
 
Know your skills, get the job!  
 
Imagine you're a graduate recruiter. You have a job description, a person specification a pile of one hundred 
application forms. How are you going to go about identifying the best six candidates to interview? Firstly, you 
will want to eliminate unsuitable candidates (careless mistakes, insufficient information, ignoring instructions, 
etc). From the CVs that remain, your selection will be based on candidates that provide evidence which best 
fits your criteria. Let’s focus on the keywords Evidence and Provide.  
 
The evidence is what you say about your skills, experience and qualities, and which testifies that you meet the 
criteria in the person specification and you match the job description. Sadly, some candidates who have 
excellent qualities and experience fail to provide the evidence of it – providing evidence is essentially an 
exercise in self-marketing. 
 
The purpose of this information sheet is to help you to: 

 Identify the skills and qualities you have, and those you don't. 

 Find ways to obtain and improve your skills.  

 Present your skills and qualities in the most effective way. 
 
What are the kinds of skills that would be useful? 
Actually, you probably know the answer to this already!  Think of your ideal job. Now, in that context, imagine 
you are the manager of a small team. What kinds of things would you want your team to be able to do? 
 
Well for example, you would want them to be able to work together efficiently to achieve a goal – that is, to 
have excellent teamwork skills. Within a team you would want someone to be able to take the lead, and for 
everyone to make a contribution. You would want people to support one another and to be flexible in their 
approach. You would want people who could ensure the team stays on track to achieve its goals. 
 
On the other hand, you would also want individuals to be able to work well independently – that is to have 
self-management skills.  You would want them to be able to manage their own time, to take initiative, to have 
a responsible attitude. Your ideal employee would have good interpersonal and communication skills, etc. 
 
Now continue with this exercise, listing additional skills and attributes of your ideal employee. 
 
How can I tell which skills I already have and those I need to develop? 
Use the template below to list, in the left hand column, the skills and attributes you have identified. Now think 
of situations (jobs, extracurricular activities, voluntary work, academic study) you have been involved in where 
you have demonstrated or enhanced a particular skill or attribute. In the final column make brief notes about 
what you actually did. You will find that you can often identify more than one skill per activity and that you will 
probably have several examples per skill. 
 

Complete this column first Complete this column next Complete this column last 

Skill Situation Evidence 

Team Work Restaurant 
 

The time I took the lead when manager was absent [also: 
initiative]. Ensured team met objectives 

Self - management Year 2 study plan  
 

Poor in yr 1 so developed my own time management 
strategy for yr 2 

  

Next, look down your list and identify any skills where you have no evidence or insufficient evidence. Consider 
whether these skills would be important for the kind of jobs you are interested in. Let's say you identified 
Commercial Awareness and Leadership as areas for improvement.  



Your task is now to put yourself in a position where you will have the opportunity to develop these skills. For 
example, to enhance you leadership skills you might volunteer to take on the role of president of a club or 
society. If you were looking to improve your commercial awareness you might do some research into a 
particular industry, identifying key companies and perhaps networking with key individuals. 
 
Identifying your USP and marketing yourself 
Your USP is your Unique Selling Point. That is, the combination of your skills, attributes, qualifications and 
experience that make you the ideal candidate for a particular job. Select the strongest and most appropriate 
elements and rehearse presenting that package to a recruiter within 20 seconds (this is known as the elevator 
pitch).  You will start to get a picture of your USP for that particular kind of job. 
 
Whether in a CV, job application or interview, you will need to present your USP and additional skills, 
experience, qualifications and attributes, in the most effective way. It is not sufficient to simply list your skills 
or just say what you are good at. You need to communicate examples through describing the situation, what 
you did, and the outcome. Or - in employability terms - the Context, Action and Result (CAR). The good news 
is that if you completed the template above you are already well on the way. Look at your first skill and related 
evidence. At the moment you will just have the bare bones. You will now need to shape that into the CAR 
model. In our example about team work we might draft something like:  
 

[Context] - While working at X Restaurant a situation arose where the duty manager was unexpectedly absent 
and our team of six serving staff were standing around wondering what to do.  
[Action] - I tactfully but assertively got everyone's attention and pointed out that we needed to prepare for 
the opening time, in thirty minutes. I ensured that one person reviewed the table bookings, another liaised 
with the kitchen, while the remainder set the tables.  
[Result] - The evening went entirely according to plan and I was praised for my initiative and leadership ability 
by the manager on her return.  
If your result wasn't particularly successful use it as an opportunity to convey what you learnt from the 
experience and how you would apply that in the future.  
 
Looking for Skill Models 
We all encounter people we admire for their particular skills and abilities – people we study or work with, TV 
celebrities, teachers, etc. By analysing how these people function, and ideally by interacting with them, we can 
model our behaviour on selective aspects of their performance. Identify an employability or workplace skill 
you want to improve. Think of a person who demonstrates this skill well. Observe how they function and try 
putting those observations into practice yourself. If you have the opportunity you can consider asking them 
how they achieve the results that you want to reproduce. It is important to remember, however, that you 
should always be yourself and be true to your own values. You are only selectively emulating those ethical 
techniques that you can employ, in your own way.  
 
Applications: Quality versus Quantity 
It can be tempting to adopt a strategy of maximising the number of job applications you submit in the hope 
that this will increase your chances of getting an interview. The problem with this approach is that, as we saw 
above, you are also likely to be increasing your chances of being eliminated at an early sift.  That is not to say 
that you should minimise your search for opportunities, but rather that it may be a better use of your time 
select the most suitable and promising  vacancies and to put your efforts into these.  
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