
Consider your unique combination of skills and abilities. You normally feel satisfied performing tasks that you
do well using the personal characteristics that come naturally to you. This circular process of continuing to
do what you do well builds your self-confidence and adds to your self-esteem because you become more pro-
ficient and comfortable. However, you should stretch your skills and abilities with every opportunity that
presents itself, creating opportunities to reach beyond your comfort zone and develop new and potentially re-
warding skills. This is one way to expand your potential and explore other career areas.

Each of us has a unique combination of skills and abilities. According to Richard Bolles, the author of What
Color is Your Parachute (2008) and the reigning career and life planning guru, we have at least 200 to 300 skills
and abilities in our repertoire. A skill is an expertise that is developed through attention, practice, and study.
An ability, on the other hand, is defined as innate, or as a special talent that you possess and use automati-
cally. You are most likely to list your skills quickly because you have spent time, energy, and perhaps money
to develop them. Some examples might be tennis, golf, technical writing, computer work, or public speak-
ing. Abilities are often more difficult to pinpoint because you may overlook or underestimate their value in
work and in play. You may think that everyone has the same athletic coordination that you have or the same
way of handling difficult customers. You may be shortchanging yourself! Your assets, both skills and abilities,
may serve to illuminate your journey as you seek fulfillment in your job and in your life. Learn how to capi-
talize on your own unique combination of skills and abilities.

This chapter will help you consider your skills and abilities by examining the components of three recent suc-
cesses. You will then select and review a combination of self-management skills that serve you well in your
life and in your career. This will be followed by a self-evaluation of your skills and abilities. Remember, only
you can improve and enhance your skills and abilities to meet the challenges in your life. This adventure
awaits you!

When assessing your skills and abilities, avoid these common pitfalls:

• Don’t undervalue your own unique set of skills and abilities. Take a positive approach toward assess-
ing what you can do.

• Don’t limit yourself to just your major skills. You may overlook many small but important skills that
you use every day.
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• Don’t dwell on your weaknesses. Too much emphasis on weaknesses or on skills that you do not
have can turn into excuses for not doing something with your career or life. Remember that you are
paid in a job for what you can do, not for what you cannot do.

In our society, it has traditionally been more acceptable to acknowledge negative qualities rather than to em-
phasize positive characteristics. However, it is important for you to recognize and acknowledge your
strengths. Your skills and abilities help you achieve your goals. They are the key to:

• Knowing yourself better

• Making positive career decisions

• Conducting a successful job campaign

• Building a learning plan

Discover what skills and abilities you possess. Be able to acknowledge them and articulate them to colleagues
and friends. Finally, expand your skills and abilities by developing them to the best of your potential. In The
Three Boxes of Life, Richard Bolles organized skills in three distinct categories (1981, p. 142):

• Self-management skills

• Functional skills

• Work content skills

The following exercises will help you identify and understand your unique combination of skills and abili-
ties. You will first analyze some of your past successes and then identify the self-management skills, functional
skills, and work content skills that you possess and those skills that you would like to develop.

THREE SUCCESSES
Before you categorize your own unique set of skills and abilities, think back over the past two years and iden-
tify at least three successes that you have enjoyed. They can be great or small. The only requirement is that
they gave you a measure of satisfaction with yourself. Your successes can be drawn from any area of your life.
Take some extra time to review some of the highlights from your most recent past. If you have more than three
successes, choose the ones that gave you the most satisfaction. If you are having difficulty thinking of more
than one or two successes, look over your personal calendar and take note of the special events you have ex-
perienced. That may jog your memory about successes that have given you satisfaction.

As an example, look at Ruth J.’s successes from the past two years. They may give you some ideas about your
own recent successes.
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Example: Ruth J
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Successes
Number 1 Success

With little advance notice and little preparation, substituted for son’s soccer coach. The team won the
game.

Number 2 Success

Earned 15 college credits at Capital Community College, which helped me get a promotion to assistant
manager of my division.

Number 3 Success

Trained my dog, P.J., to become an effective watch and house dog.

My Successes
Number 1 Success

Number 2 Success

Number 3 Success

Now write three of your successes in the spaces below.
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You have chosen these three successes for a reason. Now you will analyze and identify what it was in these
successes that helped you feel good about yourself. By exploring your successes you will uncover some inter-
esting information about yourself, and that is what this exercise is all about. First, let’s take Ruth’s number one
success and analyze it. Then, analyze your own successes.

Example : Ruth J
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Analysis
Number 1 Success

With little advance notice and little preparation, substituted for son’s soccer coach. The team won the
game.

a. What motivated you to do this? 

Challenge of doing something new, help the coach, help the team

b. What abilities or skills did it take for you to accomplish this?

Organization, fast thinking, encouragement of others, enthusiasm conveyed to the team, work with
team parents

c. Who is responsible for this success?

Fourteen little boys, the coach, and son who gave me his permission to coach.

d. Did you accomplish this alone or with others? Who?

With others—the team members

e. What were the circumstances surrounding this success?

Outside, soccer field filled with cheering parents and children

f. What was the payoff (reward) for this success? 

Working with eager eight-year-old boys, had the opportunity to contribute to their first win of the
season, helped the coach

g. How did you feel about this success? 

Scared at first when I agreed to coach but thrilled with the results. My risk paid off!
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Now that you see how this analysis is done, think about your own successes by answering the same questions.
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My Analysis of Success #1
I succeeded in:

a. What motivated me was:

b. I used the following skills or abilities in this success:

c. Who was responsible for this success?

d. Did I accomplish this alone or with others? Who?

e. What were the external circumstances surrounding this success?

f. What was my payoff or reward for this success?

g. How did I feel about this success?
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My Analysis of Success #2
I succeeded in:

a. What motivated me was:

b. I used the following skills or abilities in this success:

c. Who was responsible for this success?

d. Did I accomplish this alone or with others? Who?

e. What were the external circumstances surrounding this success?

f. What was my payoff or reward for this success?

g. How did I feel about this success?
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My Analysis of Success #3
I succeeded in:

a. What motivated me was:

b. I used the following skills or abilities in this success:

c. Who was responsible for this success?

d. Did I accomplish this alone or with others? Who?

e. What were the external circumstances surrounding this success?

f. What was my payoff or reward for this success?

g. How did I feel about this success?
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Evaluation of Your Analysis of Your Successes
You can now evaluate your three successes by looking for a pattern in your three sets of answers. Is there a
common thread that links your successes? For example, in answer to your first question, are you motivated
to help others, overcome great odds, or take risks? Are there similar skills and abilities that keep appearing
in each of your highlights? Do you continually attribute your successes to someone else? Are you achieving
your significant events alone, as part of a team, or as a leader? Are there certain circumstances that encour-
age you to succeed such as stress, pressure, competition, projects, or structure? What are your intrinsic or
extrinsic payoffs for your success? Consider your own special needs, and look for patterns. These may be
significant as you shape your career and life goals. You may want to discuss your responses with someone
who can provide quality feedback and insight.

a. What motivates me?

b. What skills and abilities do I like to use?

c. Responsibility for my success lies with:

d. I have accomplished my successes with the help of:

e. Circumstances that motivate me are:

f. The payoffs or rewards I want are:

g. My successes make me feel:
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SELF-MANAGEMENT SKILLS
How do you relate to other people? Are you punctual? Are you organized? How do you perform under stress?
Are you enthusiastic? These are all self-management skills. One might call these personality or character traits,
because they are a basic part of your nature. However, they actually are skills that are specific to you and do
not depend on any particular job or career. They can be enhanced, developed, and controlled, if you wish to
do so. For example, you can learn to be more punctual if it is important to you. You can learn to be more or-
ganized. You can work to improve your performance in stressful situations.

It is important to consider your self-management skills when planning a career or job change. Try to match
your career or job to your skills or to those skills that you plan to develop. If you are a very enthusiastic per-
son, try to find a job in a setting where your enthusiasm will be an asset. If you are attentive to detail, this
can be an asset in many job settings. On the other hand, if you know that you do not have a certain self-
management skill and do not intend to develop it, try to avoid choosing a job that requires the skill. If you
have difficulty getting going in the morning and being punctual, and do not wish to change, avoid taking a
job that requires you to show up at 7:30 A.M. sharp. If you have difficulty concentrating, try not to choose a
job that requires you to concentrate amid many distractions.

In some cases, a self-management skill that is a disadvantage in one job may be an asset in a different job. For
example, flexibility may be detrimental in certain jobs requiring strict accounting practices such as auditing,
but flexibility can be a positive skill when working with a community recreation program. If you are adven-
turesome, you could be an asset to an organization that needs people who are willing to take risks and try
something new, but you may feel stifled and out of place in a highly structured organization. If you can iden-
tify a career that complements your self-management skills, your chances for happiness and success in the ca-
reer are enhanced.

As you complete the following exercise, include all of your experience in your past and present work, educa-
tion, home, volunteer, and other activities. You do not need a certificate or a degree hanging on your wall be-
fore you acknowledge that you possess certain skills. The following is a listing of some self-management skills.
Go through the list, circle those skills that you possess, and check five or more self-management skills that
you would like to develop in the near future.
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Self-Management Skills

Academic
Adventurous
Alert
Active
Adaptable
Accurate
Aggressive
Assertive
Attractive
Adaptable
Analytical
Affectionate
Ambitious
Broadminded
Calm
Creative
Curious
Courageous
Competitive
Clever
Competent
Cheerful
Clear-headed
Curious
Cautious
Conservative
Charming
Cooperative
Caring
Cool
Considerate
Charitable
Confident
Capable
Conscientious
Careful
Consistent
Deliberate
Determined

Dominant
Daring
Discreet
Dignified
Energetic
Enjoyable
Efficient
Enthusiastic
Empathetic
Extroverted
Eager
Easygoing
Forgiving
Farsighted
Fair-minded
Firm
Flexible
Forceful
Formal
Frank
Friendly
Goal-oriented
Genuine
Good-natured
Gentle
Generous
Honest
Healthy
Hard working
Helpful
Hopeful
Inventive
Individualistic
Informal
Industrious
Introspective
Imaginative
Intellectual
Independent

Intuitive
Kind
Likeable
Light-hearted
Logical
Loving
Loyal
Modest
Motivated
Meticulous
Moderate
Mature
Methodological
Natural
Organized
Original
Open-minded
Obliging
Outgoing
Optimistic
Opportunistic
Organized
Painstaking
Persevering
Prudent
Positive
Patient
Poised
Purposeful
Practical
Polite
Pleasant
Progressive
Precise
Quick
Quiet
Reflective 
Relaxed
Reliable

Risk taker
Realistic
Rational
Responsible
Reflective
Resourceful
Reserved
Serious
Sensitive
Successful
Secure
Spontaneous
Supportive
Serene
Strong-minded
Sincere
Sensible
Self-controlled
Self-confident
Strong
Stable
Tactful
Tough
Tolerant
Thoughtful
Thorough
Teachable
Tenacious
Trusting
Trustworthy
Theoretical
Unassuming
Understanding
Unaffected
Unexcitable
Versatile
Warm
Wise
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Now look at your list and at those skills that you circled. In the following spaces, write at least five (and as
many as ten) of your top self-management skills that you would like to use in a career.

1. 6.

2. 7.

3. 8.

4. 9.

5. 10.

Now list at least five (and as many as ten) self-management skills that you would like to develop.

1. 6.

2. 7.

3. 8.

4. 9.

5. 10.

FUNCTIONAL SKILLS
Functional skills cover the basic tangibles of work. They can be broken down into three basic areas: data, peo-
ple, and things. These skills involve doing something to something, acting on something, or doing something
with someone. They can be thought of as action verbs such as computing, teaching, or operating. These skills
are generally transferable from one job to another. Once you have learned a functional skill, you take it with
you and can apply it in a different setting. For example, if you are good at analyzing data in one job, you will
probably be good at analyzing data in another job.

The following diagram, adapted from the Dictionary of Occupational Titles (Fine, 1991, p. 1005), illustrates the
three general categories of functional skills. Note that the more elementary skills are at the bottom and in-
crease in complexity toward the top. Each skill usually involves all of those below it. For example, if you want
to be involved with people, you can do it at a relatively basic level (helping, serving) or at a much higher level
(mentoring, negotiating).
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Functional skills and abilities serve as the foundation of your expertise as you journey from one point to an-
other. You present your unique combination of these skills and abilities to a potential employer by demon-
strating your effectiveness in your current position, building a solid reputation, networking with others,
developing a well-designed resume, and conducting positive job interviews. Capitalizing on your unique
combination of skills and abilities is critical as you define potential options. Recognize your gifts in a multi-
tude of areas as you distinguish yourself from other applicants.

How can you focus on your combination of functional skills? First, think about what skills you have used in
your career and personal life. Have you continued to use and develop those functional skills in different areas
of your life? Are you incorporating your functional skills now? 

Our American culture does not encourage boasting about our unique combination of skills and abilities.
However, when you are seeking a new job or a new career, this is exactly what you need to do in an effective
job search. Don’t think of yourself as boasting. Your primary goal is to educate potential employers about your
talents and strengths as you position yourself to contribute to an organization. Your job is to explain and “sell”
your skills and abilities in an authentic way, so that an employer will see the value you will add to the organ-
ization. If you are not seeking employment by others but plan to start your own company, you will have to
“sell” your unique combination of skills and abilities as you obtain investors or customers for your business.
Functional skills and abilities are critical to your success in every case.

You may have some questions that include:

How can I develop skills and abilities?
What are those strengths that I can capitalize on to move forward in my career?
Can I be empowered by using these strengths as I consider my options?

To answer these questions, it may be helpful to think of specific individuals whom you respect and admire.
What qualities have you observed in them? Do you admire them for possessing these gifts or for using their
talents wisely? This distinction is an important one as you determine your unique combination of functional
skills and abilities. How will you use your own talents wisely?

Chapter 3  |  Skills and Abilities 35

S01.qxp  1/26/09  8:55 AM  Page 35

From "Training for Life: A Practical Guide," 10th ed. 
by Hecklinger and Black © 2009 Kendall Hunt Publishing Co. 
www.kendallhunt.com/hecklinger



Begin now to identify your functional skills and your abilities. In the following listing of skills and abilities,
circle the skills and abilities that you possess and check (✓) the skills and abilities that you would like to
develop. 

36 Chapter 3  |  Skills and Abilities

Inform others 

Edit my own and others’ work

Summarize

Research online

Format documents

Type accurately

Read for content

Use technical writing skills

Speak and use other languages

Be persuasive on paper

Compose letters and email

Synthesize several sources

Write speeches

Keep meticulous records

Take accurate notes

Proofread 

Analyze critically

Conduct academic research

Know several computer software packages

Organize using PowerPoint

Publish own work in newsletters or online

Keep a diary 

Track own accomplishments weekly, monthly

Convey enthusiasm

Write with conviction and power

Cite references using appropriate style 

Advise individuals

Coach a team or individual 

Lead with authority

Mentor individuals

Negotiate with difficult people

Interpret assessments or reality

Influence colleagues

Persuade others

Articulate your position

Empathize with others

Speak publicly

Conduct training

Teach something difficult to others

Convince through argument

Counsel others 

Disaster relief counseling

Helping

Remember that certification is not necessary. Acknowledge your strengths with
confidence! Be generous to yourself.

SELF-EVALUATION OF SKILLS AND ABILITIES

Communication Skills and Abilities

Writing
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Listen attentatively

Motivate others to reach their goals

Support individuals to achieve

Perceive needs of others

Understand different perspectives

Capitalize on diversity

Arbitrate difficult situations

Provide solace to others

Problem solve with others

Develop a team or a community of learners

Communicate warmth

Become certified to assist others

Develop interpersonal/human relations skills

Become adept at conflict resolution

Empower others to believe in themselves

Host and welcome individuals graciously

Facilitate personal or professional growth

Compose a song, poem, or jingle

Design a house or room

Illustrate a book or magazine

Paint a room or portrait

Sculpt a figure

Draw a landscape or cartoon

Write a short story or novel

Sing in a choir or in the shower

Invent solutions

Observe problems differently

Imagine possibilities

Demonstrate with showmanship

Develop aesthetic sense

Act in a play or movie

Display flowers beautifully

Landscape gardens or parks

Decorate interior spaces

Create visual displays

Design structures

Weave, knit, cross-stitch

Organize meaningful social events

Use software to create cover page

Layout for a magazine or newsletter

Transform a house into a home

Dance for fun and release

Chart choreography

Compose the perfect picture

Photograph groups and individuals

Build furniture or cabinets

Engage in home improvement projects

Move into a totally new situation 

Play an instrument

Conduct the orchestra for fun

Attend and enjoy a play, ballet, opera, concert

Support arts financially 

Engage in one artistic endeavor

Expand perspectives of others

Think and see the world differently

Lose track of time and space when engaged

Become enthralled with your creative process 

Creating
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Think ahead with an eye on the present

Manage and develop a budget

Use mathematical ability

Integrate accounting skills

Plan for company investments

Use financial savvy

Know appropriate computer software packages

Review financial goals and compare to outcomes

Think abstractly

Lead colleagues

Evaluate current realty

Analyze critically

Analyzing

Build trust

Empower colleagues to get the job done

Classify tasks and people

Systematize duties to be performed

Like routines and processes

Track and follow data

Prioritize tasks for self and others

Handle details

Solve day to day problems

Make routine decisions

Keep order 

Supervise people

Recruit talent

Keep records

Build outside contacts effectively

Handle many tasks simultaneously

Remember details

Establish the organizational culture

Develop and administer budgets

Interpret policy

Invest in team building

Inform and include colleagues

Capitalize on team diversity

Be sensitive to human relationships

Benchmark standards

Chair purposeful meetings

Work well under stress

Design projects

Implement other’s decisions

Develop precise and measurable outcomes

Follow-though on details

Set goals systematically

Welcome details

Follow directions

Accomplish tasks one step at a time

Seek set schedule

Like control and seek to control

Get job done effectively

Appreciate colleagues in the organization

Assert preferences and ideas

Confront others on difficult matters

Make the organization run smoothly

Delegate work without hesitancy

Help leader to succeed

Know computer software

Chart patterns and changes

Responsible for other’s effectiveness

Account for outcomes

Demonstrate straightforward style

Organizational Skills and Abilities

Managing
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Demonstrate business ethics

Demonstrate facility with numbers

Calculate with ease

Conduct analyses with statistics

Use scientific methods and practice

Investigate inconsistencies

Ask the hard questions

Accept responsibility for the good of the whole

Observe industry standards

Serve as a catalyst for change

Demonstrate leadership qualities

Invite perspectives of others

Read the numbers accurately

Interpret the facts for others

Inspire trust

Write and articulate persuasively

Repair computer glitches

Understand and build own computer

Troubleshoot auto problems

Forecast challenges

Test air or water—quality control

Engage in auto maintenance

Construct a deck or addition

Design and estimate kitchen overhaul

Use computer to draft (AutoCAD)

Survey county projects

Learn mechanical drawing for fun

Like using tools of any kind

Enjoy laboratory work

Translate measurements to materials

Read blueprints accurately

Sophisticated mathematical ability

Manipulate numbers rapidly

Utilize medical skills

Diagnose problems

Use laboratory skills

Agile in motor and physical coordination

Measure accurately

Teach others to operate software

Use engineering skills

Work confidently with machinery 

Use hands with speed and precision

Learn about electronics and gadgets

Own and utilize current technology

Experiment with the power of technology

Integrate current technology  

Technical and Physical Skills and Abilities

Technical

Use athletic ability

Demonstrate coordination

Require an active lifestyle 

Exercise routinely

Walk, bike, run, swim for a clear mind

Develop or use dexterity

Enjoy physical endeavors

Keep stress at manageable levels

Stretch the mind on a regular basis

Avoid monotonous routines

Hike for pleasure

Stretch sometimes beyond comfort zone

Engage in yoga for mind-body benefits

Maintain a healthy diet

Physical
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Look back at your list and write those skills and abilities that you have circled in the following spaces.

Skills and abilities that I possess

1. 11.

2. 12.

3. 13.

4. 14.

5. 15.

6. 16.

7. 17.

8. 18.

9. 19.

10. 20.
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Seek balance between work and play

Listen to body for symptoms

Travel to learn and extend perspectives

Attune to nature and bodily rhythms

Learn to golf

Attend to pains and aches

Project positive body image

Walk with confidence

Visit the doctor for regular checkups

Care for self and others

Walk or tend to pet’s needs

Seek outdoor activities

Stretch muscles daily

Plan for financial independence

Play ping pong

Compete in softball, bowling, or volleyball

Play cards: bridge, canasta, poker

Use weights to enhance strength and stamina

Follow doctor’s orders for health

Avoid self-defeating addictions

Seek natural sunlight

Keep physically strong

Avoid unnecessary injurious behavior

Plan work around physical activity

Feel healthy and generally happy

Tend to negative self-talk

Cultivate a circle of confidants

Love your life
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Now look back at your list and write in the following spaces those skills and abilities that you have checked. 

Skills and abilities that I would like to develop

1. 6.

2. 7.

3. 8.

4. 9.

5. 10.

WORK CONTENT SKILLS
The third type of skills, according to Bolles (1981), are work content skills. These skills relate to a specific job
and are normally very specialized. Work content skills usually require you to remember something very spe-
cific in order to do a job. They tend to be less transferable from one job to another than are functional skills.
You develop these skills as you move from job to job. Some you may retain; others you may lose.

Examples of work content skills are knowing how to fill out a particular set of government forms, knowing
how to take apart a specific brand of refrigerator, knowing the sales patterns of a department store, know-
ing the steps to take when inspecting a building, knowing how to operate a printing press, and knowing the
names of all the customers on a sales route. You may use functional skills in developing work content skills.
For example, a good memory will help you to remember the names of the customers on a sales route that you
have taken over.

It is important to be aware of your work content skills, particularly those that you can use in other settings.
In addition, when you apply for a job, beware of job descriptions that list many specific work content skills
that are really transferable functional skills. Many employers describe jobs in terms of much more specific
skills than are in fact required. You may actually have the skills that are necessary for the job.

Now think of some of your work content skills and list them in the following spaces.

1. 6.

2. 7.

3. 8.

4. 9.

5. 10.
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SKILLS AND ABILITIES
You now have a listing of your skills in the three areas. It is not essential that you know all of your skills, but
it is important to acknowledge that you do have all three types of skills and that you can describe major ex-
amples of each. Of the three types of skills, functional skills are probably the most important to articulate, be-
cause they are very transferable from one experience to another. There is a tendency in describing a job to list
the job requirements in work content terms when actually most of the skills required are functional. Try to
analyze any job or new experience for the actual skills required and avoid going for new training to obtain
skills that you already may possess.

In evaluating a job for the skills required, ask yourself the following three questions.

1. Self-management skills. What types of personal characteristics do I need for this job?

2. Functional skills. What kind of actions do I need to do this job well?

3. Work content skills. What kind of special knowledge do I need to do this job well?
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The whole secret of a successful life is to find out what it is one’s destiny to do
and then do it.

—Henry Ford
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