


time? Not at all. She exchanged garden
lore with her abutters, negotiated a right of
way, put up a common-ground fence, and
shared her produce with friends. She ob-
viously reveled in every hour of it. She also
made something happen and demonstrat-
ed competence.

The second step in this technique was
to find the personal skills that Janet used
in this enjoyable experience. These are
not the skills involved in the specialized
knowledge of gardening, like selecting
seeds, identifying bugs, and judging ripe-
ness. Such skills are knowledge-based
and apply strictly to the discipline of gar-
dening.

The skills Janet had to find were her
own personal competencies and traits.
They would turn out to be skills she en-
joyed because she used them in an expe-
rience she enjoyed. With the help of a
checklist called “The Transkills Finder,”
she identified the following skills:

@ |nitiating*

e Coming up with ideas
@ Innovating

® Researching

® Planning*

o Organizing*

@ Designing

® Being physically active®
® Moving around*

e Using hands and tools*
e Making things

e Observing*

® |nspecting

® Being patient*

® Being artistic*

® Socializing*

® Negotiating

® Persuading*®

® Being cooperative®

@ Being enthusiastic*

Note these bear no exclusive relation-
ship to the special knowledge-based
skills of gardening. They are all transfer-
able. People who initiate, as Janet did,
can initiate non-garden projects. Organiz-
ers of one task can organize dissimilar
tasks. The persuader is likely to persuade
as a way of life. The only requirement is
that the activity must be one that the per-
son enjoys. Then the skills used become
one's personal transferable skills.

To prove this point, Janet described an-
other enjoyed experience—running pro-
grams at a home for the elderly. After out-
lining what she did there, she went
through the 20 personal transferable skills
she used in gardening and found that she
had also used them as a program director.

Reinforcing this principle further, she
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told about volunteering to conduct a youth
orchestra for the first time. The skills she
used consistently for gardening, program
directing, and orchestra conducting are
starred with an asterisk on the list above.

The frequency with which these skills
popped up when Janet did things she en-
joyed developed into a pattern. The more
of her enjoyed experiences she recalled,
the more evident became the transferabil-
ity of the skills she used and enjoyed. It
did not seem to matter whether the activi-
ties were work or play, mind-boggling or
trivial, in the past or present.

This concept and the technique for
identifying skills are new to many people.
They were invented by Bernard Haldane
almost 40 year ago. He used them to help
World War Il Gls find employment when
they had no pertinent civilian work experi-
ence. The technique was later popular-
ized by Richard Bolles in his classic,
What Color is Your Parachute? The use of
transferable skills is also the principal
theme of Howard Figler’s The Complete
Job-Search, and the author's Your Hidden
Skills: Clues to Careers and Future Pur-
suits from which “The Transkills Finder" is
excerpted. None of these books, however,
discusses the technique as an aid to inter-
viewing for volunteer positions. Yet exact-
ly the same principle of transferable skils
applies.

The Seminar in Interviewing

To demonstrate how transferable skills
can help match applicants to volunteer
openings, | led two seminars in the fall of
1983 and '84. The title was “Identifying
Skills When Interviewing Applicants for
Volunteer Positions.” Twenty-one women
and two men who had responsibility for
interviewing took part. The agencies they
represented were located in Greater Bos-
ton and were listed in the directory of the
Voluntary Action Center of the United Way
of Massachusetts Bay. These included:
@ Correctional institution

@ 4-H extension program

@ Foster family network

® Arboretum

® Animal shelter

@ Public school system

o Clinic

o Hospice-at-home

® Retarded adult program

® Family counseling

® Public library

® Library/museum

® Elder services

® Hospital

o Delinquent youth shelter

e Handicapped center

Workshop Outline
This five-hour workshop consisted of the
five steps described below:

Step 1. Listing and describing enjoyed
experiences by all the participants.

Step 2. Identifying the transferable skills
used in these enjoyed experiences.

Step 3. Listing of tasks of the typical entry-
level jobs in the agencies represented.
Step 4. Identifying the transferable skills
required by these jobs.

Step 5. Lining up the applicants’ skills
with the job skills required to determine
how good a match there was.

In addition to this structured agenda,
the seminar had two process compo-
nents. First, the participants learned the
theory and practice by using themselves
as examples. Thus, they gained insight
into their own personal skills while they
learned how the technique could be ap-
plied to applicants.

Second, each of the steps was first
modeled by one person with the help of
the leader. This modeling was followed by
everyone trying it on their own. Here is a
description of the actual seminar as it fol-
lowed the five steps above:

Identification of Applicant’s
Transferable Skills

Step 1: The participants were asked to list
one or two things that they had enjoyed or
did enjoy doing. These were things that
they felt they did well and were proud of.
Some of these enjoyed experiences that
the leader listed on the easel were learn-
ing Spanish, beachcombing, tutoring,
playing word games, building a book
case, setting up a computer program,
sewing, running for election, leading a
training group, and solving a bureaucratic
problem.

The model for describing an enjoyed
experience was Janet who told the story of
her first garden in the Fenway.

After her demonstration, half of the par-
ticipants simultaneously told their own

_particular stories to the person next to
them. (When 12 people early in a seminar
all converse for five minutes about some-
thing they like, there is no need for other
introductions or ice-breakers!) Then the
other half told their stories.

Step 2: Using Janet's story as a model,
the leader, through questions and sug-
gestions, posted the list of transferable
skills she used (see above). Then the
same paired participants used “The
Transkills Finder” to check out the skills
each had used in their respective enjoyed
experiences.
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Identification of the Job's
Transferable Skills

Step 3: The model for describing the tasks
for an entry-level volunteer job was pro-
vided by the director of volunteers for
Massachusetts' Hospice-at-Home, Inc.,
who was assisting in the seminar. The job
she described involved giving direct care
to terminally ill patients. She divided the
tasks into the three categories used by
industrial engineers—the ‘“get ready”
(learning about the patient and family
through briefing); “doing” (making regular
visits, assessing situations and taking ap-
propriate actions, handling crises and
controversy); and “follow-up"” (making pe-
riodic reports and evaluations and confer-
ring with staff).

Step 4: Then she gave examples of the
kind of personal transferable skills she
looked for in an interview—compassion,
empathy, quietness, good phone ap-
proach, calmness in crisis, good listener,
tact and diplomacy, communicating and
summarizing, and attention to details in
evaluations.

Following these two demonstrations,
the participants took 15 minutes to write a
description of a typical entry-level job at
their own agencies, as in Step 3, and to list
the transferable skills needed

Matching Applicant Skills with Job
Skills

Step 5: The Hospice-at-Home director
then described an interview with an appli-
cant for this job—that is, giving direct care
to patients. She deliberately skipped all
the ftraditional questions about back-
ground, education and work. Instead, she
opened with a simple yet dumbfounding
request. “Tell me some things you have
done in your life that you have really en-
joyed a lot and feel you did pretty well?”

This approach sets nervous applicants
at ease. They do not have to apologize for
lack of qualifications. Instead, they are in-
vited to talk about things they know a lot
about and like. What a difference in set-
ting the tone of the interview!

This applicant described her love for
taking care of plants and animals and
teaching her grandchildren. She told
about her term as church secretary, The
director spotted caring, patience, empa-
thy, being responsible, being sensitive to
others' physical/psychological needs, as
well as having good attention to detail and
some organizational ability.

The last phase of Step 5, matching ap-
plicant skills to job skills, consisted of
role-playing an interview—the segment of
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the interview dealing with determining
skills. It was made clear that this part of
the interview must come first and lead off
with the question about activities the ap-
plicant had enjoyed. The aim of the role-
play was not to come up with a decision to
hire or not. The aim was simply to get a
taste of telling or hearing about an en-
joyed experience and looking for the
transferable skills.

To set up the interviews—all conducted
at once—half the group held up signs ad-
vertising the entry-level jobs for which
they had written descriptions. The other
half sorted themselves out and applied for
jobs that appealed to them. Here is how a
typical role-played interview was reported.

A 4-H extension agent was looking for a
volunteer to help train young people in
heading up projects. He asked the appli-
cant to discuss something she enjoyed.
She told how she had at one time taken on
coaching a group of boys in soccer. She
had never played the game. He made a
mental note of the skill of risk-taking. Fur-

thermore, she got the kids to tell her what -

they needed to learn and then followed
their counsel. Listening, learning and in-
novating jumped to mind.

Only afterwards did he find out that she
was working at a local foster family net-
work. But if they had discussed this first in
the traditional manner, they might never
have hit on the crux—that she could don
the leadership role of an unfamiliar group
in an unfamiliar activity.

Role-playing is an imperfect exercise,
but it does give the participants as inter-
viewers a feel for launching an interview in
this friendly and informal way, listening
carefully to a story, analyzing for skills,
and comparing them to those required by
the job.

Follow-Up
Not everyone grasps the concept of trans-
ferable skills firmly enough from one ex-
posure to dare to use it as an interview
opener. It is certainly foreign to what each
party is used to. But after each seminar
there were a few who reported six months
later, in response to a follow-up question-
naire, that they had tried it and it worked.
An interviewer for the Elder Service
Corps said she always starts out with this
question now. She simply gets them talk-
ing right away about something they like.
One of the group observed, "You really
get to things people want to talk about
right at the start. It's non-threatening.” An-
other wrote, “l found a woman who talked
a great deal about how she loved to ex-
plore around in the outdoors; she is now a

very good volunteer for the arboretum.”

The director of volunteers of the John F.
Kennedy Library and Museum, who as-
sisted at one seminar, described how the
process helps when the applicant feels
inadequate.

“A very timid widow came to the Library/
Museum about eight months ago, not long
after her husband had died of a sudden
iliness. He had just retired and they had
been looking forward to doing many of the
things they had planned for years. She
desperately wanted to keep busy in a new
environment, one which she had not
shared with her husband. However, she
felt very inadequate because she had not
worked for many years and she didn't
know what she had to offer. She kept say-
ing that she couldn't type.

“l got her to talk about some of the
things she had done that had given her
satisfaction: selecting wallpaper and pa-
pering her dining and living rooms with
grasscloth papers—she wouldn't let any-
one do it for her because it would drive her
crazy if it weren't done right; teaching arts
and crafts; creating a pantry in a kitchen
closet and organizing her spices alpha-
betically.

“Some of the transferable skills we iden-
tified in these stories were: (1) artistic,
manual; (2) explaining, presenting; (3) or-
ganizing, attention to detail, order. All of
them added up to a placement in the mu-
seum’s storage area, cataloguing muse-
um objects, and later assisting with exhib-
its.”

Some By-Products

One of the by-products of the two semi-
nars reported in the questionnaire was
how the participants had gained insight
into their own personal development.
They had made some discoveries about
themselves.

“This approach opened my eyes to the
various skills | have, but never consid-
ered," said one. Another added, “It helped
me grow in confidence, to identify both my
personal strengths and weaknesses.” An-
other reported she had developed enough
confidence to go to her boss and ask to
take on new responsibilities.

A fourth actually used the technique to
change careers. She analyzed the skills
she most enjoyed using in her social
agency work and then translated them into
her newly found sales job, “which re-
quired many of the same skills and which
allowed me to grow professionally and
personally.” What is more, she reported
she now uses the technique in her sales
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