-KEY (a) AND (LIMIT-TO 

(PUBYEAR, 2016)) AND (LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, 

"MEDI"). Information of the first 10000 papers was 

downloaded in RIS format and loaded into an excel 

spreadsheet. The research team then searched for 

corresponding authors’ emails manually from either 

Scopus or journals of these publications. For papers with 

more than one corresponding authors, the last person in 

the author list was selected for emailing. Among these 

papers, 8320 had email addresses (83%), 808 duplicated 

emails were removed, and 7512 emails were sent out to 

corresponding authors. A cover letter was included in the 

email, explaining our research question and the anonymity 

of study participants. The first question in the 

questionnaire was designed as an informed consent form. 

Two other follow up emails were sent to remind the 

recipients seven days after the first email was sent. 

letter are generally considered in the application. A CV is 

an outline assessment of a person’s background 

education, experience, skills, and achievements. It also 

plays an important role in scholarship applications for 

graduate and post-graduate programs.2,3 It is the primary 

impression for reviewers and scholarship selection 

committee, in which both the layout and contents of the 

CV could be used for shortlisting candidates. Receiving 

an academic scholarship is highly competitive, and 

applicants should better present their CVs in such a 

manner that distinguishes them from other candidates.4 

The art of writing an impressive CV is not just listing all 

experiences and achievements.4 However, students often 

receive conflicting advice on what should be included in 

an academic CV and what makes it more impressive. 

Furthermore, CV requirements may be different in each 

academic field, in which medicine is not an exception.5 

Although CV assessment in academic medicine is an 

important way of performance evaluation, mistakes in 

preparing medical CVs have been reported.6,7 

Surprisingly, to the best of our knowledge, there is 

limited amount of scholarly evidence and supporting data 

to address the question of how to write a good CV for 

academic scholarships and grants in medicine.8,9 Thus, 

this study aimed to determine the essential items to be 

included in an academic medical CV as well as their 

recommended presentation, and find out the most 

important academic qualifications and achievements that 

could help applicants get scholarships for post-graduate 

study and research. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

Research instrument 

 
We conducted an anonymous email-based survey using a 

self-administered questionnaire containing items on the 

demographics of the respondents, layout, and content of 

a CV. These questions were designed based on the 

questionnaire of previously published studies and were 

formatted as multiple choice or 5-point Likert scale in an 

online Google Forms presented via the link http://

goo.gl/forms/mGNsrtBjbP.10-15 There were some open 

questions asking for the opinions of the respondents on 

the essential elements that an impressive CV should 

http://goo.gl/forms/mGNsrtBjbP
http://goo.gl/forms/mGNsrtBjbP
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 Eventually, there were 127 responses received. The entire 

process is summarized in Figure 1. Information collected 

includes authors' nationality, and whether they have 

reviewed CVs, recruited students, supervised 

international students, and participated in a scholarship 

selection committee. 

 

Data analysis 

 

Data was collected into a spreadsheet and analysed using 

the R Statistical Language. Standard descriptive measures 

were calculated for each question or item individually. 

Items that were answered by more than 50% of 

respondents were recommended to be included in a CV 

according to the Delphi consensus method with a cut-off 

value of 50%. For questions that used the 5-points Likert 

scale, items that had more than 50% of respondents 

choosing the agreement or the strong agreement were 

recommended to be included. In the analysis, Chi-square 

test was used to determine the significant difference 

between groups. A probability of less than 0.05 was 

considered significant. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Characteristics of respondents 

 

Among 7512 corresponding authors targeted, 124 

responded to the questionnaire with a response rate of 

1.7%. One respondent was excluded since the majority of 

answers to the questions were incomplete; thus, data 

from 123 respondents were suitable for analysis (Figure 

1). All participants were from 41 countries in five 

continents, and nearly half (48%) were from Europe 

(Table 1). Approximately two-thirds of the participants 

(64%) have served as an external reviewer to evaluate a 

student’s CV, and more than one-third have served as a 

member of a scholarship selection committee. The 

number of CVs they had reviewed ranged from 0 to over 

1000. Two-third of all respondents (67%) have recruited 

from one to more than 100 students for Ph.D., Masters 

or research programs. 

Characteristics n (%) 

Continent where the respondent works  

Europe  59 (48.0) 

Asia 30 (24.4) 

The Americas 22 (17.9) 

Africa 8 (6.5) 

Australia 3 (2.4) 

Unknown 1 (0.8) 

Has served as an external reviewer to evaluate CVs 79 (64.2) 

Has been a member of selection committee 48 (39.0) 

Has recruited students for Ph.D., Master’s or  re-
search programs 

82 (67.2) 

Has supervised international students 73 (59.3) 

Table I Characteristics of 123 respondents in the curriculum vitae 
survey conducted in 2016 

The layout of an academic CV 

 
There was no significant difference between the answers 

of respondents with experience in reviewing CV and those 

without to questions related to the layout of an academic 

CV, except for their responses for whether or not a photo 

should be inserted. More than 84 respondents (68%) 

chose headings and bullet points as an essential part of the 

CV. Careful checking for spelling and grammatical errors 

was recommended by 97 respondents (79%). Regarding 

the presence of candidates’ photographs on their CVs, 

there were 68 respondents (55%), in which 55 (44.7%) 
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 were located in Asia and Europe, who recommended this 

item. In contrast, 82% of respondents from the Americas 

advised not to put a photograph on the CV. This 

difference was statistically significant (Chi square test,         

p=0.001). A lower proportion of respondents with 

experience reviewing CVs advised to insert a photo, 

compared to those without such experience (48.1% and 

68.2% respectively, p=0.03). The majority of the 

respondents (n=52, 42%) answering the question about 

number of pages selected the option “It depends on the 

content of the CV”. Noticeably, 104 of corresponding 

authors (85%) thought that the CV should have an 

entirely separate section for publications, with a 

significantly higher proportion recorded in respondents 

with CV reviewing experience compared to those without 

(89.9% and 75% respectively, p=0.03). In contrast, the 

majority of respondents did not advise using separate title 

pages (61%) and summary table (72%). Regarding the 

type of CV, one-third of respondents recommended using 

chronological order, but the other one-third 

recommended using reversed order.  

 

Contents of an academic CV 

 

A similarity was recorded in almost all advice related to 

the contents of an academic CV between respondents 

with and without experience in reviewing CV. A 

significant difference was only found in opinions on h-

index. In general, 88 respondents (72%) suggested that 

CVs should focus on accomplishments relevant to the 

scholarship. The perspectives of respondents on specific 

sections of the CVs were described in detail as following. 

 

Elements of a CV 

 

The majority of the participants reported that 

publications, education and training background, as well 

as personal information were essential in candidates’   

CVs (96%, 94%, 78% respectively). In addition, work 

experience, teaching experience, awards and honours, 

proof of language proficiency, personal skills and 

competence, and referees should also be included as 

suggested by most respondents. The percentages of 

responses for each item are provided in Table II. 

Personal details 

 

Considering the specific items within the personal 

information section of the CV, 116 (97%) respondents 

preferred to know name and email address. Additionally, 

date of birth, phone number, home address, nationality 

and gender were considered essential inclusions. 

However, religion, marital status, and driving license were 

not recommended to be included by the majority of 

respondents. It is interesting to mention that there were 

three respondents who wanted to know whether 

candidates had children and/or dependent. Hobbies, 

strengths and weakness; society memberships; and 

community services and volunteer work; were advised to 

be excluded in an academic by 80%, 75% and 54% of the 

respondents respectively. 

Education and training background 

 

Education background including undergraduate, 

postgraduate, research and training courses, and 

workshops were agreed to be essential for a CV by 80%, 

97%, 87%, and 62% of respondents respectively. Eighty-

Items Respondent, n (%) 

Personal information 93 (77.5) 

Name 116 (96.7) 

Date of birth 103 (85.1) 

Email address 119 (96.8) 

Phone number 100 (82.0) 

Home address 73 (60.9) 

Nationality 101 (82.8) 

Gender 89 (74.1) 

Religion 15 (12.8) 

Marital status 30 (25.0) 

Driving license 17 (14.5) 

Education and training background 114 (94.2) 

High school information 55 (45.8) 

Undergraduate information 98 (79.7) 

Postgraduate information 119 (96.7) 

The grade “Very good or above" 104 (84.5) 

Research educational courses 107 (87.0) 

Level in national or international classification 68 (55.7) 

Management courses 68 (56.2) 

All training courses & workshops 76 (62.3) 

Publications 118 (95.9) 

Peer reviewed articles 120 (97.6) 

Non peer reviewed article 47 (38.2) 

Abstracts of conference 71 (57.7) 

Chapters 88 (71.5) 

Books 88 (71.5) 

Work experience 114 (92.6) 

Research experience 117 (95.2) 

Teaching experience 111 (90.3) 

Awards and honours 101 (82.1) 

Proof of language proficiency 87 (70.7) 

Personal skills and competence 91 (75.2) 

Hobbies and free-time activities 24 (19.8) 

Strengths and weakness 30 (24.8) 

Society memberships, community services, 56 (45.5) 

Research interest and ambition 87 (71.3) 

References 91 (74.0) 

Table 2 Respondents advising of what should be included in an academic CV 
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 five percent of the respondents (n=104) recommended 

candidates to specify the level of their grade point average 

(GPA), and the national and international rankings of 

students’ university were also advised to be included by 

56% respondents. 

 

Publications 

 

Most respondents (98%) preferred candidates to show 

their peer reviewed articles, yet some of the respondents 

also considered non-peer reviewed articles, book chapters, 

and books (62%; 72%; 72% respectively). In addition, the 

number of publications, quality and impact factors of 

research journals, h-index and total citation of candidates 

were considered somewhat important to mention in 

candidates’ CVs (85%; 58%, 59%, 36.6%; 44.7% 

respectively). A higher number of respondents who were 

experienced in reviewing CVs advised to include h-index 

in the publication’s information, compared to those 

without such experience (45.6% and 20.5% respectively, 

p=0.005). More than 95% of respondents did not include 

z-index (n=117) and m-index (n=118) as essential 

information for a CV. Furthermore, respondents specified 

that they used Web of Science (77%), Scopus (76%), and 

Google Scholar (67%) to figure out candidates’ h-indexes. 

Four respondents added PubMed and Research Gate as 

alternative sources for h-index determination. 

 

Conference papers 

 

The opinions of respondents were diverged regarding 

conference papers. Specifically, this item was 

recommended to be included in the CV by 58% of the 

respondents. More than half of the respondents (56%) did 

not consider conference papers as publications and 

recommended to separate them from peer reviewed 

articles in the conference and meeting section. However, a 

third of respondents (35%) reported that this issue 

depended on the type of conferences.  

 

Elements of an impressive CV 

 

Regarding the first item looked at when reviewing an 

academic CV for a scholarship, the respondents selected 

publications (39%), education and training background 

(32%), and research experience (16%) as shown in Figure 

2. In response to which item was looked at in the 

publication section, 25% of respondents selected the 

number of publications, while more than 30% focused on 

papers published in journals indexed by Web of Science 

(ISI) and the impact factor of those journals. No 

respondents chose z-index or h-index as an indicator for 

their decision. Regarding the priority in qualifications of 

candidates for academic scholarships, most of the 

respondents ranked publications as one of the most 

important items (95%), followed by awards and honours 

(67%), communication skills (66%), teaching experience 

(58%), GPA (58%) and graduate record examination 

(GRE) score (58%) (Figure 3). Surprisingly, more than 

three quarters of the respondents did not consider 

volunteer work as important. There were 58.7% of 

respondents with CV-reviewing experience who ranked 

communication skills as important, while the percentage 

of non-experienced respondents in CV reviewing was 

79.1% (p=0.02).  

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 

In general, data obtained from 123 completed survey 

responses, strongly suggest that publication is the key 

Figure 3. The proportion of respondents ranking factors important for an 
academic scholarship 
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 feature that makes a CV impressive towards the selection 

committee. Moreover, our findings provide a framework 

for what scholarship applicants should include to make 

their CV more distinguishable from other applicants. 

 

Considering the amount of other research conducted on 

this topic during the last 20 years, present studies have 

suggested that publication has always been the essential 

concern for a competitive candidate.3,11,12 Most 

respondents in the current survey indicated that they were 

attracted mostly to publications, especially peer-reviewed 

journals articles and the quality of journals, and strongly 

recommended to include them in the CV. The current 

results are also consistent with previous findings.13-16 

Moreover, conference papers were recommended to be 

presented separately from publications. This finding is in 

accordance with Christenbery and Naylor et al, specifying 

that publications and presentations should be two separate 

sections within the CV.3,17 

 

Furthermore, it was found that the use of headings and 

bullet points as well as careful grammar and spelling 

revisions played an important role in the layout of the CV 

which is consistent with many other studies.11,18-20 For the 

content of the CV, education and training background, 

research experience, and research interest are also essential 

parts along with publications as mentioned above. During 

the reviewing process, the majority of respondents firstly 

focused on whether candidates have any publications in 

journals indexed in the Web of Science. 

 

One interesting point to mention is the different 

perspective of respondents from different continents 

regarding the inclusion of candidates’ photographs on 

their CVs. According to the current survey, Asian and 

European respondents were likely to favour this practice, 

while respondents from the Americas advised not to 

include photograph on the CV. Noticeably, Ellis et al. and 

Leung et al. concluded that including a photograph was 

not recommended.11, 20 In contrast, the guideline from 

Europass, an online portal structured by European 

Commission and Cedefop, suggested that the inclusion of 

photograph on CV was optional.21 One possible 

explanation for this difference may root in the cultural 

variability among different countries. During the pre-

interview period of the scholarship selection, CVs can be 

seen as a blinded method of screening. The difference 

found in this survey may point out that respondents from 

America considered the organization of candidates’ CVs 

to be more important than their physical appearance. This 

assumption may be consistent with the results that not 

many respondents considered religion and marital status 

important (Table II). Therefore, it may be important to 

have equality and diversity laws and guidelines with 

respect to different countries for inclusion of personal 

details in CVs.   

 

Additionally, the present study found that communication 

skills were one of the important features that respondents 

looked for when recruiting a candidate for a scholarship 

(66%). Previous studies have similarly shown that 

communication skills were ranked first as the most 

important group of skills in research candidate 

recruitment.22,23 

 

As it is considered to be one of the most important 

components of a scholarship application, better CV 

preparation could increase the candidates’ probability of 

getting the scholarship.24 It is worth noting that how 

candidates organize their CVs may also play a role in how 

effectively their abundant information is relayed to the 

selection committee. The current findings suggested that a 

scholarship CV should demonstrate the suitability of 

applicants by highlighting qualifications, achievements  

and other relevant information to the scholarship. 

Through these results, a template of a CV was constructed               

(Table III) and recommended for potential scholarship 

applicants.  A survey at Stanford University School of 

Medicine has shown that early involvement in research 

activities is a positive opportunity for medical students to 

acquire essential skills for a future career as a doctor 

including evaluating and integrating evidence critically. 

These skills are also important for doctors in the 

understanding of evidence-based medicine.25,26  

 

Practical and theoretical limitation of the study 

 

Even though the study was carefully designed, there were 

some potential limitations in our findings. Firstly, the 

response rate was extremely low. This seems to be one of 
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the usual limitations of online-based questionnaires, and 

it may be due to our emails targeting corresponding 

authors who were busy most of the time. The small 

number of respondents may cause some possible bias in 

the conclusion. Moreover, the data was obtained from 

corresponding authors of recent papers limited to the 

medical field so findings might not be generalizable to all 

kinds of CVs for scholarship applications. Another 

possible limitation is that the respondents were all 

researchers, so their heavy focus on publications may not 

capture the perspectives of other members in the 

scholarship selection committee.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

In conclusion, the present study showed that publications 

in peer reviewed journals are the key feature in an 

outstanding CV. Moreover, an impressive CV for 

academic scholarships should be formatted with 

headings, bullet points, careful spelling and grammar 

revisions. In addition to publications, essential and 

impressive elements of an academic CV for a scholarship 

include education and training background, awards and 

honours, and communication skills. Research experience, 

educational research course, and management courses also 

play an important role. These findings were translated into 

a template CV that is presented in Table 3, and it is 

expected to provide prospective applicants an insight into 

the point of view of scholarship selection committees. We 

expect our findings will be able to help applicants become 

better equipped and strived to make an outstanding CV 

for scholarship applications.   
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