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Who Are You? What Are Your Skills? 
Uncover, package & sell your skills for career success 

  

  

If you’re determined to thrive in today’s 
diverse workforce, you’ll need to be self-aware, 
adaptable and able to demonstrate a range  
of cross-cultural skills.  
It’s also not enough simply to have skills; you must also be able to describe  
them in a way that recruiters will understand. 

Learning how to assess and discuss your skills in professional terms should be 
one of the top goals of your undergrad career. By setting out on the job search 
with a clearly defined professional description of yourself and your skills, you’ll 
help employers quickly grasp who you are and what you’re capable of. 

To develop this language, you’ll need to conduct regular skill assessments, 
research sought-after skills for professionals in your field, take action to fill  
skill gaps and learn how best to discuss your professional skills during  
the hiring process. 

 

By the time you graduate, you should know how to: 

• Describe your professional skills articulately. 

• Identify and highlight your primary skills. 

• Discuss your skills from an international perspective. 
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The Importance of Skill Awareness 

When a professional or advisor says to a 
student, "tell me about yourself," it’s rare that 
they receive a truly professional reply.  
No matter what your field of interest or level of experience, you need to know  
how to respond when an employer asks, "Who are you? What are your skills?"  

Employers hire 
people for their 
skills:  
 

During the selection process, employers invest time and 
effort into trying to uncover who you are. What if you 
helped them with this analysis? What if you guided 
them, highlighting your strengths and illustrating how 
your skills fit their ideal profile? To achieve this, you 
must construct a professional inventory of skills, 
organized into skill sets. To successfully navigate the 
hiring process from start to finish, you’ll need: an 
elevator pitch, a skills-based resume and a clear career 
goal to tie everything together. 

In a project-based 
world, your skills are 
your calling card: 

In the past, employer-employee relationships lasted for 
decades. By developing these long-term relationships, 
employers were more able to align assignments to 
employee skill sets. Nowadays, workplaces have 
become much more project based. Even if you stay 
within the same organization, you’re likely to have 
multiple supervisors and be required to join new teams 
frequently. To succeed in this environment, you’ll need 
to be able to describe your skills quickly to new team 
members and supervisors. This means that even once 
you’ve landed a job, it’s still important to maintain your 
ability to discuss your professional self.   

Skill awareness takes 
time and effort:  
 

You are the only one who can do the work of creating 
your skill-based professional profile. Colleagues and 
mentors can help you refine your list of skills, but you will 
need to invest effort to come up with an authentic list 
that truly represents your character. Your list of skills is 
unique to you alone and should never appear to be a 
“cookie cutter” profile. Invest time in this challenging task 
and the rewards will soon become apparent! 
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Skill Types  

Hard vs. Soft Skills 

Hard skills are the technical competencies required to 
perform a given job. For example, a computer programmer 
might need data analysis and coding skills, both of which 
require specialized training and expertise. Such skills are 
generally learned in a classroom environment.  

Soft skills relate to communication, emotional intelligence, 
time management, adaptability, problem-solving, crisis 
resolution and other skills that impact how you work and 
interact with colleagues and supervisors. These skills are 
learned through family and social life, as well as school 
and work environments.   

It’s necessary to demonstrate a combination of hard and 
soft skills. Someone who is excellent with the technical 
aspects of a given role but cannot communicate or 
manage time will not be an effective worker, regardless of 
their expertise. When you’re conducting your self-analysis, 
be sure to consider both aspects. 

Experience vs. Skills 
Skills describe your ability to perform a task — they are 
portable and relevant to future positions. Experience 
describes past jobs, activities and/or responsibilities.  
In general, employers want to know about skills rather 
than experiences, especially when recruiting young 
professionals. If you mention experience to a hiring 
manager, be sure to contextualize it by describing the 
skills that the experience allowed you to develop. 
Remember: You’re trying to provide a skill-based 
argument for why you’ll thrive in the new position. 
Always discuss why you were successful in a past 
position, rather than how you were successful. 

Professional vs. Personal Skills  

Throughout MyWorldAbroad, you’ll see references to the 
fact that international experience helps you develop both 
personal and professional skill sets. But what’s the 
difference between the two? The dividing line between can 
sometimes be hazy, but when you’re developing your skill 
profile, it’s important to know the difference between 
personal and professional.  

Every international experience leads to personal growth. 
Many students notice that their sense of personal identity 
deepens, their interpersonal skills improve, they become 
more open-minded and tolerant of risk, change and 
difference. They also become more adventurous and 
begin to understand the career value of stepping outside 
their comfort zone. These are all personal skills, but many 
of them can translate into professional skills since they 
can be of use to potential employers. Put simply: If a 
personal skill can enhance your performance at work, 
include it when you introduce yourself in a professional 
context. But take care to use the right language. 

Consider the personal trait of being “funny”, which doesn’t 
have particular value to an employer when described in 
this way. However, if it’s instead described as “an ability to 
maintain a sense of humor under pressure”, then it has 
measurable value to a potential employer.  

 

Let’s look at other examples of how personal traits can 
be described in professional terms:  

PERSONAL: Easygoing  
PROFESSIONAL: Calm under pressure 

PERSONAL: Polite  
PROFESSIONAL: Diplomatic, culturally astute 

PERSONAL: Fun-loving  
PROFESSIONAL: Enthusiastic, positive demeanor, 
enjoys change 

PERSONAL: Friendly, social  
PROFESSIONAL: Team player, actively seeks out 
cross-cultural relationships in professional and social 
settings 

During international experiences, you’ll also build skills 
that are strictly professional. Did you build project 
management skills by organizing an event in your host 
country? Did you learn about local workplace culture? 
Did you use any ingenious budgeting tactics in your 
travels that could be transferred to a business context? 
When you have an international experience, take the 
time to write about the skills you build before, during and 
after your time abroad. Which are professional and which 
are personal? Which personal skills are transferable to 
the workplace? And how can you describe them 
appropriately to maximize their career value? 
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Uncovering Your Skills 
Listing your skills and related character traits 
can be a difficult exercise, no matter your level 
of experience. Here are a few tips to get you 
started: 

1. You have skills!  
Think you don’t have professional skills? Think 
again! As a student, you’re constantly developing 
professional skills. Group work, research, field 
studies, lab projects and classroom discussions are 
all hot spots for building skills that will serve you in 
your future career. This is also true of hobbies, 
volunteer work, summer jobs, internships, athletic 
pursuits, student clubs and other community 
activities.  

2. Contact past employers and colleagues 
Ask yourself: "If my work colleagues had to list my best 
work-related attributes, what would they say?" Or better 
yet, ask past employers and colleagues why they 
enjoyed working with you. These are very productive 
strategies. Ask colleagues or supervisors to evaluate 
and help you list your professional attributes. 

 

3. Brainstorm a list 
Start with a free flow of ideas to build a long list of 
your skills. Group these skills into between three 
and five primary skill categories. Sort and eliminate 
duplicates or similar ideas — be ruthless. 
Professionalize the wording of skills. For example, 
change "friendly" to "communicates well with peers 
and supervisors."  

4. Analyze something  
you enjoyed from your past 

Search your past for a project or event you enjoyed and 
then analyze why you enjoyed it. For example:  

"I loved building a log cabin with my brothers. I enjoyed the 
camaraderie, work ethic, managing the project, taking care 
of details."  

Converted into professional language, this would read:  
 

"Effective in project planning, logistics, scheduling, 
facilitating decisions in a team environment, able to 
manage detailed tasks." 

5. Identify key reference points  
that helped define your  
professional identity 

Deconstruct these events to uncover what drives 
you, what you're good at and what values you 
adhere to. These memorable events do not have 
to be work-related. For example: 
 

"One memorable defining moment was in an 
advanced Grade 11 history class. Students worked 
in teams to research and then made presentations. 
I remember how exciting it was to work 
independently from the professor, organizing the 
work and conducting research. I was born to work 
independently and be an organizer." 

6. Self-analyze 
Ask yourself how you performed on a previous task. Start 
with a positive question and a positive review of your skills 
(“Where did I thrive? What did I do correctly?”), you will 
end up with a list of skills. Look for jobs that align with this. 
When you’re preparing to describe yourself, tie your 
analysis to a professional situation: 
 

"The meeting with my boss went well because I took the 
time to write a detailed agenda before the meeting and I 
followed up immediately after with a written summary of 
our decisions." 
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7. Create a list of skills by auditing 
positions you’ve held in the past 

Review your resume and carefully identify the skills 
you used for each job or major volunteer project. 
This may be time consuming, but experience has 
shown that we often forget major skills and it’s only 
when we finish writing an in-depth resume that we 
can uncover missing ones. Don't forget to use the 
language of your future job by crossing out any skills 
that are industry-specific and replacing them with 
similar or equivalent skills in your new targeted 
sector. 

8. Read current job ads in your field  
to find keywords 

This is a must-do strategy! The first place to look is on the 
websites of large organizations hiring internationally. The 
career pages of these sites will provide you with a rich harvest 
of terms describing international skills and skill sets in your 
field. Even if the job is not exactly the one you want (for 
example, few entry-level jobs are described on these sites, 
senior and technical positions are posted most often), the job 
descriptions will still give you clues for skills at your level. 
LinkedIn also offers a wealth of information. 

9. Contact employers directly  
and ask what skills are required  

This sounds almost too easy — and it is! Most 
employers will answer questions such as:  
 
"What skills do you generally look for in assessing 
candidates for this type of position?" 

 

 

Focus on Primary Skills 
Every globally-minded student brings a 
wide variety of skills to the table. To be 
effective in the job search and workplace, 
you must ensure that your primary  
(rather than complementary) skills 
dominate your resume and interviews.  
To come up with a list of primary skills, conduct an assessment of your 
core qualities, abilities, interests and values. Find the central skill areas 
that drive you and make you hirable. Group these skills into a few easily 
identifiable blocks. Your finalized professional description should have 
only two to three major components, with skills grouped into these 
areas. For example, you might speak about your block of business 
skills, your block of language skills and your block of intercultural 
awareness skills.  

Select blocks that align with your employer’s ideal profile and speak 
about yourself in these terms. This simplifies the analytical profiling that 
employers must do and makes clear that you have the skill blocks 
they’re looking for. In this way, you take control of the analytical process 
so that employers start thinking about you in the way you want them to. 
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Describing Skills to Employers  

After you’ve completed your analysis and 
created your basic profile, it’s time to practice 
describing yourself to employers.  
Most of us feel a little awkward when describing our personal attributes to 
others. So, we’ve compiled some phrases, categorized into three main 
approaches, to help you along: 

 

Describe yourself in terms of 
what others say about you: 

• My colleagues tell me that  
I am very...  

• My previous supervisor  
relied on me mainly to... 

• If my co-workers had to sum up 
my management style,  
they would probably say... 

• I am particularly well-known  
for my skills in... 

• My managers have  
always appreciated... 

 

Describe yourself in terms of 
why you were successful: 

Point to successes you’ve had and 
describe the skills that supported it. 

• I was successful as a project 
manager because... 

• The team achieved its goals  
in part because I carefully 
managed the... 

• I have been commended  
on my approach to... 

• I can attribute my successes  
to being able to... 

• I have an aptitude for... 

• The policy paper I co-wrote  
was well received by  
the board because... 

 

Describe how you  
do things: 

You can convey many skills by 
simply describing the general rules 
you apply when tackling work. 

• My general approach in these 
circumstances is always to... 

• Whenever I start a task,  
I always... 

• I find that I can best  
organize work by... 

• I can attribute my adherence to 
deadlines to... 

• I have positioned myself to 
accept responsibility in... 

• I always keep a  
running to-do list... 

• When designing a new  
database for a client,  
I was recognized for... 
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Sell Yourself! 
We hope you have worked through this Quick 
Guide piece by piece, first understanding the 
framework of skills, then uncovering your own 
unique skill set and learning how to package 
and sell those skills quickly and effectively.  
This process is challenging, so we congratulate you on going through this 
process and hope you reap the rewards in your job search and future 
career! The ability to self-analyze and present your skills will remain useful 
throughout your working life. We wish you the best. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Your free subscription paid for by your school. 
afsdf 

https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-42/intro
https://myworldabroad.com/login

	The Importance of Skill Awareness

