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Job analysis has long been a player in business and organizational worlds.  It has served 
as a tried and true measure of job responsibilities for use in hiring, development, and 
compensation.  There are few who will dispute the value that job analysis has added to 
the business world.  However, as businesses evolve their assessment tools must also 
change and improve.  For a while now competency assessment has been used to 
supplement job analysis, and now stands on the brink of replacing it. 
 
The ideas behind and uses of competency have changed as businesses have evolved over 
time.  Originally, competency was used as a support for job analysis – this can be seen in 
some of the earlier definitions.  Boyatzis, a professor of organizational behavior, defined 
job competency is an underlying characteristic of a person that leads to or causes superior 
or effective performance (Yeung, 1996).  McLagan goes on to further explain that those 
characteristics are composed of the knowledge and skills needed to perform a job 
effectively (1996).  She later expands on that definition to describe competencies as 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes that knowledgeable people infer from behavior or 
strategic requirements what human capabilities underlie high performance (McLagan 
1997).  An encompassing definition that shows competency as support for job analysis 
can be seen in the following: Competency is an individual’s actual performance in a 
particular situation.  Competency describes how well that individual integrates 
knowledge, skill, attitudes and behavior in delivering care according to expectations 
(Nolan 1998). 
 
Over time competencies have grown past being support for job analysis and have taken 
on a life of their own.  Competencies reside and can be seen throughout the organization 
… there is a paradigm shift to the competency based organization which focuses on the 
individual’s needed skills to accomplish organizational goals (Nelson 1997).  It was taken 
a step further when competency was defined a person’s capabilities and inner drives 
rather than subject matter or knowledge (Anonymous 1997).   
 
Competencies have broadened past support and now are used as a tool in their own right 
as can be seen in this last definition.  The intent of a competency definition is to provide 
enough details about the competency so that someone using the model can recognize the 
competency in action, can probe for it, can recommend development actions, and can 
notice opportunities for competence (McLagan 1996).  The idea of a competency model 
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as more than a supplement to job analysis has come into being, and now competencies 
stand on their own as a valuable organizational tool.   
 
Job analysis is a decision tool in which a particular job is taken apart piece by piece and a 
report, called a job description, is written on precisely how that job is done.  The job 
analysis can be referred to as a consideration in hiring, development, and compensation.  
A competency model is also a decision tool, but it tends to be a stronger tool with higher 
reliability, because it always takes into account knowledge and skills, - which are often 
omitted in job descriptions (McLagan 1996).  The job competency assessment process 
objectively identifies common attributes among superior performers, taking into 
consideration the knowledge, skills, and motivations that lead to that superior 
performance (Mele 1993).   
 
We live in a rapidly changing world in which business, industry, government institutions 
and nonprofit organizations are forced to create new, innovative responses to the “speed 
of light” changes in their environment (Van Der Veen 1993).  Job analysis takes too long 
to complete and is so narrow that by the time the job description is presented the 
information is of little use or completely obsolete.  Job analysis focuses on four general 
categories of skill types: technical, supervisory, interpersonal, and general business 
(Riehl 1998).  In this rapidly changing world, these singular categories are too narrow to 
accommodate the rapid changes needed.  The business world needs their employees to 
have the capacity to flow over into several skill categories.  Organizations are beginning 
to care about their human competency base and how it is developing, their market value 
increasingly relies on the intangibles of knowledge and human capital (McLagan 1997).  
In this world of growing reliance on intangibles, the traditional model of job analysis is 
simply not cutting it.  Competency models account for those intangibles and are much 
more flexible on how those needed skills and knowledge are acquired.  For instance 
many organization are allowing experience to substitute for education and vice versa 
(Levine 1997).  As it stands presently, competency analysis provides an effective 
working language of knowledge, skills, and attitudes (KSAs) which meets the needs of 
the organization that the traditional job analysis is no longer able to do. 
 
Competency Assessment uses in General 
 
While there are specific uses for competency assessment, there are global uses for the 
organization.  To begin with, competency assessment as a tool goes a long way toward 
making everyone in an organization participate and accountable.  The company can be 
open about stating the outputs, knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are important to that 
organization (McLagan 1997).  That openness in and of itself creates a sense of 
accountability simply by informing the employees of what is expected of them.  It goes 
beyond informing the employees of solely the technical aspects of their job that they are 
expected to perform.  Competency assessment also helps the organization find the right 
person to work within their organizational culture.  It goes far beyond person - job fit, it 
is the person - organization fit that competencies cater to (Nelson 1997).   Some experts 
have attempted to categorize the general uses of competency assessment and have 
developed four general objectives.  Those four objectives (Reihl 1998) are to: 
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1. instill the individual with greater responsibility for development of his or her 
valued skills,  

2. provide the information resources to define, measure and achieve that  
development, 

3. instill greater accountability in managers and supervisors for their  
subordinates’ aggregate skill set, 

4. provide top management with consistent, strategic decision-support criteria 
for staff development, deployment, outsourcing, and hiring tactics.  

 
Competency Assessment in Hiring  
 
The hiring process has begun to increasingly rely on competency assessment as a 
decision making tool.  This makes sense after all, since the staffing costs generally dwarf 
all other costs of an organization.  Competency assessment offers the opportunity for 
organizations to develop competencies by position and to generate interview guidelines 
that are more likely than traditional models to help the staff hire the best person for the 
position and the organization (Meade 1998).  In addition to saving money there is a 
serious contention that competency based hiring is legally more defensible than more 
traditional methods (Meade 1998).  The legal strength of competency based hiring is 
partially based in the scrapping of unnecessary restriction that are not related to the 
competence to perform the job – this greatly benefits both women and ethnic minorities 
(Schofield 1993). 
 
The main focus for organization rest in financial responsibility.  By hiring the correct 
person the organization does not waste money and is able to use that money to develop 
profit potential elsewhere.  However, when the organization hires the wrong person a lot 
of time and money is wasted resulting in lost profitability.  There are three main results 
when the wrong person is hired: 

1. Turnover – this can lead to lost productivity, advertising and recruitment 
costs, management time, and interrupted service to the customer 

2. Below Average Productivity – if the wrong person is hired they are either 
unable or unwilling to perform at or above average levels which results in less 
superior performers and therefore lost profit 

3. Legal Entanglements – of all employment related lawsuits, 92% are related to 
having hired the wrong person, which can result in wrongful termination, 
failure to promote, etc 

(Anonymous 1995).  By using competency based hiring the organization is less likely to 
hire the wrong person and therefore less likely to have profit-draining costs related to 
staffing. 
 
Contemporary research supports the contention that worker preferences for job and 
organizational characteristics (person – organization fit) are related to job performance, 
voluntary termination, and employee attitudes about both the job and the organization 
(Villanova 1994).  The concept of person – organization fit has become increasingly 
important in hiring and recruitment.  Competency based hiring is a strong tool in 
assessing person – organization fit.  Organizations are taking a look at their culture and 
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the competencies needed to fit in, as well as the traditional knowledge and skills normally 
assessed during the hiring stage.  Currently have research which shows that job 
compatibility (person – organization fit) scores are non-redundant with hiring decisions 
based on the traditional methods which utilize such tools as applicant review, reference 
check, and interview (Villanova 1994).  The minimum qualifications - education, 
experience, etc. needed to perform the job satisfactorily - are no longer the breaking point 
for who is the right person for the position and for the organization (Levine 1997). 
 
Competency Assessment in Training and Development 
 
Competency Assessment is increasingly being used as the basis for initiating, developing, 
and guiding both training and development.  By using competency assessment, 
organizations are able to match project requirements with a person’s skill and 
competency set so as to choose the best person for the project.  In addition to choosing 
the right person, the organization is able to detect skill gaps in their employees and 
identify them as areas of positive growth opportunity (Riehl 1998).  By identifying 
competency and skill gaps the organization is better able to point the individual to 
developmental solutions that meet their needs in regards to their needed areas of 
improvement (Riehl 1998).  In doing this employees are not forced to go through 
redundant or useless training – it is more specialized to improve them as an individual. 
 
Learning events (LE) and Self-directed learning (SDL) have risen to the forefront of 
competency based training.    Learning events are an excellent solution to filling in the 
competency and skill gaps of an individual.  In this model of learning the supervisors 
define the level of ability required for each position in position profiles.  By experiencing 
learning events an individual can gather a skill by skill collection of ratings in that 
position’s model skill profile and that position’s competency benchmark (Riehl 1998).  In 
doing this, the individual is able to develop the necessary skills and competencies to 
move into a position on their own accord.  Self-directed learning follows much the same 
concepts but is much more structured than learning events.  There are six basic elements 
that are integral to the development of an effective self-directed learning package: 

1. Trainee centered objectives 
2. Arrangement of material into manageable pieces of information 
3. Addition of the chosen medium 
4. Packaging and revision 
5. Trainee evaluation 
6. Pilot tests  

(Piskurich 1994).  It seems to be a general consensus among users that learning events are 
used for developmental purposes the majority of the time and that self-directed learning 
is used mainly for training, since it is much more structured and standardized than 
learning events.  However, this is not always the case as both are effective methods of 
training and development. 
 
Since we have already made a distinction between training and development, it would 
seem pertinent that we evaluate how competency assessment breaks down the issue.  
Traditionally new hires trained for a position before going in to start their job.  Once 
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inside the organization an individual went through training for a higher position, while 
concurrently doing their present job – they called this development.  In the traditional 
model the two tracks were treated as separate with little connection.  Competency 
assessment has changed this notion; there are now three tracks in the training and 
development region, and they greatly overlap: 
 
 

1. The career line – includes job history, where they gained experience, what 
kind of experience they gained, which jobs now and in the future would 
benefit form the employees’ experience, what further experience is needed. 

2. The KSA line – What knowledge, skills, and attitudes are necessary to perform 
according to present and future standards, what relevant knowledge, skills and 
attitudes does the employee possesses currently. 

3. The education & training line – what level and type of education is needed to 
perform at adequate or superior levels, what succession of courses and 
training had a significant impact on performance, what additional courses and 
training are needed  available to prepare employee for adequate or superior 
performance. 

(Van der Veen 1993).  The three tracks - career, KSA, and education & training - work 
together to produce a wholly competent employee, who is able to contribute to the 
organization in a positive and highly productive manner. 
 
Competency Assessment in Compensation 
 
Compensation is always an ultrasensitive area for both the organization and the 
employees.    It is so sensitive due to the fact that the organization is concerned with 
profit margins, while compensation is the primary building block in the hierarchy of 
employee needs (Cooke 1994).  To have a successful compensation system there must be 
consistency.  The employees need to have a clear understanding of how they will be 
evaluated, by whom and how often (Anonymous 1993).  There needs to be a common 
vocabulary for discussion of the capabilities, assessment, and compensation of the 
employee (McLagan 1996).  In addition, there needs to be a complete description of the 
job characteristics and employee competencies desired, as well as a certain measure of 
nontransparency, so as to protect the validity of personnel decisions (Villanova 1994).   
 
The field of compensation has seen some recent trends that have changed the manner in 
which organizations provide compensation for their employees.  As with all trends, the 
field of compensation saw several come and go.  However, three trends have out-lasted 
the temporary buzz that most new ideas inspire before they die out.  Those trends 
(Pasternak 1993) include: 

1. A movement to strengthen the link between compensation and company 
philosophy 

2. Changes in the traditional job analysis and evaluation 
3. Improvements in the variety and administration technology of 410 K plans   

A major development from the recent trends has been the concept of merit-based pay.  
The idea is to link appraisal to pay.  There is no longer set increments that an employee 
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must slowly climb up based on experience and time on the job.  The concept of merit-
based pay all but destroys the concept of a single ladder system based on time.  The new 
system is more like a series of escalators based on performance.  In other words, the 
better you perform, the better you will be paid – there are few if any limits.  The only 
problem is that an employee can quickly reach his or her ceiling level of abilities and then 
may feel “stuck.”  The competency-based model focuses more on the value of the 
employee to the organization.  There are no true limits to competency based pay – as long 
as the employee continues to increase his or her competencies and grow in value to the 
organization.  For each competency there are four levels of performance: 

1. Consistently exceeds requirements 
2. Meets requirements 
3. Partially meets requirements 
4. Not meeting requirements 

   
The competency-based model can serve as an inspiration to low performing employees, 
because they can improve their pay a little at a time, as they gain competencies.  This can 
reward an employee greatly for improving his or her knowledge, skills and attitudes in 
one competency.  This hopefully will motivate the employee to improve other 
competencies.  This is a win – win solution, the employee is rewarded for their 
improvements, they set their own pace for improvement and reward, and their 
productivity rises accordingly – which leads to greater profit for the organization 
(Anonymous 1993). 
 
Developing Competency Assessment  
 
In order to develop an appropriate competency assessment model, much care must be 
taken in the process.  To begin with, there are some terms and ideas that should be 
integrated into the model.  Some of the terms and ideas (Mirabile 1997) include but are 
not limited to:  Ability – refers to talent, while may be learned or enhanced there tends to 
be a natural predisposition to them.  Behavior – observable demonstration of some 
competency, can be taught, learned and measured.  Behavioral Anchors – more specific 
than simple behavior, there are built in levels of increasing complexity.  Competency – 
knowledge, skill, attitude or characteristic associated with high performance, some 
definitions include motives, beliefs, and values.  Criticality – measure of how important a 
particular competency is for a job or group of jobs.   Proficiency – how much of a 
particular competency a person must have to be successful in their work. 
 
There are many tools that can be used to develop a competency model.   
A quick knowledge and skill assessment of the job description is an excellent place to 
start.  Follow that by finding a current successful performer and develop a model of the 
competencies they use.  The future should also be taken into account by listening to what 
experts are saying about the future competencies that will be needed (McLagan 1996).  
This is also an excellent idea to document outputs, knowledge, skills, and attitudes that 
superior performers demonstrate.  Singular critical-incident interviews, as well as sets of 
critical-incident interviews, contribute to the development of the competency model as 
well as drawing on learnings from past behavior (McLagan 1997). 
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The estimate is that approximately 80% of the important actions for successful job 
performance are controlled by 20% of the competencies used in the job (McLagan 1996).  
Therefore, it is essential as to how the competencies are chosen in order for a competency 
model to be successful.  It is necessary that a competency model be developed in a 
detailed manner.  One method of determining competencies (Wilde 1993) is listed below: 
 

1. Study a detailed job description for the position in question 
2. Select some 10 - 12 aspects of the job which seem to be the most important or  

the most often performed 
3. Make sure that within the selected aspects there are at least two to three  

groups of responsibilities which fall into a defined category 
4. Determine the essential competencies which must be utilized in order carry 

 out the groups of responsibilities 
5. Prepare a list of clear definitions for the sets of aspects and competencies so as 

 to avoid uncertainty in their interpretation 
6. Design a profile evaluation form with which to assess the competencies 

 
The above is a rather specific manner of determining competencies, but there is much 
more to developing a competency model that determining the competencies.  A broader, 
yet more encompassing method (Nolan 1998) can be seen in the following: 

1. Specify the role and work setting 
2. Identify competency areas 
3. Write competency statements 
4. Write performance criteria 
5. Develop competency assessment tools 
6. Design a documentation method 

In addition to the above developmental process, it is important to note that the most 
important point about competency models is that the formats be governed by the 
collective wisdom of the people that need and build them (Mirabile 1997). Without the 
collective wisdom, no amount of correct developmental processes will produce an 
effective competency assessment model. 
 
Once a competency assessment model has been developed, it must be implemented.  
There are several questions that an organization should analyze the following as it goes 
about implementing the competency assessment model (Reihl 1998): 

1. What are our competency-based management business objectives?  What 
 changes do we wish to affect?  What payback do we expect? 

2. What information do we rely need to collect to support the business 
 objectives? 

3. Have we carefully laid out staff communication programs?  Is what we are 
telling them consistent with what we plan to do?  Is everybody on board? 

4. Do we really have the resolve to stick with it?  Will we keep the repository up 
to date and refine it as changing business conditions dictate? 

5. Have we chosen an easy to implement competency model tool that supports  
our need with a minimum overhead? 
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Using Competency Assessment  
 
Creating wealth has become increasingly a matter of competency.  Organizations are 
looking for new ways to integrate people practices in all areas of the organization. They 
have realized this dream partially in competency assessment and are beginning to 
implement it throughout the organization (McLagan 1997).  There is a severe shift in 
focus from jobs to the organization.  Efforts are being made to identify competencies 
throughout the entire organization.  Once determined those competencies are organized 
into menus that individuals and teams can use to describe, perform, and enhance their 
work and people practices (McLagan 1997). 
 
Competency models provide valuable information, but they are all but useless, unless 
there is a coherent and systematic implementation strategy to leverage the essential 
information.  Implementing a competency model is a change effort, and as such required 
the traditional change model of Content, Process, and Structure.  There needs to be an 
accountable agent to ensure the confidentiality, accuracy and relevance of the 
competency model.  (Mirabile 1997).  Another essential element is that there be a certain 
transparency to the competency assessment.  The entire organization needs to be aware of 
the outputs, knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are important to the organization and 
essential to successful performance (McLagan 1997). 
 
The successful implementation and use of competency assessment requires quite a bit of 
effort and knowledge, competency assessment is not something to be jumped into 
haphazardly.  While there are many factors that go into successfully using competency 
assessment, there are four factors that are absolutely required.  Those four factors 
(McLagan 1996) are: 

1. Sharp observation skills 
2. Top management support 
3. Open-mindedness about the reasons for low competency ratings 
4. New tools, processes, and systematic approaches to such activities as hiring, 

training & development, and compensation 
 
Summary 
 
In closing we can take an overview look at what goes into a competency assessment 
model.  There are four basic stages (Horney 1996) described as: 

1. Assessment – do task analysis to determine knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
competencies needed to be effective 

2. Deploy – Identify people’s skill gaps and how to best help those employees 
3. Learning – develop skill and competency acquisition plans to fill in the skill 

and competency gaps 
4. Alignment – develop and align human resource systems to sustain the new 

competency assessment model 
By following this road map the organization is likely to achieve high employee 
productivity and therefore higher profitability – it’s a win - win situation. 
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