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Abstract:

The past decades competencies and competency management have been in the centre of attention
in business and in media. Indeed, in many organizations competency management has been
implemented where it became one of the major human resource tools. However, it is still unclear
what competencies really are. Furthermore, employees often have a negative attitude towards
competency management. The aim of this research project is to study competencies and
competency management attentively, to shed light on the competency concept and to identify

factors that influence the success of competency management.

Key words: Competency, performance, employees

COMPETENCY MANAGEMENT IN ORGANIZATIONS:

This work is concerned with a new approach to Organizational Competency Management. The
goal is to develop a method that is practically feasible for organizational settings, is firmly based
in psychological conceptions of human competence and performance in the workplace, and
employs a degree of mathematical formalization that improves possibilities for establishing the

validity of the implementation.

Competency Management is defined to encompass all instruments and methods used in an
organization to systematically assess current and future competencies required for the work to be
performed, and to assess available competencies of the workforce. Competencies are defined as
the cognitive (e.g. knowledge and skills), affective (e.g. attitudes and values), behavioral and
motivational (e.g. motives) characteristics or dispositions of a person which enable him or her to
perform well in a specific situation (e.g. Boyatzis, 1982; Erpenbeck & Rosenstiel, 2003).

A process model is introduced which encompasses five steps that usually guide implementation
of a Competency Management initiative. In the first step, setting and purpose of the initiative are
analyzed (analyzing setting and purpose). The second step encompasses the definition of a model
for the specific organization detailing out which competencies should be measured (defining

competencies). In the third step, available competencies of the workforce are assessed (assessing
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competencies). The fourth step brings about an evaluation of the models and the assessment
(evaluating models), and finally the last step puts the models to use (using models). The steps are

used as a frame of reference for reviewing existing approaches and methods.

A review of current approaches in organizational Competency Management in Human Resource
Management (HRM) and Knowledge Management (KM) fields leads me to conclude that
instruments that are integrated in existing work processes by supporting work integrated
competency modeling and assessment, and at the same time employ rigorous empirical
evaluation methods, are rare. Current instruments usually neglect the close interplay of human

competencies and situational requirements.

Several research issues are identified, including the challenge to integrate psychological models
into the methods employed, establishing criteria that measure the quality of the implementation,
introducing flexible models that can be easily maintained and bridging the gap between HRM

and KM practices in Competency Management.

A COMPETENCE PERFORMANCE APPROACH:

Competency Management is built on the fundamental premise that competencies as the
underlying characteristics of human beings predict performance in a number of concrete
situations. The review, however, suggests that most of the current approaches do not take into
consideration a clear model of human competence and performance. Accordingly, some
theoretical propositions mainly resulting from research in organizational psychology are
reviewed to establish a starting point for a new approach in Competency Management.

The Competence Performance approach (Korossy, 1997, 1999), a psychological framework
derived from Knowledge Space theory (e.g. Doignon & Falmagne, 1999; Albert & Lukas, 1999)
is then introduced. It is based on a formalization of human competencies and performance within
a set theoretical and order theoretical context. The fundamental idea of the approach is to
establish prerequisite relations on the set of competencies and performances, so as to allow for
efficient and adaptive assessment. According to Korossy (1999), the structures that can be
derived from these relations can also be interpreted as formalizing learning paths on the
competence and performance level. Finally, since the Competence Performance framework is
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built on explicitly mapping the relationship of competencies to performance, the approach may
be better integrated into actual work processes.

An application of the Competence Performance framework to organizational Competency

Management is then presented and illustrated with an example from the case studies.

EMPIRICAL STUDIES:

From an empirical point of view, Competency Management 1is seen as the
construction and evaluation of organization specific models of competence and
performance (e.g. Schmitt, & Chan, 1998). These models can be evaluated by using
an evaluation research strategy and employing quality criteria from empirical research
settings, including reliability and construct validation. The quality criteria make use of
indices for comparing cross classifications suggested by Goodman and Kruskal
(1954), methods for evaluating cluster analytic solutions, and several methods suggested in

Knowledge Space research (such as distance distribution and order indices).

The results of two case studies in the automotive industry, and two investigations in an industry
based research setting are reported. The first case study (study I) establishes the context for the
application and examines general issues for implementation as it is usually employed in
traditional approaches to competency management. Several division heads within the
engineering unit of a large automotive company were interviewed about required and available
competencies of some of their staff. The results were job and employee profiles showing the
level of 8-10 competencies that were found to be crucial for performing in the job. The
implementation procedure was informally evaluated in a lessons learned workshop. Results
indicated that a large potential for a new approach would lie in a reduction ofthe efforts that are

involved in the modeling and assessment phases.

The second case study (study I1) was conducted in a very similar setting employing similar
techniques. This time, the head of the HR development division was interviewed. The traditional
approach of the first case study was altered to encompass the competence performance approach.
A central method that is introduced, and which is used throughout the further studies, is the

competence performance matrix. This matrix provides a mapping between the tasks involved in a
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position (performance) and the competencies needed to perform these tasks. The suitability of
the competence performance approach is explored. For the further investigations a more dynamic

setting is chosen to evaluate the approach.

The first investigation (study I11) introduces an implementation method that is applicable for the
construction of competence performance structures in dynamic, research based settings. The
feasibility of the method was examined in an industry based research institute. Project managers
of the company were interviewed about the competencies they had used for producing certain
outcomes of research projects (documents). A repertory grid type interview technique was

employed.

Competence performance structures were derived from the interviews, and their psychological
and practical reality was examined. Results indicate that the approach is generally feasible, that
reliable and valid assignments are produced which reflect general theoretical conceptions in
Competency Management (e.g. KSAO model, see Schmitt & Chan, 1998). From a practical point
of view it was found that the structures reflect the situational requirements of the work
performed and organizational level variables such as strategic priorities. Open issues include the

inter-individual variability that was found in constructing the models.

The second investigation (study IV) contrasted the implementation from the first investigation by
employing a top-down approach and interviewing the supervisor’s of the employees in
investigation I. In line with a long tradition of job analysis research, it was found that there was
both agreement as well as disagreement between the resulting models of the two approaches.
Agreement related especially to the requirements of the job. Some minor disagreement was
found that points to different views of the job between the two groups. The disagreement was
larger for the resulting prerequisites. Here, only minor agreement was found. Reasons for this are

discussed.

The second investigation also employed an assessment procedure which — in contrast to common
practice — was based on an assessment of performance in different tasks, and derived
competency requirements from the Competence Performance structures. The theoretical and
practical benefits of such an approach are discussed. Comparing this approach to standard
procedures of direct competency assessment does not result in significant agreement.

Furthermore, some inconsistencies in the assessment point to potential issues of improvement.
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The reasons are discussed, including validity of the structures for performance assessment and
possibly inconsistencies in the two rating tasks.

CONCLUSION:

In the general conclusions, issues regarding application of the methods in organizational settings
are reflected upon. A great potential for the approach is identified in dynamic work integrated
settings. A practical scenario which integrates the approach within a work integrated learning
environment illustrates these ideas. Furthermore, an alternative assessment procedure that is
based on the structures is presented. The approach achieves a better fit with results of a

traditional assessment method.
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