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<'ompptencev. Models

Everything You
Wanted To Know
About Competency
Modeling

BY RICHARD J. MIRABILE

Competency models are hot.
But beforeyou can reap
their benefits in improved
performance, you have to
know the terms and the tools.

Here's a definitive guide.

T'S INEVITABLE. Start with a good

concept, develop it, apply it, refine
it, and. as people begin to see its
potential they (and companies) will
try to use it. Pretty soon, seminars,
brochures, articles, and consultants
claim to specialize in it. Next, the
corporate world is abuzz with the jar-
gon. even though there are no ac-
cepted, standard terms. When that
happens, the intended benefits are
seldom realized.

Such a scenario applies to many
HRD phenomena that have swept
through organizations for the past 50
years—from management by objec-
tives and quality circles to situational
leadership and process reengineering.
Stll, 1 am a firm believer in al of the
aforementioned approaches—vvhen
properly understood, properly imple-
mented, and properly rejected when

that is appropriate. Most of the solu-
tions. programs, and new spins on or-
ganizational behaviors have value.
The problem is that they're often mis-
understood and, therefore, implement-
ed poorly. In such instances, the result
is unmet expectations—expectations
that were unrealistic in the first place.

In our zeal to do better work, find
the right solutions, change the old un-
workable ways to new no-nonsense
approaches, and sometimes make a
buck, potentially solid ideas can be-
come distorted and applied improp-
erly under what may turn out to be
just the wrong conditions.

Hot button

A current hot topic in HRD is compe-
tency modeling. For the record, the
idea of testing for competence rather
than intelligence was first proposed
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A GUIDE To COLLECTING DATA

Job Analysis Major User of
Method Method
Direct observation Job analyst

Work-methods
analysis

Industrial engineer

Critical incident Supervisor or

technique manager
Interviewing Job analyst
Functional job Job analyst

analysis (FJA)

Job inventories and Job occupant

checklists

Position-analysis
guestionnaire (PAQ)

Job analyst, job
occupant, supervisor

in the early 1970s by David McClel-
land, a former Harvard psychologist.
McClelland was asked by the U.S.
Foreign Service to find new research
methods that could predict human
performance and reduce the bias of
traditional intelligence and aptitude
testing. Thus, the notion of compe-
tence measurement was born.

Perhaps the best place to begin is
where there seemsto be the most con-
fusion: the terminology. Since McClel-
land proposed this concept more than
25 years ago, the confusion surround-
ing its use has grown, probably due to
the evolution of his original ideas.

Let's start with a glossary of terms
used by most proponents of compe-
tency modeling.
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What Method
Involves
Observation,
recording

Observation,
recording (stop-
watch or video
camera)

Observation,
recording, judgment

Recording, inter-
viewing

Observation,
recording, inter-
viewing, judgment

Judgment (rating)

Judgment (rating)

Major HRD Uses

Safety and health,
part of other
methods

Safety and health,
training,
compensation

Performance
appraisals

Training, job
descriptions, with
other methods

Job descriptions,
planning, recruiting,
selection

Planning, selection,
training

Planning, selection,
training,
compensation

Major
Advantages
Can obtain reason-
ably complete pic-
ture of manual,
repetitive jobs

Serves as database
for setting perfor-
mance standards

Captures nonrou-
tine, unusual
behaviors

Can provide
in-depth information

Widely applicable,
useful job-classifica-
tion system

Data collection is
fast; data for differ-
ent jobs is easily
compared

Widely applicable;
data for different
jobs is easily
compared

Major
Disadvantages
Limited to manual,
repetitive jobs; can't
observe mental
processes or work-
ers' qualifications

Limited to manual,
repetitive jobs; can't
observe mental
processes or work-
ers' qualifications

Lengthy data-collec-
tion process; trans-
lation into job de-
scription is difficult

Time-consuming

Requires analyst
trained in FJA

Time-consuming
to construct the
inventory

Does not provide a
written description
of job or duties

 The
term
competence
also
implies
Incompetence u

Ability. This refers to a talent, such as
manual dexterity, visual or spatial acu-
ity, or conceptual thinking. The
premise isthat though abilities may be
taught, learned, or enhanced, there's a
natural predisposition to them.

Behavior. This is the observable
demonstration of some competency,

skill, ability, or characteristic. It'san es-
pecially definitive expression of a
competency in that it is a set of actions
that, presumably, can be observed,
taught, learned, and measured.
Behavioral anchors. These are more
specific than behaviors, which are de-
scriptive but independent of each oth-
er. Anchors are built in levels; each
level of description is more complex
than the previous one. In other words,
for a five-level anchor description of a
particular competency, level 2 would
be more complex and inclusive of lex-
el 1. level 3 would be more complex
and inclusive of level 2. and so on.
Beliefs. These are the ideas and con-
cepts that people hold to be tine for
themselves or for others. An example



of a belief is, "Most people are basi-
cally honest."

Characteristic. This refers to a person-
ality predisposition that may be
taught, learned, or altered but proba-
bly occurs naturally in some people
more than others. An example of a
characteristic is tenacity.

Cluster. This is a group of competen-
cies, skills, or behaviors, organized for
the purpose of simplification. An ex-
ample might be a technical cluster un-
der which various behaviors describe
the cluster for a job or group of jobs.
Another term for cluster is theme. Clus-
ter can also refer to a group of jobs
connected by a common knowledge
base or by organizational structure.
Competency. This is a knowledge,
skill, ability, or characteristic associat-
ed with high performance on a job.
such as problem solving, analytical
thinking, or leadership. Some defini-
tions of a competency include mo-
tives, beliefs, and values.
Competency model. This term de-
scribes the output from analyses that
differentiate high performers from av-
erage and low performers. Competen-
cy models are represented in different
formats, depending on the methods
used to collect the data, customers' re-
quirements, and the particular biases
of the people creating the model.
Core competency. This term refers
to organizational capabilities or
strengths—what an organization does
best. A core competency might be
product development or customer
service.

Criticality. This is a measure of how
important a particular competency is
for ajob or group of jobs.
Frequency. This refers to how often a
competency isused in a particular job
or group of jobs.

Job analysis. This is a process for col-
lecting competency information—in-
formation that describes in detail the
criteria for successful job performance.
There are many ways to conduct ajob
analysis. Some are sophisticated and
time intensive. Typically, job analysis
focuses on tasks, responsibilities, du-
ties, accountabilities, knowledge and
skill requirements, and any other crite-
ria for successful job performance.

Job profile. This term refers to the de-
velopment of a prioritized set of com-
petencies or success factors for a par-

ticular job or group of jobs. It may in-
clude the use of proficiency ratings
for each competency.

Knowledge. This refers to a body of
information relevant to job perfor-
mance. It's what people have to
know' to be able to perform a job,
such as a knowledge of policies and
procedures for an HRD professional.
Motives. These are what people are
driven to think about, seek, and de-
sire. Wanting power is a motive.
Proficiency. This refers to how much
of a particular competency a person
must have to be successful in his or
her work. It is the degree of mastery
of a skill or area of knowledge.

Skill. This refers to the demonstration
of a particular talent. It can be a me-

e There are
many ways
to conduct
a job ana lyss.
Some are
sophisticated and
time intensive .

chanical skill, such as operating a
piece of equipment, or a verbal skill,
such as making a presentation.
Subject matter experts. They are peo-
ple that provide the initia information
that results in a competency model.
Typically, they're average to high-per-
forming workers or supervisors. Or,
they can be peers, customers, or oth-
ers that are highly knowledgeable
about the requirements of a job. SMEs
also develop job and personal profiles.
Success factors. This term describes
knowledge, skills, abilities, behaviors,
and characteristics associated with or
necessary for high performance. It
helps avoid the confusion surrounding
the term competency, because success
factors include anything connected
with high performance. The term com-
petence also implies incompetence.
Trait. This refers to a person's physi-
cal quality or behavioral tendency,
such as being gregarious.

Values. These are internal evaluations
and judgments on what people con-
sider to be good, positive, useful, or

important. Integrity isa value.

360 feedback. This term means the
same as multi-rater evaluation, which
has been around since the early
1950s. It means that a person and his
or her supervisor, peers, staff, or cus-
tomers (or some combination) are
the evaluators in his or her perfor-
mance assessment.

Constructing the model
Here are some tools for building a
competency model.
Job-analysis interviews. Job-analysis in-
terviews can be conducted in person
or on the phone, and one-on-one or
in focusgroups. Interviews are proba-
bly the best method of data collection
because the interviewer can probe
and ask follow-up questions. It is,
however, time-consuming.
Focus groups. Focus groups are useful
for collecting information from SMKs
when it's not practical to conduct one-
on-one interviews. Focus groups also
stimulate dialogue among the SMEs,
though the information can be biased
in favor of dominant participants.
Questionnaires. These are useful
when it's necessary to interview many
SMEs, when SMEs are inaccessible,
and when there are time constraints.
It's imperative to have appropriate
guestions, a sufficient sample re-
lumed. and the results analyzed and
interpreted accurately.
Job descriptions. These can be useful
sources of information, assuming that
they are up-to-date and supplement-
ed with some data from interviews or
questionnaires.
Competency-model formats. The best
way to explain the different formats
for building a competency model isto
give examples. Some models use sta-
tistical data to describe the competen-
cy requirements in specific detail and
use less detail in the competency de-
scriptions. Others reverse the balance.

In acompetency model for a district
sales manager, the approach might be
to identify success factors (competen-
cies). provide a behavioral description
of each one, rank-order the factors by
criticality, and establish a proficiency-
level for each factor. Success factors
might include "leadership." "integrity,"
"self-motivation," and "tenacity."

Such models are useful for identi-
fying job or role requirements a the
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competency level and for matching
jobs with people.

A cluster-type model of leadership
success factors for manufacturing
managers might list behavioral de-
scriptors under broad categories or
themes, such as "developing oneself’
and "working with others." For exam-
ple, under the category "taking initia-
tive," the behavioral descriptors might
include "finds innovative paths to ef-
fective results" and "takes risks," No
criticality or proficiency is established
for the clusters or descriptors. These
types of models are useful for captur-
ing information in groups and for
grouping jobs in such horizontal cate-
gories as "managers" or "executives."

The box "A Competency Model for
a Systems Engineer" shows a model
that identifies technical competen-
cies, with the definitions on the left-
hand side and on the right-hand side,
possible performance behaviors for
establishing a level of proficiency for
each competency. The best appli-
cation of this type of model is for
establishing competencies and a pro-
ficiency-rating scale to provide
indicators of expected performance
behavior. That approach is consid-
ered performance management.

Another type of model is one in
which a specific competency is given
a basic definition and behavioral an-
chors describe specific levels of ex-
pected performance behavior. The
levels become more complex as the
behaviors go up the scale. For exam-
ple. the specific competency might be
"organizational influence." The basic-
definition might include "the ability to
influence others effectively...provid-
ing information and giving others
ownership of their ideas." The behav-
ioral anchors might include "relies on
facts" and "persuades.” This type of
model is useful for identifying and
managing definitive performance ex-
pectations, and for identifying specif-
ic training and development needs.

The most important point about
competency models is that the for-
mats be governed by the collective
wisdom of the people that need and
build them. Still, if those people have
only one way of producing output, a
second opinion might be desirable.
The decision to use a particular type
of competency model should be de-
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termined by the desired applications.

For example, if the model's in-
tended purpose is performance man-
agement. it's best to have more detail
or specificity in the model.

If the applications are to be succes-
sion planning, staffing, or 360 feed-
back. it might not be necessary to
have a high level of detail, depending
on how the competencies or success
factors are defined.

Remember: Applications that seem
unnecessary at first may prove useful
down the road.

How much detail?

One of the most controversial and dif-
ficult issues to address in building a
competency model is deciding what

* Applications
that seem
U nnecessary
atfirs t
may prove
useful  down
the road m

level of detail to use to describe the
competencies. This decision deter-
mines how long it takes to build the
model and what applications it will
be used for. including the capability
to compare information across jobs
and people. The fundamental ques-
tion is, "What is it that you're trying to
accomplish by building the model ?"
In other words, "What do you want to
be able to do as a result of building
this model?" Believe it or not, people
often don't consider the answer in
depth. In such cases, the model usu-
aly has too much detail or too little.
The rule of thumb is that the more
detail you create,
ft the longer it takes to complete the
model
ft the more money it requires
ft the less you can generalize the
results
ft the less you can compare informa-
tion across jobs or people
ft the more you restrict the possible
range of acceptable performance
ft the more you inhibit creative, alter-

native ways to achieve the same
results

ft the faster the information becomes
obsolete

ft the more you can articulate specif-
ic expected outcomes

ft the more specific the performance
management can become

ft the more you can differentiate be-
tween performance levels and be-
tween people.

Job and personal profiles
Competency models can be the first
step in developing job profilesand in
rating an employee's level of compe-
tence against a model or profile. Here
are some rating approaches.

Absolute rating scales. These typically
use a range of ratings—for example, 1
to 3, 1to 5, or 1to 7—with a descrip-
tion for each level. Scales help estab-
lish the importance of a particular com-
petency for a job. the proficiency level
for each competency, and the compe-
tency level of an individual. Such
scales help establish absolute levels of
criticality or proficiency. However,
they tend to produce ratings that clus-
ter around the middle or above the
middle of the scale range, known as
central tendency error. Consequently,
absolute rating scales are limited in
how well they can differentiate perfor-
mance levels. Their power to predict
performance isweak to moderate.
Forced-distribution rating scales. These
scales have descriptions for each level
and are used for the same reasons as
absolute rating scales. The difference
between those two types of scales is
that forced-distribution scales are re-
stricted in how many times a particu-
lar rating can be used for ajob or em-
ployee. For example, with a
five-point scale, a restriction might be
that rating 5 can be used only twice,
and so on down the scale. Such scales
are useful for establishing accurate
differences between people, but only
in relative terms. They don't show ab-
solute levels of performance. Using a
five-point rating scale, two employees
could be rated 5 for leadership com-
petence, but one actually may have
twice the level of competence. The
predictive power of this type of scale
is moderate to strong.
Paired-comparison ratings. In this ap-
proach, al competencies are ranked



A COMPETENCY MODEL FOR A SYSTEMS ENGINEER

TECHNICAL CLUSTER
Systems Architecture

Ability to design complex software
applications, establish protocols,
and create prototypes.

Data Migration

Ability to establish the necessary
platform requirements to efficiently
and completely coordinate data
transfer.

Documentation

Ability to prepare comprehensive
and complete documentation
including specifications, flow
diagrams, process control, and
budgets.

against each other until al possible
pairs are ranked. The result yields one
competency consistently ranked high-
est, one next highest, and so on until
al of the competencies are ranked in
terms of their criticality to a job.

In employee ratings, all employees
are ranked against each other until dl
possible pairs are ranked. The result
is a rank-order listing of the most ef-
fective or most competent employees,
using some measure of effectiveness
or competence as the criterion for
comparison. The up side is a solid
outcome. The down side is that it's

PROFICIENCY RATINGS
O-Is not able to perform basic tasks.
1-Understands basic principles; can
perform tasks with assistance or di-
rection.

2-Performs routine tasks with reli-
able results; works with minimal
supervision.

3-Perfoims complex and multiple
tasks; can coach or teach others.
4-Considered an expert in this task;
can describe, teach, and lead
others.

0-Is not able to perform basic tasks.
1-Understands basic principles; can
perform tasks with assistance or di-
rection.

2-Performs routine tasks with reli-
able results; works with minimal
supervision.

3-Performs complex and multiple
tasks; can coach or teach others.
4-Considered an expert in this task;
can describe, teach, and lead
others.

0-1s not able to perform basic tasks.
1-Undergtandsbasic principles; can
perform tasks with assistance or di-
rection.

2-Performs routine tasks with reli-
able results; works with minimal
supervision.

3-Performs complex and multiple
tasks; can coach or teach others.
4-Considered an expen in this task;
can describe, teach, and lead
others.

difficult, if not impossible, to compare
job outcome against employee out-
come, and that the number of possi-
ble pairs can be extremely large. For
example, to rank 20 employees, the
number of combinations is 190.

The power of this type of scale to
predict performance is moderate to
strong.

Implementation:

the missing link

Competency models provide poten-
tially valuable information, but
they're useless if there's no coherent

For
change
necessary
the right content,
pr Ocesses, and
support  structures
in place u

large-scale
to stick, it's
to have

and systemic implementation strategy
for leveraging the information. Expe-
rience has shown that it's often the
lack of strategic implementation and
necessary support structures that
leads to the inevitable collapse of a
new program, direction, or initiative
that once held promise. Organiza-
tion development has taught us that
for large-scale change to stick, it's
necessary to have the right content,
processes, and support structures in
place. Even with those vita compo-
nents, there's no guarantee. But with-
out any one of them, the effort will
more than likely fail.

Content. Process. Structure. Those
make up the foundation for success-
ful change. No matter what anyone
tells you, implementing a competen-
cy model is a change effort. For in-
stance, new information will be used
to modify HRD efforts or introduce
new ones. The model will also affect
the way people do their jobs, and it
will affect decisions on employees'
careers, their perceptions of their
competence, their potential for ad-
vancement. and other job and career
iSsues.

On an administrative level, a com-
petency model requires someone to
manage the new information to en-
sure confidentiality, accuracy, and rel-
evance to current circumstances.
Therefore, it's crucial that the "dri-
vers" of the model implementation
maintain an appropriate perspective.
Without that, the changes and the or-
ganization's complexities can become
obstacles to success. ¢
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