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[NTRODUCTION

Most HR professionals are responsible for providing systems and
services for employees in e wide range of jubs and assignments. These
systems and services may include a compensation systém, processes for
pierformance appraisal, performance management, emplovee selection,
o1 a program to support self-development. Cerfain HR, programs (e.g.,
compensation, succession planning, carver development) may also in-
valve differentiating the requirements of various jobs, assessing individ-
ualz against the requirements of jobs other than their current job, and
camparing individual competency profiles with the réquirernents of par
ticular jobs or assignments.

A competency model is a detailed, behavierally specific description of
the skilla and taits that employess need to be effective in a job. Al-
though HR professionals have been developing competency models far
the past 20 years, most have not vet begun to use technology to support
programa involving multiple jobs, The twa most common ways of devel-
oping and using competency models—({1) the single-job competency
model and {2) the “one-size-fits-all” competency model—provide nei-
ther effective ways to differentiate the requirements of various jobs nor
ways to match individual competency profiles to a wide range of jobs or
assignments.

This article discusses the strengths and limitations of these widely
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used approaches from a human resource management perspective. Tt
also outlines several conceptual and practical requirements for an alter
native multiple-job approach and ways to implement each requirement.
The concluding section describes some of the competency requirements
for HRE professionals who would like to implament this alternative ap-

proach,
THE S5INGLE-JOP COMPETENCY MODEL

The firsl competency models were developed tor single jobs and are
the most common approach b competency modeling. Developing a
single-job competency mode] starts with an identified critical job that
line management or an HE professional sees as needing better selected
or daveloped incumbents. The data collection usually includes both a
resource panel or focus group of job holders and/or their managers and
interviews with jobholders. The data gathering phase may also include
interviews with customers and direct reports, surveys of additional job
helders, and direct observation of job holders at work. Once this is
complete, the next step is to analyze the data to distill it into a competan-
oy model that typically includes 10-20 traits or skills, each with a defini-
tion and a list of specific behaviors that describe what effective per-
formers do and how to achieve effective results. For example, the
tollowing competency comes from the competency model for Account
Representatives in a high-technology company:

Relabionshap Building

Definition: A concern for building strong, positive working relation-
ships with customers,

» Asks questions to identify common bonds with the customer
{shared intérests, background, common friends, ete.)

= L'ses existing relationships to get introductions or access to other
key people, espedally to those higher up, in the cient’s organiza-
Hon.

* Develops positive telephone reletfionships with executives’ secre-
taries and enlists their help in getting onto their bosses’ calendars,

* Spends time with the decision maker, rather than remaining at an
operational level within the account.

* Demonstrates to the client that s/he values their relationship.

+ Takes time to get to know the people at lower levels in the custom-
Er's account,

* Works to develop a breadth of relationships with staff in the cus-
toTner's organization,

« Entertains the cllent or spends Hime with himdher in non-business

settings,
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Bven with extensive and intensive data collection, developing a compe-
tency mode] usually takes several maonths and costs up fo $100,000 if the
company refains a consulting firm. Before the organizabion can gain
much value from the model, it most beild human resources foels and a
program based on the model. A typical program might include a connpe-
tency assessmenl questionnaire to be completed by job holders, their
supeTvisers, and their peers; a resource guide o help jobr holders form
development plans based on their competency assessments; and a
workshop to explain the competency model and provide training in
development planning. Developing these tools and the program typ-
icnlly takes several more months and invelves significant additional
rosts,

Despite the time and money mvelved, the single-job competency
model approach continues to be widely wsed because it has certain
strengths. The competendes provide a framework for deacribing key job
requirements. The specific behaviers tell job holders what they must do
o achieve superior results, and because job holders and their managers
have contributed to the model in mmportant ways, they are likely to teel
ownership of the results. At the very least, the new, competency-based
application is usually better than whatever existed before.

At the same time from an HR perspective, this approach has some
significent disadvantages, The cost, time, and effort required to develop
the competency model make its use impractical for more than a small
proportion of jobs in the crganization. Consider also the cost, fime, and
effart in light of the rate at which jobs are changing in many organiza-
tions and the fact that the shelf life of a competency model is likely to be
twa years or less. In addition, layering job-specitic HR programs over
broader organizational programs can lead to inconsistency. For example,
huiowe does the new selection program for Sales Representatives relate to
the general selection policies end programs previously established by
HE for the entire division?.

Finally, hecause individual competency models ofter are not system-
atically connactad to an organization’s other competency models, it is
difficaslt to compere the competency requirements of one job to the
requirements of another job or an individual's competency assessments
in one job to the requirements of another job,

THE “ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALLY COMPETENCY
MODEL APPROACH

HE professionals whe are seeking a broad, quick, and consistent
impact for competency technology often adopt & “one-size-fits-all” com-
petency model, by defining one set of competencies far a broad range of
jobs (e.g., all managerial jobs). The first step is to identify the population
for whom the model will apply, such as all managers. Instead of gather-
ing data, a team charged with developing the competency model usually
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selects conoepts from available individual job competency models and
from books and aricles on leadership, business, organizational develop-
ment, and human resource development. A consulting firm with broad
experience in developing competency models may also supply a com-
man model based on a distillation of concepts and behaviors from indi-
widual job models. Senior management then reviews and revises the
madel 1o ensure that it reinforces the organization’s mission and values
and any ongoing efforts to change the culture,

In addition to developing the common competency maodel, mosat or-
ganizations, also develop HE applications based on it, such as a compe-
bemey assesament questionnaira, a resource puide for developing the
competencies, and a performance management program for assessing
and developing the competendes as part of the performance appraisal
process.

This common competencies approach has & numbser of strengths. The
competencies and HE programs based on them apply 10 a large number
of employess. There is one consistent framework of concepts describing
effective behaviars. The competency framework can be aligned with the
unit's mission and values and with other key organizational initiatives.
All employess in the group for whom the model is developed are as-
seased against the same competencies and, therefore, can be compared
with each other. The cost of this approach is modest, given the breadth
of its impact, and because the competencies are not based on any indi-
vidual job, the competency mode] does not need to be updated every
time an individual job is redefined,

The obvious disadvantage of the (ommaon competencies approach is
that the competency model does not clearly describe what is needed in
any specific job, People in the jobs covered in the model may see the
competencies as espoused values rather than as skills they need to use
to obtain results, or they may accept the value of the n:-mpetem:les bt
fail to see how to apply them in their own jobe. Because the common
competency model does not differentiate among the requirements af
different jobs, it is of limited use in guiding selection for specific jobs, A
Vice President of Infernational Marketing needs different competencies
than does a Flant Manager, but what are these competencies? Mote that
the common ¢ompetencies approach ignores technical skill (knowledge
which is a key consideration in matching individuals to available job
assignments.

A MULTIPLE-JOB APPFROACH TO DEVELOPING
COMPETENCY MODELS

As the pros and cons of these two most common approaches 1o com-
pebency model development illustrate, the time is ripe for a mulliple-job
spproach to building competency models. The following section de-
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scribes the requiremeants of such an approach and asaumes, for example,
that an organization needs competency madels for 25 professional and
managerial jebs, as well as consistent programs and lools for perfor-
mance management, professional development, and selection for these
jobs, based on the competency models,

Using a Commion Set af Boilding Block Competencies

The first requirement of this approach is that different models be built
from 4 common set of building block competencies, or what Patricia
McLagan (1988} calls a “job competency menu.” This is necessary to
tacilitade matching individuals to jobs. For example, if an individual is
assessed on the building block competencies, his/her profile could be
compared with the requirements of any job for which a model had been
canstructed. Using a commeon set of building Flock competencies also
permmits corpanes b compare jobs for purposes of job evaluation. Final-
ly, nsing & cormmon st of competencies makes for more efficient training
end deselopment. For example, a training module based on a particular
competency can be used with whatever individuals need that module,
regarcless of their jobs.

Identifying a common set of building block competencies requires
experience buildng competency medels for a wide range of jobs. Orga-
nizatione that have built many single-job competency models and con-
sultants specializing in competency work will be able to provide a dreft
set of building block competencies, Becanse the range of technical com-
petencies is so vast, these building block competencies tend to include
only non-technical competendes. A set of non-technical building block
competencies typically includes 20 to 40 competencies, sach with a defi-
nition and a set of 5 to 15 behaviors describing common ways in which
ermployess demenstrate the competency. In the example below, notice
Eat the behaviors do not specify where and with whom the competency
is demonstrated, as would a competency in a single-job competency
model.

Inrerpersamsl Ausreness

Definition: The abllity to netice, interpret, and anticipats others’ concems
aad feelings and to comemunicate this awarenass empathetically to athers,

= Undemstands the most nportant concermns of others

= KEnows what other individuals ke and dislike

* Understands the reasans underlying othars’ behavior

« Motices what others are fesling, L:m:d on their chosce of words, tone
of voice, and other nonverbal behavior

v Anticipates how others will keact o a situation

* Lz aware of both she strengths and weaknesses of othess

+ Takee Hme to lisken when others come with Fproblens

+ Aris by address the nomceme of others
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Fefore using a set of building block competendes for model build-
ing, organizations can customize it by using consistent organizaticnal
language and concepts and by adding those competencies that reflect
skills and qualitics being emphasized as part of ongoing organizational
change efforts. This customization can be accomplished in a two-
three-hour mecting with key senior managers and human resources
staff who will be involved in building the model,

Although it seems obvious, competency models must include techni-
cal akills. Many developers of early competency models focused on the
beheviors and stiributes that distinguished outstanding performers end
assumed that technical skilllknowledge was unimportant. Technical
skilliknowledge is often a primary consideration in deciding who to
select for a particular assignment. Required technical skills and knowl-
edge can be derived from an analvsis of the key tasks or work outputs of
the job.

Developing a sel of technical competencies is espedally important if
certain technical skills apply to moltiple jobs, a5 is the case in an Infor-
mation Services department. To identify common technical compeben-
cies, human resources staff should meet with selected senior technical
staff in appropriate units of the arganization (e.g., Engineering, Infor-
mation Services. Customer Service). Ata minimum, these sessions need
to identify the smallest number of technical skill'knowledge areas that
need ta be considered when making job-person matches. For each tech-
nical competency, it is alse useful to define basic, intermediate, and
advanced lavels of proficiency by identifying the kinds of tasks that a
person must perform effectively at each level. The set of technical com-
petencies need not be exhaustive because competencies that are only
relevant to a single job can be defined when the competency moedel is
built for that job.

Allowing for Customization

The model building approach must allow customization because, al-
though the same competency may be required for two different jobs, it
aften needs to be demoenstrated in different ways. For example, consider
the competency, “Initiative.” A sales manager may demonstrate Initia-
tive by developing a new incentive progeam for sales representatives. A
general manager may demonstrate Inifiative by restructuring a division
and creating cross-functional teams to do work previously accomplished
b several departments. To be useful to job holders, a competency med-
al must deseribe specifically how competencies need to be demonstrated
in specific jobs,

COne way to customize a model is to develop job-specific behaviors
that specify how, when, and with whom the competency is demaon-
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strated. Daring o mede] brilding session, job holders and their super-
visors can idenfly job-specific behaviors to add o or replace the generic
compebendies, Another way o identify the behaviors is to conduct oot
mal event intervisws with effectve performers in the job.

Defined Levels of Competencies

Any competency approach must define a consistent set of levels tor
the building block competendes o distinguish the extent to which a
competency i3 required in different jobs. For esampls, one job may
require a basic level of skill/knowledge in electnical engineering, while
anather joo may require a much higher level. Levels also (acilitate the
accurabe assessment of individuals, when, for example, identifying indi-
viduals who possess the oompetences requirsd for a parlicular assign-
ment or job. With no defined levels of a competency, individuals are
azsesded according to the frequency andfor effectiveness with which
they demonstrate the behaviors associated with effective pecformance,
a3 is done when using 360 feedback. Such ratings, however, are influ-
enced significantly by varous forme of rater bias, For example, some
raters concentrzte mast of their mbngs at the high end of the scale or
produce ratings with litfle variance. These kinds of rater bias can be
minimized if a rater is presented with behavioral statements describing
the different levels of a competency and is asked to select the statemnent
that best describes the mdividual.

Each competency in the set of building black competendes needs a
set of levels, but, becauze competency levels will be used to rate and
compare individuals who are in different jobs, the levels of a compe-
tency need definitions that are independent af any spedific job. Sim-
plicity #nd consistency are important to those who will be using the
mmpetenc:ies and explaining them to others in the organization. Con-
traey t0 the “just noticeabls differences” approach described by Spen-
cer and Spencer (1993), it is better to have the same number of levels for
ench compelancy—probably four or five—with consistent names for
each level, such as Mot Demonstrated, Developing, Capable, Ohat-
standing, Descriptors of each level should be defined specifically for
each competancy. Teble 1 displays the levels developed for the com-
petency, “Customer (rientation.” Rating an individwal for this com-
petency would invohee selecting the level that best describes the indi-
vidual, Notice that the levels for each aspect form a logical hierarchy, so
that, a3 one reads down a column, earh successivie leve] represents a
higher degree of competency demonstraton. Some competencies may
hasre geveral dimensions that require separate ratings. For example, a
competency called “Creativity® might have two dimensions requiring
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Table I, Levels for the Competency: Customer Oriantation.

Lewal Mg rgpinn Ralirg

Hed Oemnpnstratad | Shows iHle awararass or earcam for tha needs

af tlva cusiomer; Iypica by 1aGuses On Own Naeds,

v wm i i g IFesdmaialanl in 6howing awarerass and

| respansvaness b ausiomer noeds

Capabe Comeibenly shews awareness of cuglomars'
nesds; |5 meEponsva ko conpems expressed by
SuEGTHE.

Cutstardirg Cencirignthy chows awanensss Al
responaveness 10 cusiamers’ needs. 1M SO0,
actively zeeks inlomeion abaut Guslomers’
meAds ard cnncreres R n=Ras s inlormalion o

iy wiwh, oo saes. aeel Dedavicr.

separate ratings: innovativerness of own work and sponsorship of inno-
Vebicmn.

Dwfining the competency levels can begin while identifying building
block competencies. Building a particular job competency model may
reveal additional job-specific competencies for whick levels are needed.
To develop the levels for technical competencies, HR professlonals can
hold working sessions with highly skilled vechnical staff or other subject
matter experts n the appropriate areas.

A QUICK, LOW-COST AFPROACH TO DEVELOFING
COMPETENCY MODELS

A multiplepob approach 10 competency mode] development should
alzo indude a quick, low-cost waw bo develop the competency model for
& Job or assignment. If they need 25 competency models, HE profession-
als will need a way to develop all of the models at reasomable cost within
a three- or four-month period. Ideally, it should take no mose than twe
days to identlfy the competencies needed for a new job or assigmmens, a
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reasonable goal because compelency requirements can be logically de-
rived by analyveiog key job lasks and the criteria by which their perfor-
mance is assessed. More intensive data gathering and analysis can help
refine the model for special purposes such as curriculum development
or validating the model.

The approach should involve job holders and their managers to build
support for the models and the HR applications derived from them.
Since jobs are changing rapidly and many new jobs are being created as
part of reengine=ring efforts, the process for building competency mod-
els also needs Lo focus more on future needs than on past needs. Imple-
menting the approach involves convening a day-long focus group com-
prising 6-12 job holders, supervisors of job holders, and other subject
matter experts. The agenda should include identification of:

1. ongping and anticipated changes—in the organizaton, industry,
marketplace, and technology—that are atfecting the target job;

a core set of main responsibilities;

=2

the most important tasks or work cutputs for job holders;
the performance criteria for each key task;

the building block competendes and other skills necded for each
key task or worle output; and

6. job-specific behaviers by which the competencies are demon-
strated.

W p

This simple approach to model building is sufficient to identify the com-
petency requirements of a job. For greater precsion. additional data
such as critical event interviews with superior performers in this and
ather organizations or interviews with clients or customerns of persons in
the targat job, can be incorporated.

COMFPETENCIES NEEDED TO DEVELOF
COMPETENCY MODELS

Implementing this multiple-job approach te competency mode] de-
velopment itsclf requires 8 number of competencies. Someone should
have broad experience developing competency madels to be able to
bring or create a fmmework of common competencies. A project leader
or champion rocds initiative and strong influence skills to get diverse
line and staff groups to participate in and support the process. [t may be
espodally challenging to gain the support of various human resources
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groups that are not under a single umbrella. Developing an effective
strategy o gain the commitment of diverse groups requires in-depth
knowledge of the organization, Induding the informal power structure.
The project leader also needs a strong results orientabon that imvolves
balancing the need o set and achieve gnals with the need to achieve
high-quality results.

In addition to a project leader/champion, a successful model building
effort needs project staff to lead focus groups, to analyze data, and to
prepare written job descriptions that include the competency models.
One key competency for project staff is the ability to think dearly and
consistemtly wsing conceptual frameworks. Analytical thinking is re-
quired because the model building process involves identifying loglcal
links among job tasks, performance cutcome criteria, and competency
requircmnents. Faclitation skill is also an obvious requirement for con-
ducting the focus groups. A final competency requirement is written
communicatiom skill. The written job description should capture the
competency requinements in cear, compelling language.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS IN THE DEVELOFMENT
OF COMFETENCY MODELS

This paper has described three approache:s to the development of
compelency models. All three are likelv Lo become more widely used,
bevause Uvey all offer ways to umify and integrale a vanety of HE pro-
grams. The single-job competency model provides a way to improve
development and selection for a job seen as critical to the organizativn’s
success. Initiating such a project may require the approval of oaly one
line manager, and there is no shortage of consultants and HE profes-
sionals with the skills to implement this approach. The “one-size-fits-
all* approach to building competency models has the advantage of pro-
viding a simple, unifying framework for all HE programs for a family of
jobrs, such as managrral. This appreach is more difficult to implement,
because it usually requires approval of top management and may also
require agreement of several independent HR groups. Implementing
this approach, therefore, requires an effective champion from the HE
function or from line management, In addition, someone must provide a
credible framework of common competendes.

The multiple-job approach to developing competences offers the
dual advantages of a common conceptual framework and customization
for individual jobrs., This s the only approach that faclitates comparison
of competency models with each other and companson of employee
profiles with multiple jobs. The multiple job approach is more cost effec
tive than the ainglejob approach, i many competency models ame
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needed, but the multiple-job approach is the most difficult of the three
approaches to implement, Like the “one-size-fits-all® approach, it re-
quircs approval of top management and agreement by varpus HR
groups within the crganization, but because of its complexity, the
multiple-job approach is more difficult to explain. Thus an effective
champion from the HR funcion is needed to gain support for the ap-
proach. Another essential requirement of the multiple-job approach is a
set of generic competencies that can encompass the requirements of a
diverse set of jobs; there are relatively few HR professionals and consul-
tants with the experience and expertise to provide & good set of generic
competencics.

Several trends in the workplace will make the multiple-job approach
more attractive. Frst, as organizations accomplish mere and more work
through feams that are assembled for specific projects, it will become
more important to develop efficient methods for locating employees
with particular skill sets. With the multiple-job approach, the crganiza-
Hon can assess all employees on a large set of technia]l and non-
techmical competendies, If these assessments are stored in a database, it
is easy to locate individuals with required combinations of skills. The
development of software applications designed to fadilitate the matching
of employee arofiles with job requirements will also increase the attrac-
Hveness of the multiple-job approach, if the applicaticns allow casy
customization to meet particular organizational needs. Another organd-
zational trend favoring the multiple-job approach is the Increasing use of
skill-based compensation which is often implemented when organiza-
tons implement cross-functional teams. Because jobs on these tcams

tequire a broader range of skills, organizations often mnplement skill-
based compensation to encourage emplovees to develop the new akills,
One final organizational trend which may foster increased use of the
multiple-job approach to building competency models i& decreased up-
ward mobility. Today's flatter organizations offer fewer opportunitics for
promotion. To keep employees motivated, organizations will need to
provide more opportunities for lateral poves, The multiple job a_l:-pn:-m:h
facilitates matching employees to new, lateral assignments and also
helps identify the new skills that an employes must develop in order to
move by such an assignment.
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