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The 1980s will be the decade in 
which "personnel" as it has tradi-
tionally been known may cease to 
exist . . . at least in its present 
form, or it could rise to heights of 
accomplishment. Personnel is in 
serious trouble. As a function, it is 
not respected by many members of 
senior, middle or first line manage-
ment. It is patiently tolerated by 
the rank and file of workers and it 
is the center of combat with the 
unions. Its primary value is in 
"putting out fires." As one senior 
executive put it: "I don't know 
what they really do for us, but we 
seem to need them to keep us out 
of trouble." The recent plethora of 
new government regulations has 
given personnel a new lease on life 
— more fires to deal with — but 
the life expectancy still appears 
temporary at best. 

Personnel lacks a defined body 
of knowledge like accounting or 
engineering. It has no unique tech-
nology to drive it forward. Its one 
claim to fame lies in its ability to 
foster, implement and support 
bureaucracy and bureaucratic man-
agement methods. It does not 
know how to appeal to new worker 
values. And, it often tends to be 
insensitive of new non-bureaucrat -
ic methods for improving human 
performance and productivity and 
the quality of working life. It must 
also be observed that very few 
personnel executives have yet 
made it to the ranks of top man-
agement. 

Speaking from the vantage point 
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of 18 years' experience as a per-
sonnel manager and 10 more years 
as an organization consultant, I can 
say with confidence t ha t the 
Achilles' heel of personnel is "the 
sticky-tape and glue-held, pseudo-
scientific set of policies and proced-
ures" that results in something 
called the compensation plan. Cor-
porate compensation plans are 
built on secrecy, which make them 
highly vulnerable and suspect in 
this day and age. Job comparisons 
. . . those factor and point systems 
for comparing and rating jobs . . . 
are highly subjective and arbi-
trary. Comparing jobs from com-
pany to company and across indus-
try lines may sound like a good 
idea. However, job conditions, 

work requirements and organiza-
tions tend to differ greatly, making 
most comparisons invalid. 

The ultimate disaster of the 
corporate compensation plan was 
the decision to pay the job and not 
the person. The purpose was to re-
duce internal competition and in-
crease equity. As the person is the 
ultimate locus of both performance 
and accountability, however, this 
decision created a massive pattern 
of demotivation and reduced pro-
ductivity that is only now be-
ginning to be realized. While com-
panies professed to believe in a 
merit pay system, they instituted 
and fostered systems of categorical 
compensation and across-the-board 
increases. This greatly diminished 
the value of individual effort and 
achievement, and reinforced the 
tendency toward discrimination 
and favoritism with regard to op-
portunities for promotion. 

The underlying reason for "the 
great compensation mistake" must 
rest with the personnel depart-
ment's failure to describe the work 
in terms of performance and com-
petence requirements . . . terras 
that would lend themselves to ap-
propriate and equitable reward 
scales. The typical job description 
lists duties and responsibilities as 
task statements initiated by action 
verbs such as "puts," "carries," 
"lifts," etc., or in more complex 
jobs "initiates," "directs," "con-
trols," etc. These work descrip-
tions identify the tasks that must 
be carried out but they do 

30 — Training and Development Journal, January 1980 

not | J 



specify what the incumbent must 
know, be able to do, and make hap-
pen in a "real world" work environ-
ment in order to accomplish those 
tasks. And they do not provide a 
means for measuring the degree of 
knowledge, skill or operational 
ability the incumbent has (or must 
develop). Nor does the job descrip-
tion provide a system of perform-
ance standards, requirements for 
interpersonal effectiveness, and 
clarity of both job and department-
al goals and objectives. 

Why then is the job description 
(plus a set of dubious job compari-
sons) allowed to serve as the back-
bone of the compensation system? 
New Competency Measurements 

At this writing a new framework 
for work description has been de-
veloped that shows virtually every 
professional or managerial job to 
require 36 specific and measurable 
competencies. Clerical, technical 
and production jobs usually re-
quire fewer — approximately 24 to 
be exact. These competencies are 

measurable and once identified 
make the specification of perform-
ance standards and output require-
ments a relatively easy matter. 

Competencies can be measured 
on a one to five rat ing scale. 
"Front-end" subjective measure-
ments can be later confirmed and 
validated objectively from compe-
tency measurements taken on the 
basis of demonstrated work per-
formance over time. 

The fact of great significance 
here is the identification of any 
single competency unit as "the 
lowest common denominator" of 
human work performance. As com-
petencies can be measured and 
demonstrated, and as each job 
possesses a specific number of 
identifiable competencies, human 
resource accounting at last moves 
within reach. It is now possible to 
define the human asset value of an 
organization component, on a work 
group, in terms of a ratio between 
competencies actually possessed 
and competencies required for 
optimum performance. Resulting 
gaps clearly show specific training 
and development needs. In addi-
tion, competency oriented employ-
ment interviewing and career plan-
ning become more logical, measur-
able and manageable. 

It is perfectly obvious from ob-
servation in a variety of cases that 
an individual with a higher proven 
competency rating performs bet-
ter and produces superior quali-
tative and quantitative resul ts . 
Therefore, the conclusion is in-
escapable . . . the compensation 
system must be altered to reward 
and foster the acquisition of in-
creased competence. And it must 
be made to pay-off for proven per-
formance results. New wage and 

scales can easily be adapted 
to fit a competency-based system, 
making possible an alteration of 
the present reward system with-
out disturbing the compensation 
budgeting process. 

A competency-based compensa-
tion system is also consistend with 
corporate efforts to reduce favor-
itism and bias and to increase ef-
fectiveness of EEO and Affirm-
ative Action programs. Compe-
tencies are non-discriminatory. Mi-
nority members are just as able to 
develop specific job-related compe-
tencies as anyone else (given equal 
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opportuni ty) . Set t ing aside the 
separate question of remedial basic 
education needed by some minority 
members whose schools may have 
short-changed them, most minori-
ties (and compliance officers) would 
support a competency-based sys-
tem because it would tend to prove 
out over time that equality of op-
portunity can be attained. 

Selection and promotion on the 
basis of demonstrable competence 
is non-discrimination "par excel-
lence." Those who progress do so 
because they work harder or be-
cause they pay more attention to 
self-development. And, extraord-
inarily ta lented individuals rise 
faster in a competency-based sys-
tem because of ability, regardless 
of race, ethnic origin or sex. Or-
ganizations now can and must 
create equitable working environ-
ments tha t reward competence 
and support and foster competence 
acquisition. 

Replace Present 
Performance Measurements 

A competency-based compensa-
tion system also calls for replacing 
present methods of performance 
appraisal (good/bad judgments of 

prior work performed) with a com-
bined performance planning and 
competency development planning 
system that identifies development 
needs on the f ront end and 
assesses relative degrees of devel-
opmental and performance pro-
gress on the back end of an ap-
praisal period of six months or a 
year. 

The 1980s may see the decline 
and fall of "personnel," if we mean 
by that term a management ap-
proach primarily oriented toward 
implementing and maintaining bur-
eaucratic control systems. It will 
be replaced by something we are 
now calling (albeit with some mis-
givings) the human resource devel-
opment function. But HRD pro-
fessionals must now stretch to be-
come more involved with the 
"people management" and "people 
development" effort which includes 
employment, compensation and 
training and development. 

A competency-based HRD sys-
tem is a long-awaited new tech-
nology. It enables HRD executives 
to take their proper place with 
other members of the management 
team and define in specific terms 

what the HRD contribution means 
in terms of corporate performance 
and profitability. 

In the 1980s, the "old" personnel 
function will probably die, with the 
new HRD function rising to re-
place it, once it is able to foster the 
continuous development of in-
creased human capacity and per-
formance with a competency-based 
management system. 

That's one scenario! 
Unfortunately both personnel 

and human resource development 
professionals are so busy putting 
out fires that neither spend neces-
sary effor t on developing new 
approaches. Another scenario for 
the 1980s sees both personnel and 
human resource development mak-
ing no significant changes or devel-
opments. That would be most un-
fortunate because the opportunity 
for change exists now. (If no 
change occurs, watch for this 
article again in your January 1990 
Training and Development Jour-
nal. ) — John Ingalls. 

John Ingalls is president of Compe-
tency Development Corp., Annapolis, 
Md. He is also a consultant and author in 
the fields of management and education. 
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NOW there's a Videotape Sequel 
and a New Book: 

Over 2000 organizations have Heard Dr. Morris Massey s fascinating 
presentation. Win,I You Are h Wkere You Were When. Never b e f o r e h a s a 
program appealed to and helped so many people in all walks of life This v de 
presentation offers a probing look at how values are acquired, how they attect 
attitudes, and why people behave as they do. 

Ntovv you can help your employees understand themselves and others even 
better. Wl§ Ym Are hut NetisWih Whit Yon Will Be is a 60 minute sequel 
further explaining how values motivate and influence behavior. Dr Massey 
shows you how to improve your business, social, and personal relationships oy 
identifying critical important value sets of those near you. 

^ Massey's book. The People Puzzle, is the written resource tool you've been 
waiting for. Dr. Massey crystallizes his video presentations, hundreds of 
speeches, and seminars in this new 298 page book. If y o u v e ever been 
frustrated because you couldn't "figure someone out , Ue People Puzzle is tor 
you. (Reston Publishing Co. Inc.. A Prentice-Hall Co., Reston. Va.) 

1 1 , 6 We'cHike to send you, at no cost or obligation, an 18 minute preview of 
Dr Massey's What You Are lml rih Wh„l You Will Be and an e t t M w h o " 
copy ot The People Puzzle. Previews are available for a 10 day review penod on 
3/4U Beta or VHS videocassette formats. Call us today at 31^/477-6060 ft r 
previews and pricing/rental information. Thanks to you we re making Ihe 
Magnetic Video Library the best possible source for quality educational 

programming. 
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