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Preface



Human resource (HR) management is undergoing a major transformation in today’s organizations. Once upon a time—and not all that long ago—HR management practitioners were expected to be the traffic cops of their organizations. It was their responsibility to note legal noncompliance or departures from organizational policies and then punish transgressors, just as traffic cops watch for and issue tickets to drivers who exceed speed limits. As a direct consequence of this compliance orientation, some HR management practitioners became risk averse—and some remain so to this day. They oppose innovative actions taken to leverage the talents of organizational members for the simple reason that treading on new ground means taking new risks, which could possibly cause deviations from external legal requirements or internal policy standards.


The new role of HR management demands an outlook that differs considerably from the compliance mind-set. HR management practitioners are expected to be experts on leveraging human talent within their organizations for the purpose of achieving competitive advantage. They must demonstrate new sensitivity to the full range of human capabilities (including emotional intelligence), align HR efforts with strategic objectives, and integrate various HR activities so that people are consistently encouraged to achieve desired results.


For many practitioners, traditional writings on HR management do more to stand in the way of progress than to facilitate it. One reason is that traditional college textbooks on the field continue to define “jobs,” “job descriptions,” and “work analysis” as making up the foundation for most HR efforts. That view persists even as the work of Bill Bridges and others who have noted that “jobs are dead” is described in the same books. Traditional textbooks on HR management, although important because they build expectations among HR professionals about the nature of their role, do not address the critical importance of individual differences, which create exemplary performers, who may be many times more productive than others with the same job titles, education, and experience. And yet the importance of individual characteristics, or competencies, is well known to CEOs, operating managers, and others. Recognizing critical differences in individual productivity implies that more work might be done by fewer people, or that better work might be done by the same number of people. Of course, that can only happen if HR practitioners become more savvy about finding the best-in-class performers, discover what makes them different from their fully successful counterparts, and reorient HR toward recruiting, selecting, training, developing, rewarding, appraising, and otherwise managing these exceptional people.


This book offers a guide to the process of reinventing HR so that it focuses on identifying those stellar individual characteristics and then aligns all HR activities around them. The purpose of HR management is thus not to describe “jobs” and find people to fit into boxes on organizational charts. Instead, its goal is to achieve quantum leaps in productivity and in competitive advantage by unleashing the power of exemplary performers, discovering their characteristics, and building those characteristics into all aspects of HR.


Any person with an interest in effectively managing human resources through a competency-based system is part of the audience for this book. Such individuals might include HR leaders and practitioners, organizational effectiveness and development managers, trainers, employee or career development practitioners and facilitators, operations managers of all types, executive officers and their staffs, college or university professors in fields related to human resources and executive education, college or university administrators committed to improving the use of human talent in their institutions, and others who are interested in utilizing human talent for maximum benefit.


Contents of This Book


Over the years, early thinkers and writers such as David McClelland and Richard Boyatzis and others including Daniel Goleman, Patricia McLagan, and Lyle and Signe Spencer have contributed to the field’s wide knowledge base. Further, the models for adopting individual competency-based HR management functions are supported, at least in part, by recently published case reports that attest to the validity of the approaches in specific settings. As others try out the (sometimes untested) suggestions in this book, they will discover the best methods for implementing competency-based HR management. We hope this new knowledge, shared with others, will be used to raise the state of the art and of the practice.


Part 1, which comprises the first two chapters, explains the background and presents a rationale for reinventing HR management with a competencies rather than a jobs foundation. In this sense, the book is revolutionary in its approach to HR management.


Chapter 1 presents and analyzes several vignettes that illustrate the necessity of shifting HR management to a competency foundation in most organizations. Chapter 2 contains an overview of competency-based HR management practices. Key terms are defined in the context of their use in later chapters. This chapter also explains the business needs that are met through competency-based HR management and the ways in which the use of competencies can be aligned with business plans, objectives, and needs.


Part 2 is composed of seven chapters and will help the reader to understand the details of competency-based HR management on a function-by-function basis.


Chapter 3 presents a model for the establishment of a competency-based HR management function. The model is positioned as a response to conclusions drawn from a vignette and the discussion of six trends affecting businesses and organizations. Chapters 4 through 9 offer models—presented in a step-by-step format—for developing competency-based HR planning, employee recruitment and selection, employee training, performance management, employee reward processes, and employee development. The chapters offer suggestions for implementing each model. In addition, we take a frank look at the advantages and challenges of using a competency-based approach for each HR management function and provide criteria by which to determine whether the area should become competency based or be managed traditionally.


Part 3, which consists of chapters 10 and 11, is devoted to helping readers understand how to handle the transition from a jobs-based to a competency-based HR management system.


Chapter 10 presents a model for transforming HR into a competency-based department and explains the process of applying that model. The chapter concludes by addressing a critical question, namely, “How can HR practitioners become competent in the new approach?” The answers are essential to a successful transition to competency-based HR management.


Chapter 11, the final chapter, examines the next steps for competency-based HR management by discussing its future direction and anticipated innovations. The chapter concludes by reviewing methods of adoption and use as well as some of the challenges involved in applying competency-based practices to traditional jobs-based organizations.
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Part One


FINDING A
New Focus






CHAPTER 1

Why a Focus on Jobs
Is Not Enough



This chapter describes the challenges facing today’s human resource (HR) practitioners and offers justification for a new way of thinking about human resource management. The following five vignettes portray HR situations in fictitious organizations. Readers are prompted to write down a solution to the problem presented in each vignette; then the vignettes are analyzed. Next, we discuss the problems that result when organizations focus on jobs as the criterion for matching employees with the work that is essential to organizational success. The chapter closes with an answer to the question, What are the major HR management subsystems in organizations today?


Five Vignettes


First, take out a sheet of paper. Next, read over each of the following vignettes. As you read each vignette, record what you believe should be done to solve the problem described.



Vignette 1



John Parks, director of HR for Acme Corporation, is upset. He remarks to his secretary, “It seems like the only thing we do in this department is look for people to hire. We’re always churning people. We don’t have time to stem the turnover by taking a proactive approach to human resources. Instead, we are always looking for warm bodies to fill the latest vacancies.”


Vignette 2


The senior vice president of operations has just been informed by the CEO that he must let go of 20% of his staff within 30 days in order to cut costs. He sends a memo to his direct reports, instructing them to reduce their work units by 20% of the committed working hours. He then leaves for a 3-week vacation. His direct reports are left guessing as to how to implement the order and how to handle the consequent fallout. The senior vice president is not available to consult for advice.


Vignette 3


The CEO and the director of marketing approach an international organization with a proposal to provide services in an area outside the company’s core business. They do not expect to win the business, but much to their surprise, they are awarded the contract. At this point, they begin to wonder how they will staff for the work. The first person they call is the director of HR; she is told to recruit five different specialists who must report within 6 weeks. The director of HR is given little information to guide the search.


Vignette 4


The director of HR in a large organization of more than 20,000 employees examines the projected retirement dates of the senior executive group. To their chagrin, the executives learn that 80% of their key group is eligible for retirement within 2 years. The CEO assigns the vice president of HR the task of preparing a succession plan for building an internal talent pool sufficient to meet the expected shortfall of executive talent.



Vignette 5



The Axeljocanda Corporation has a long history of preparing and using high-quality strategic business plans. In this organization, the HR department operates as an administrative, paper-pushing work unit. The department has performed job analysis and job performance assessment on only a few key jobs in the organization, leaving the rest unexamined.


In Axeljocanda’s corporate culture, department managers commonly do not compare notes with their peers about initiatives in their departments. As a direct consequence, the compensation manager has never met with the training director or with the director of employee relations. Furthermore, the vice president of HR has never been invited to participate in strategic business planning retreats with the other senior executives.


Analysis of the Vignettes


Think for a moment about what happened in these vignettes. In Vignette 1, the HR department is too busy churning people to focus on results and determine how best to achieve them. In Vignette 2, middle managers find themselves facing the difficult task of reallocating work responsibilities simply to achieve short-term cost savings. In Vignette 3, the organization is experiencing a need for talent and does not know how to get it. In Vignette 4, a highly competent vice president of HR faces the challenges of developing, in the short term, a plan to meet long-term requirements. In Vignette 5, the HR department is neither vertically aligned with organizational strategy nor horizontally aligned among its own functions.


The Problem With Focusing on Jobs Alone


The vignettes described in the previous section dramatically underscore some of the problems facing HR professionals and their organizations today.


Traditionally, job analysis—the process of identifying the work that people do—has been the foundation of HR department activities. According to a classic treatment by Walker (1980), a job analysis has four possible purposes. Each purpose provides a view of the job from a different angle; therefore, each is identified by a slightly different approach. One purpose is to discover what people do in their jobs. This approach takes a close look at the reality of the jobs. A second purpose is to find out what people think job incumbents do in their jobs. This approach seeks to gather perceptions about the jobs. A third purpose is to ascertain what people or their immediate supervisors believe job incumbents should be doing at their jobs. This approach determines the job norms. A fourth purpose is to determine what people or their supervisors believe job incumbents are doing or should be preparing to do in their jobs in the future should changes occur in their workplace. This approach to job analysis emphasizes planning for changes (Rothwell & Kazanas, 1994, 1998).1


A job description, which tells what the incumbent does, and a job specification, which clarifies the minimum requirements necessary to qualify for a job, are major outputs of job analysis. Job descriptions and job specifications, in turn, are key to such HR functions as employee recruitment, selection, training, and performance management.


One problem with traditional job descriptions is that they are written only to clarify those activities job incumbents are supposed to perform and may not clearly describe measurable worker outputs or results that meet the requirements for organizational success. If you doubt that, examine Form 1, Job Description and Job Specification (Sample), which contains a typical job description from an organization. Note that the example does not list the desired outputs or results under the description of responsibilities.


Outputs or results are the products or services that workers produce and deliver to others; recipients might include coworkers, constituents, customers, or persons or organizations external to the workers’ organizations. Outputs or results should be produced to a level of quality that meets or exceeds the receiver’s expectations.


Another problem with traditional job descriptions is that they quickly become outdated. In today’s dynamic organizations, work activities do not remain the same for long. Job descriptions, however, rarely keep pace with changes in work requirements. That leads to much confusion as people try to figure out whether a job description is current or outdated.


Form 1: Job Description and Job Specification (Sample)
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Cornell University professors Patrick Wright and Lee Dyer conducted a study on how the HR profession will change because of technology. According to their preliminary findings, there is a possibility that the job description will be “one of the first institutional fixtures of the profession” to become obsolete (Leonard, 2000). Job descriptions will not only be out-of-date before they are even written due to rapid change, but may become obstacles for HR professionals who are trying to effect organizational change. Leonard further noted that job descriptions are carefully written to meet legal requirements and to list the organization’s expectations for an employee but lack the flexibility needed today.


Again, examine the job description shown in Form 1. Assume you are the supervisor of the person in the described position and ask yourself the following questions:


•  How will I know if this worker demonstrates successful performance?


•  How do I know that the job description is current?


Unfortunately, workers often have the same questions. They are left to guess about the measurable outputs or results they are expected to produce, in what form, at what level of quality, and on what schedule.


Sometimes workers are not alone in playing this guessing game. When they put those questions to a supervisor they might be greeted with a blank stare or given answers too vague to make sense. Frustrated, workers continue doing what they have always done—or what they have seen others do—without knowing for certain whether they are achieving desired outputs. But when customers, supervisors, or managers do not receive the products or services they expected on time or of sufficient quality, they blame the worker. This raises yet another question: What is the supervisor’s responsibility for this dilemma?


This scenario illustrates a possibly three-fold problem. First, there might be a mismatch between workers’ capabilities and the outputs or results they are required to produce. Second, the information provided could be inaccurate or incomplete. Third and finally, the expected outputs might not conform to traditionally defined jobs that are rigid, compact, and inflexible.


The point is that job descriptions are not enough. Yet the findings of one survey, sponsored by the American Compensation Association and conducted with a sample of 1,000 members and 219 respondents, seem to indicate that “even though work design endeavors have created changes in the way work is done, most respondents still apply traditional job analysis to jobs to get information for compensation and other human resources management purposes” (Fay, Fisher, & Mahony, 1997, p. 21). Joinson (2001, p. 12) suggested that “one option is moving away from skills-based descriptions and toward ‘job roles,’ focused on broader abilities, that are easier to alter as technologies and customer needs change.”2 Although it is true that well-prepared job descriptions can be a powerful tool, keeping them clear and current is a major challenge that exceeds the grasp of many organizations today. As a consequence, the mismatches described in the previous paragraph are all the more likely to occur.


The Major HR Management Subsystems in Organizations Today


There are several ways to conceptualize the structure and means for organizing the HR system in an organization.


The first, and perhaps most familiar, is the functional method (Rothwell, Prescott, & Taylor, 1998). In this approach, HR management is organized into units such as employee relations, training, compensation and benefits, and payroll. Each is considered a function because it bears specific responsibilities for the organization’s total HR system.


A second way of structuring HR management is the point of contact method. With this approach, which is much rarer than the functional approach, HR is organized around meeting the needs of its clients, stakeholders, and community. There are separate functions for worker input (such as recruitment, placement, and orientation), maintaining workers (such as payroll, training, compensation, and employee relations), and output (such as decruitment and retirement).


A third way to think about HR management has become popular in recent years. This method divides those who do the work of the HR function into two groups. One group handles transactions, such as processing payroll, making name changes on benefit forms, and updating employee records. A second group extends the people management expertise of the HR function to line management groups, offering on-the-spot, real-time consulting advice to managers and workers who may be dealing with “people challenges.”


There are, of course, other ways of organizing the HR function. Basically, the HR subsystems of most organizations include recruitment, selection, performance management, job analysis and evaluation, compensation, payroll, development and improvement, and career and succession planning. But regardless of whether you are an HR specialist or generalist in one of today’s organizations, you should be aware of how competency-based HR management differs from traditional work-based HR management. Figure 1 summarizes the differences in the two approaches. Competency-based HR management focuses attention on the people who do the work rather than on the work done by those people. We will examine this important distinction in the next chapter.


Summary


This chapter opened with vignettes that underscore differences between the traditional work-based approach and a new competency-based approach to HR. It went on to discuss some of the problems associated with the work-based approach and described key issues facing HR practitioners today. A focus on jobs is no longer enough. HR practitioners need to explore a new approach as a foundation for their work, an approach called competency-based human resource management.


Figure 1: Comparison of Traditional and Competency-Based HR Management
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CHAPTER 2

An Overview of Competency-Based
HR Management Practices



This chapter lays the foundation for the book by answering the following key questions:


•  What are competencies?


•  What is the difference between fully successful and exemplary performers, and why does it matter?


•  What are competency models?


•  How are competencies identified?


•  What is human resource (HR) management?


•  What is competency-based HR management?


•  What business needs are met through the use of competency-based HR management practices?


•  How are competencies aligned with business plans, objectives, and needs?



Competencies



Think for a few minutes about the best supervisor you ever had. Take a moment to identify three or four of this person’s most significant characteristics, which, used appropriately and consistently, led you to select him or her as your best supervisor. Perhaps this person behaved in some of the following ways:


•  Always trusted you to do your work well.


•  Gave you immediate feedback on your work.


•  Was incredibly and brutally honest—but in a very positive way.


•  Showed concern for others when their personal problems affected their work.


From this exercise, you have just learned the meaning of the word competency. Your best supervisor probably had anywhere from 12 to 15 traits or characteristics that affected his or her behavior and, therefore, work performance.


Competencies, then, are characteristics that individuals have and use in appropriate, consistent ways in order to achieve desired performance. These characteristics include knowledge, skills, aspects of self-image, social motives, traits, thought patterns, mind-sets, and ways of thinking, feeling, and acting.


Competencies form the foundation of competency-based HR management practices. Interpretations of the meaning of competencies are quite varied. A brief look at the history of the competency movement will perhaps provide you with a better understanding of the term as it has been defined and is used in HR management.


Background


Several key developments laid the early groundwork for the competency movement and contributed significantly to the field. First, in 1954, John C. Flanagan devised an approach he called the critical incident technique, which was used to examine what people do (Flanagan, 1954). He defined the technique as “a set of procedures for collecting direct observations of human behavior in such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in solving practical problems and developing broad psychological principles. The critical incident technique outlines procedures for collecting observed incidents having special significance and meeting systematically defined criteria.” An incident is an observable human activity that is complete enough on its own to allow inferences and predictions to be made about the individual performing the act. For an incident to be critical, it “must occur in a situation where the purpose or intent of the act seems fairly clear to the observer and where its consequences are sufficiently definite to leave little doubt concerning its effects” (p. 327).


Flanagan noted that the foundation for the critical incident technique originated in the studies of Sir Francis Galton in the late 1800s and in later developments such as time sampling studies pertaining to recreational activities, controlled observation tests, and anecdotal records. It is specifically rooted, however, in studies conducted in the United States Army Air Forces’ Aviation Psychology Program. The Aviation Psychology Program was founded in the summer of 1941 to create selection and classification procedures for aircrews.1


The concept of human competence reached the forefront of human resource development with the concurrent work of the psychologists Robert White and David C. McClelland. White (1959) identified a human trait that he called competence. McClelland (1973) originated an approach for predicting competence that was notably different from widely accepted intelligence tests of the time. He suggested that although intelligence influences performance, personal characteristics, such as an individual’s motivation and self-image, differentiate successful from unsuccessful performance and can be noted in a number of life roles that include job roles. McClelland and his associates conducted the first tests associated with this new approach with U.S. State Department Foreign Service information officers (McClelland & Dailey, 1973, in Spencer, McClelland, & Spencer, 1994).2


McClelland (1973, 1976), who is often credited with coining the term competency, defined it as a characteristic that underlies successful performance. Over the years, many writers, including key thinkers and leaders in the field, have defined and refined the word competency and related terms.3


Zemke (1982) set out to ascertain the precise attributes of a competency and conducted a number of interviews with experts in the field. He determined from the interviews that there is no complete and total agreement on what is and is not a competency:


Competency, competencies, competency models, and competency-based training are Humpty Dumpty words meaning only what the definer wants them to mean.—The problem comes not from malice, stupidity or marketing avarice, but instead from some basic procedural and philosophical differences among those racing to define and develop the concept and to set the model for the way the rest of us will use competencies in our day-to-day training efforts. (p. 28)


McLagan (1989) suggested that a competency is “an area of knowledge or skill that is critical for producing key outputs.” She also noted that people may express these capabilities in a “broad, even infinite, array of on-the-job behaviors” (p. 77).


George Klemp (1980) defined a job competency as “an underlying characteristic of a person which results in effective and/or superior performance in a job” (in Boyatzis, 1982, p. 21). He also noted that “competencies are characteristics that are causally related to effective or superior performance in a job” (p. 23). Expanding on that definition, Spencer and Spencer (1993) described a competency as “an underlying characteristic of an individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced effective and/or superior performance in a job or situation” (p. 9). They explained that competency characteristics include these five types: motives, traits, self-concept, knowledge, and skill.


Dubois (1993) adapted Boyatzis’s 1982 interpretation of the term and defined a competency as an underlying characteristic that “leads to successful performance in a life role” (p. 5). This definition varies according to the context of its application and the differences in procedure and philosophy. Flannery, Hofrichter, and Platten (1996) noted that competencies “add value and help predict success” (p. 93). Dubois and Rothwell (2000) described competencies as tools used by workers in a variety of ways to complete units of work, or job tasks.


Knowledge and skills are the more obvious competencies employees use to achieve the expected outputs or results. Some of the more abstract worker competencies, however, are those that have been associated with successful completion of select types of work; such competencies include patience, perseverance, flexibility, and self-confidence. Note that competencies have less to do with assigned tasks (work activities) and more to do with personal qualities. This critical dimension is largely missing or not well represented in traditional definitions of jobs.


There are two schools of thought concerning differences in the interpretation of competency. One school of thought maintains that competency implies knowledge or skill. The second interprets competency as any characteristic that supports performance. In the latter interpretation, competency can include knowledge or skill as well as any number of other characteristics such as levels of motivation and personality traits. Central to the second school of thought is the philosophy that the focus should be on the people who do the work, not on the work those people do.


There are different types and levels of competencies, and they are classified or organized in different ways. They can also be subdivided repeatedly, and very often are, but are frequently grouped as either organizational or individual. Within the category of individual competencies, there are different types of competencies, such as technical and personal functioning. Some practitioners simply make the distinction between technical and nontechnical competencies: Technical competencies are specific to certain roles, and nontechnical competencies are more generic in nature (Rothwell, Hohne, & King, 2000). Byham and Moyer (1998) classified competencies as organizational, job- or role-related, and personal.


In addition to the term competencies, with its range of definitions, some organizations use the term dimensions. Data on the behaviors, motivations, and knowledge related to job success or failure can be reliably described and grouped under both terms.


The language used in association with competency-based HR management practices is often referred to as a behavioral language. A behavioral language can be used to describe the actions necessary to achieve organizational goals, and it affords the opportunity to understand further what has been done in the past, what is occurring in the present, and what needs to occur in the future (Green, 1999). After the terms associated with competency-based practices are defined, competencies can provide a common language across an entire organization.4 A common language is very useful for discussing the workforce and its skills, performance, impact, and much more.


Competency Measurement Methods


A competency may be demonstrated in many ways. One method of identifying the typical ways that competencies are demonstrated is to identify the behaviors or tangible results (outcomes) produced by their use in the context of the work performed. A behavior is an observable action that is taken to achieve results or that contributes to an accomplishment. Green (1999) defined behavior as an action that can be observed, described, and verified. Competencies could be measured by using behavioral indicators. A behavioral indicator is a statement of an action, or set of actions, that one would expect to observe when a person successfully uses a competency to perform work.


The Crucial Role of Corporate Culture


It is worth emphasizing here that appropriate behaviors linked to a competency may differ, depending on the corporate culture in which that competency is grounded. Corporate culture refers to the unspoken beliefs held in common by the people in an organization about the right and wrong ways to behave. Schein (1992) defined the culture of a group as follows:


A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 12)


Hence, the demonstration of a competency is tied to the unique corporate culture in which it appears in much the same way that national culture determines the demonstration of success factors. For instance, to be successful in a tribe of headhunters, one must collect the most heads, and to be successful in a capitalist society, one must collect the most money.


Corporate cultures are embodiments of organizational values, and values are the underpinning of management decisions. Views about the equivalents to success are grounded in the culture. And so it is with behavioral indicators. The “right” and—by implication—the “wrong” behaviors differ across such disparate corporate cultures as those, for example, of the American Red Cross, Ford Motor Company, Intel, and the Internal Revenue Service. In short, one competency model for the same work does not fit all corporate cultures. The difference might be not in the statement or definition of the competency, for example, but how it is successfully demonstrated within the context of organizational culture, values, or strategic settings.



Outputs Versus Activities



In the discussion on outputs and results in chapter 1, we defined the term outputs as the goods or services (results) that workers produce and turn over to clients or constituents. A job output is a product or service delivered to others by an individual, a team, or a group. Job outputs can be measured through metrics associated with quantity, quality, time, cost, and requirements related to customer service (Rothwell & Kazanas, 1998).


Several other terms related to outputs and work activities in organizations are appropriate for discussion here. Work activities in most organizations include the performance of a series of tasks or units of work that generate outputs or results. The term task means an activity with a distinguishable beginning, middle, and end. The more specific term job task refers to a unit of work that contributes to the job outputs expected of an employee. A group of completed job tasks that produces job outputs is a job activity. Job competence is an employee’s capacity to at least meet, if not exceed, job requirements by producing outputs or results at an expected level of quality within the constraints of the organizational environment.


In today’s world of work, knowing and measuring the outputs or results that workers must produce, and the circumstances surrounding their production, is key to understanding organizational success. Workers achieve the desired results by carrying out job tasks. But what are the personal characteristics in the domains of thoughts, feelings, and actions that workers use to perform their tasks? These characteristics are their competencies. Therefore, competencies are essential to achieving work of any kind. This leads to a simplistic reduction: no competencies, no outputs, no organization.5


The Difference Between Fully Successful and Exemplary Performers


The view that all people are created equal is commonplace in U.S. culture. In reality, however, it is not true. If all people were equal, then everyone could produce mathematical results like Einstein’s or write plays equal to those of Shakespeare.


People may be treated equally by the government, but that does not mean talent is equally distributed among them. Some individuals excel in certain spheres of human effort. We call those people exemplars. They are the best-in-class performers. Research indicates that they may be as much as 20 times more productive in achieving work results or outputs compared to other experienced job incumbents who have the same job titles, carry out the same duties and activities, and probably earn the same compensation.


One goal of looking at competencies is to discover the differences between the exemplary performers and the fully successful performers, those incumbents who meet job standards but are not outstanding. Why does this distinction matter? If we can pinpoint those differences in operational terms, we may be able to select more people who function at the exemplar’s level or help others to develop that capability. Such an achievement would enable an organization to become dramatically more productive with the same staff. Exemplary performance is perhaps best understood as an ideal, a desired future performance level that is more than minimally adequate or the best performance currently possible. It signifies a goal that can be achieved through an infinite number of possible behaviors and activities.


While it is not possible to turn every worker into an exemplary performer—owing to what educators term “individual differences”—it is possible to develop select individuals who possess enhanced abilities in some areas or to build competence closer to the level of the exemplar. In addition, the information gained from identifying the competencies (traits or characteristics) used by exemplary performers helps all workers to improve their performance. Even modest improvement can significantly increase overall productivity. The concepts and practices described in this book are based on this key principle.


Given the cost and resources needed to rigorously identify and isolate the competencies of exemplary performers from those of their fully successful peers, we realize that not every organization can afford the endeavor. In other words, some organizations will be satisfied to identify and use, for HR management purposes, the baseline competencies of all fully successful workers without differentiating the competencies of exemplary performers. Organizations that make this decision will still achieve performance improvement benefits because the competencies of fully successful workers will be available for designing their HR practices.


Let’s take a moment to learn about the desirable actions of exemplary performers and the organizational factors that affect them. Research reported by Fuller (1999) revealed that exemplary performers customize their work agendas, either eliminating unnecessary steps or entire processes or adding undocumented steps to their processes. Exemplary performers seek out the data and documentation they need from sources that might not be known to others in their organizations. They also create their own highly effective job aids based on their individual experience. Exemplary performers have passion for the work they do and are willing to “go the extra mile” to locate and acquire work tools for themselves. It is largely for this reason that the work tools of exemplary performers are better than those of their counterparts in the organization.


Fuller (1999) also discovered that exemplary performers tend to receive frequent coaching and better feedback from their managers. They are offered different incentives, since their managers generally understand the importance of recognition and rewards. Training did not appear to be a major contributor to exemplary performance; instead, emphasizing other HR management components enabled organizations to have greater impact on performance. Finally, when managers removed barriers, performance improved dramatically.


Competency Models


A competency model is a written description of the competencies required for fully successful or exemplary performance in a job category, work team, department, division, or organization. Competency identification and modeling can be a beginning point for strategic development plans linked to organizational and individual needs.


As you might expect, organizations express competency models in somewhat different ways. These variations reflect their different constraints, preferences, practices, values, business objectives, and reasons for using competencies. Competency models may also vary by type. Many organizations do not distinguish among competency models that underscore the differences between exemplary and fully successful performers, those that identify minimum requirements for job success, or so-called derailment studies that indicate the likely causes of failure. In general, then, the structure of a competency model, the way in which it is communicated to workers, and the manner of its use reflect the values of the organization’s decision makers and leaders.


Research on the characteristics included in competency models is of much interest today. In one study with 300 respondents conducted by Arthur Andersen, Schoonover, and SHRM, the following categories were reported as included in competency models: technical skills, knowledge areas, performance behaviors, personal attributes, metrics/results, and key experiences (Schoonover, Schoonover, Nemerov, & Ehly, 2000, p. 7).


Competency Identification


We often advise clients in our consulting practice to ask for a quick definition from anyone who uses the term competency. There is good reason to do so. Not everyone uses the word in the same way, as you learned earlier in this chapter. Because there is confusion with the terms involved in competency work, establishing clear definitions is an important part of the field.6 And to complicate matters, not everyone uses the same approach to discovering the competencies linked to job success, a process known as competency identification.


Confronting the Challenges of Competency Identification


Striking a balance between speed and rigor is perhaps the chief challenge of competency identification work. Speed refers to how quickly the competencies for a targeted group can be identified. Rigor refers to the validity and reliability of the competency modeling results. A very rigorous methodology for competency modeling may require such an extended time frame that the results are useless by the time they are delivered to impatient clients. This impatience on the part of clients is often warranted, as their production cycles may be short and must be modified to accommodate revised work methods.


Many other challenges await those who undertake competency identification. An organization may have difficulty matching the resources needed to conduct competency identification with the resources available to carry out the task. Decision makers are not always easily convinced that competency modeling efforts are worth the necessary effort and cost. Yet another challenge involves deciding whether to devote time and resources to producing culture-specific competency models or to find and use models from other sources.


Pickett (1998) mentioned challenges such as difficulty identifying competencies, not enough time allotted for the project, resistance from staff, and lack of management support and commitment. As the reasons for problems, he suggested poor communication, not enough background information made available, and unmet expectations. Cooper (2000) further noted challenges such as less than total commitment throughout the organization, an unawareness of the benefits, and a culture that does not support competency practices.


According to Lucia and Lepsinger (1999), lack of commitment is often caused by failure to clearly articulate the purpose for using a competency model, not enough stakeholders involved, and fear of changes, limited choices, and extra work. They suggested other issues that are critical to identify in the development stage of an action plan, such as conflicts related to time, influence of different individuals and key stakeholders, power and politics, availability of resources, resistance, and skill.


We should comment here, however, that a competency-based approach to HR management provides a method of dealing with each issue. Several research studies on competency-based HR management have addressed the topic of challenges and barriers and provided suggestions for meeting and overcoming them. Here is a brief look at the some of the results.


•  From a survey on competency systems, both their design and use, conducted with 134 people, Green (1999) indicated that the findings suggest five broad categories of challenges: gaining buy-in, involvement, and participation; developing reliable and valid forms of measurement; addressing the challenge of negative feedback through introduction of acceptable and representative performance measurement; ensuring job relevance; and seeking methods of cost effectiveness.


•  More than 130 HR executives were interviewed for a study during late 1999 and early 2000. The results indicated the following barriers to using competencies: no buy-in or visible commitment from top management; organizational unreadiness; lack of time and resources needed to develop and validate credible, useful models that could withstand legal challenge; insufficient time and resources for creating reliable, valid evaluations with which to guide follow-up steps (Rahbar-Daniels, Erickson, & Dalik, 2001).


•  The Society for Human Resource Management sponsored a study in late 1999 and early 2000 that involved 300 organizations. The results suggested that barriers to success include lack of expertise, insufficient staff and financial resources, limited support, and conflicting priorities (Schoonover et al., 2000). Identifying realistic outcomes, determining resources needs and time requirements, and consistently using best practices were noted as contributors to positive outcomes (Schoonover et al., 2000).


•  In 1998, researchers Cook and Bernthal Development Dimensions International conducted a study of 292 members of the HR Benchmark Group. The survey included a number of different questions about competencies and their use in organizations. One of the topics was barriers to the effective use of competencies. The findings suggested difficulties in the following areas: making resources available for job analyses, developing strategies for using competencies, linking competencies to organizational strategy, securing management support, identifying competencies, adapting to changing jobs and roles, assigning responsibility for competency identification, and providing clear, accurate definitions (Cook & Bernthal, 1998).


Professionals who work with competencies often have very good suggestions for addressing problems associated with competency projects. A few of these suggestions are briefly described here.


Representatives of organizations with competency-based HR management practices offered a number of approaches that include applying a consistent method of competency identification and using the same language across the organization, communicating and teaching competencies more effectively; obtaining involvement of the HR staff who need to apply competencies at the beginning and throughout the process, devoting sufficient time to implementation, and maintaining alignment of competencies with corporate strategy (Dewey, 1997). Lucia and Lepsinger (1999) had these suggestions for increasing the likelihood of positive outcomes with competency projects: establish ongoing communication, do not develop competency models in isolation, but rather in keeping with the business needs and job environment, and remain focused on original objectives.

OEBPS/images/t0007-01.jpg
PART I: JOB DESCRIPTION
e Job aralyst
onducts studies of work performed. Prepares job

descriptions and other information requested by

managers and HR practitioners.

Job

Purpose of job

None

Number of people supervised
 Collects, analyzes, and prepares work information

for personnel administrative, and management

Responsibilities
functions.

 Consalts with management to determine the pur-
pose,range, and type of prospective studies.
« Studies the organization's current work data and
comples the necessary background information.
 Observes work processes and interviews workers
and supenvisors to determine job and worker

requirements.





OEBPS/images/t0007-02.jpg
* Analyzes work data and develops written
summaries. Uses developed data to evaluate
methods and techniques for worker-related
programs; improves them if necessary. May
specialize in classifying positions to meet civil
service requirements.

« Performs other assigned duties.

PART I1: JOB SPECIFICATION

Minimum education required | Bachelor's degree with  specialty in HR manage-
ment, general management, or a related field

None

Other essential qualifications | Patience, perseverance






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
Rl of HR function

 Erses complance wih laws, s, reguitons, nd
gentors pices 14 o

* Tokes th ead i acieving eakihough competine
sdariagevy sécion o deviopt mor o
o o3 T OB
St eenpar

+ Contrue o Ll s comlrce st 3
ooy bsd monnen

HR planingstopter

«Concrtaes n e ot s

kst s o e sumpton v
e e st rd 1t s ot
of ot st o e e, e

v it rethoss o wotface parins.

«Concerttes o ent rd el A i o -
o

s ot e it et il e e e st
ot e o count ' et 0t e
Gt s

o e of gt plrnig et










OEBPS/images/f0012-02.jpg
& Consultsthe usualexternal and inermal sources. | @ Tres o ientifypatters that indicate pastsources of
i oo 0 mch o sk ouines | e, peomers nd s o e o

Ssres v s,
et et o A i g
o er vt s






OEBPS/images/f0013-02.jpg
[ETE—— @ s s s o el i o G
9 oun compsnces e e rgrzaton o
cntty he e s i, 0 vt rt.
25 vt g scompihe

by cxosng et o new peines





OEBPS/images/9781473643628.jpg
Competency-Based

Human Resource

MANAGEMENT






OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg
Employee trsiing
stopen

@ Distinguishes raiing needs from management needs.
B oy knowedo, sl rd 31t o
Tom it e gt coxcators.

@ Focuses attention on roadblocks 1o individual produc-
it e e by e agezaton 20
serents sporsiy o it ose Gsces

[ e —
st o ki s

iy s et

mee e o g

et R—
e s

« oy asess s st ey
o o s curet wk rd s st

« rodds et 0 835 0 e o,
ovar iy prtomare

e T—
e oganision

At s s e s s cont.
rs e et iy oo
e





OEBPS/images/f0011-02.jpg
Mok chanaes iy, a0 o s ey
et

e s’ e sucstlinprovig ot
Shpanuing a1 e st

e e e em campetry o cey
o oty o

+ eryg e Conpeterces it st e
empy o lyscestl e s o
e 10 o e rd e i

Mok cset ompeeney wot g dore
todas eguniatons.






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Davies-Black Publishing
Mountain View. California





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg
Traditionsl HR Management

Competency-Based HR Management

e ontaion

— .

of oo WA marapementWotk b o

sroton diestes work s e it st
e vk e e o e

st a0 ol peformace e dertfcton,

s R st e i e

et eon o g e
approsch

Tespprosc's  tnown qanty s ered .
e cmpione I calegraes 6 on o3
Fastona chars s ey i e s entabc
ok for i et e s US ol
Tectonkson M it e et exisiy o
s A magenent

o st oy nd s
et o st competoe shanage s
it it o o et ok 5
g pertormer e sgifcany o podve.
ot ly sl cmerrs e aanzsion
frdsor s ey pmer o e ot
fraracian~ ghant Ly





