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Execut ive  Summary 
 
 
With the demand for labor increasing and 
the availability of skilled workers 
decreasing, employers are facing 
challenges they have never faced before.  
The statistics are telling: In this decade to 
date the labor force has grown at an 
average rate has of just .75% annually.  
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects 
the labor force growth rate through 2014 
will be only 1% annually. This is only one 
major challenge businesses face. Others 
include: 
 

 Global competition for clients and talent 
 Workforce demographics requiring 

redeployment of professional and 
managerial staff 

 Technology improvements that lead to 
worker skill obsolescence and training 
needs 
 
The need to identify,  engage, and retain top talent is 
crucial to an organization’s success. Integrating 
consistent competency assessments 
throughout the talent lifecycle (selection, 
development, and rewarding performance) 
raises human capital management to a new 
level of best practice. 
 
Talent selection provides the first 
opportunity to identify and assess 
competencies. From an employee 
perspective, competencies on the job 
create and sustain engagement and result 
in good performance.  Team members with 
strong individual competencies effectively 
foster team-based competencies, often 
demonstrating increased cooperation and 
morale.   
 
This paper will examine the “why” and “how 
to” of integrating competency assessments 
into human capital management in order to:  

 
 Integrate and leverage competencies 

throughout the talent lifecycle to meet 
business objectives  
 Use consistent competency 

assessments for jobs, selection, 
incumbents, and training  
 Increase performance execution 

through team-based competencies 
 
 
ASSESSING COMPETENCIES 
FOR SELECTION AND 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
Effective human capital management 
begins with competency assessment 
at the beginning of the talent life cycle 
before someone is hired. Human 
resource professionals and hiring 
managers begin the process by 
asking, 
 

 Whom are we going to hire?   
 How do we determine whether or not 

they will fit into our company?   
 Do they have a long-term future at 

our company?   
 
“Best-fit” hires pay off in higher 
productivity and quality, faster ramp-up 
time, and lower turnover. Good 
assessment adds to the quality of 
decisions made during the selection 
and on-boarding process. It maximizes 
the retention of good hires and 
minimizes the number of bad hires. 
Good assessment also maximizes the 
value of training and minimizes the 
wasted time of individuals and trainers. 
Placing trainees who are deemed 
ready for development pays off in 
rapid demonstration of desired 
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competencies, related productivity, and 
talent engagement. 
 
A well-done job analysis to identify 
essential competencies is key to building 
efficiency into both solution and 
development programs.1 Should a company 
build its own competency assessment 
tools? Oliver Cummings, Managing Director 
at Insight to Grow, says, “Only if you have 
no other choice.”2 Competency assessment 
tools are complex and sophisticated and 
only a handful of organizations can afford to 
assemble the expertise necessary to create 
one. Working with technology providers 
whose expertise is competency 
assessment for both solution and 
development can be more cost-effective. 
Competency assessments cover a range of 
functions and behavioral competencies, as 
shown in Figure 1. 
 

 
 

                                            
1 See www.job-analysis.net or 
www.workstreaminc.com for more information. 
2 He suggests two sources to start a search for 
assessment tools: The Buros Institute’s Mental 
Measurements Yearbook and their Tests in Print. 

At a base level, a candidate’s 
personality characteristics and habits 
can be considered.  Examples include 
time management skills, teamwork 
style, and level of initiative.  These are 
important to assess as they are the 
most difficult to change in any 
individual. Foundational knowledge, 
abilities, attitudes, and skills (KAAS) 
can be assessed.  Foundational 
competencies are those the candidate 
needs to maintain a job, or learn a new 
one quickly. Finally, a job -specific 
KAAS is evaluated.  These are the 
competencies that judge the 
candidate’s ability to thrive in a 
particular job.  For example, job-
specific competencies for a financial 
candidate might be the ability to create 
financial models.   
 
After identifying the right candidates 
for your organization, competencies 
can continue to be communicated and 
summarized through job analysis.  A 
thorough job analysis will give 
employees the foundation and 
understanding of performance 
expectations and the competencies 
required to be successful in the job.  
Furthermore, it provides a job reward 
function for the company’s 
assessment programs through a 
concrete, tangible document.3  
Employees who understand 
competencies are shown to be more 
productive and more satisfied at work.  
In addition, investments made in 
training and development are more 
efficient, because both the employee 
and the company know where to aim.  
 

                                            
3 Some additional resources that may help in 
creating a job analysis are at www.job-
analysis.net and www.workstreaminc.com. 
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Conducting these assessments makes a 
difference to a company’s bottom line.  
Below are some real-life company 
examples of the impact felt when selection 
and promotion competency assessments 
were completed: 
 

- Creative Extruded Products 
documented a reduction of start up 
training time from 6 months to 2 
months with implementation of a 
selection process including 
foundational skills assessments 

- Pitney Bowes and the Dixie Group 
have reported shorter training 
periods for hires selected for certain 
foundational skills 

- Manufacturers and small business 
reports reduced turnover, reduced 
re-work, and fewer defects 

- Research facilities report reduced 
procedural non-compliance4 

 
ASSESSMENTS FOR TRAINING 
AND DEVELOPMENT:  A CASE 
STUDY 
 
Not only do competency assessments and 
job analysis tools aid in selecting new hires, 
they also contribute to the 
promotion/employee development process.  
A study by the Hermann Group in 2003 
notes that “corporate training and education 
will accelerate to accommodate new 
employees and the redevelopment of 
existing staff.”  The following case study 
highlights how competency assessments 
can be beneficial for training and 
development initiatives.  
 
A leading chemicals manufacturer with over 
25,000 employees, annual sales over $25 
billion and customers in over 170 countries 
                                            
4 Source: 
http://www.act.org/workkeys/case/index.html; cited 
by Insight to Grow. 

faces a variety of business challenges, 
including global competition, keeping 
up with technological innovation, and 
maintaining workforce demographics. 
In addition, a number of employees 
with technical competencies were 
“burning out” as a result of these 
challenges. To combat this burnout, a 
training and development assessment 
tool for foundational and technical 
competencies was created.  The goal 
of the technical training was increased 
competencies that contributed to 
safety, productivity, and performance 
for the plant’s process operators, and 
the employees who maintain all the 
physical components of the company’s 
plants. 
 
Figure 2 illustrates the competency 
assessment process used to achieve 
the manufacturer’s goals. Competency 

assessment is integrated with training 
and development to effectively 
address two of the assessment areas 
the company targeted, foundational 
KAAS and job-specific KAAS. 
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In the chemical company case study, 
foundational skills for the plant’s process 
operators to maintain a current job and get 
quickly up to speed on a new job, were 
assessed to be observation and reading 
were.  If the operator was found to have the 
foundational skills necessary, he or she 
would move to the next part of the 
assessment: technical skills.  If they did not 
have the foundational skills, the company 
provided additional resources to obtain 
these skills (In the diagram: “Training in 
Foundational Skills”). In this example, the 
company sent operators to various 
community college courses so they could 
obtain the prerequisite skills before 
beginning technical training. 
 
A technical skills-gap assessment 
determines the job-specific competencies 
needed to be successful.  In this case 
study, examples of technical competencies 
assessed were process control and 
emergency action.  This critical assessment 
defines the type of technical training 
needed to move forward. 
 
After the foundational skills are met, and 
the technical skill gaps are identified, 
technical training may be provided. 
 
While a methodical competency 
assessment process, requires an 
investment in planning companies find it 
incredibly effective.  For the chemical 
company in the case study, the value was 
obvious.  The technical training program 
offered increased credibility because it was 
structured to meet the technical gaps 
identified in the assessment.  Also, the 
program remained objective – if 
competencies are clearly identified, 
employees will understand exactly what 
they are being evaluated against.  And 
bottom line impact of the formalized 
competency assessment process led to 

improved performance and success 
for participants. 
 
 
CREATING TEAM 
COMPETENICES 
 
Organizations are interdependent; 
therefore, it is not enough that all 
individuals in an organization are 
trained and accountable for their job 
responsibilities and related 
competencies. Individuals must come 
together to form an organization that is 
accountable as a whole.  Mark Samuel 
of Impaq states that an “accountable” 
organization is “a working environment 
where people can count on each other 
to keep commitments.”  For this 
reason, the next logical step in using 
competencies to manage human 
capital is to put employees on teams. 
 
Samuel says there are four steps to 
implementing team competencies:  
 

 Create a new mindset  
 Change habits  
 Track results  
 Proactively plan for recovery 

 
It is sometimes difficult for individuals 
in an organization to recognize the 
benefits of working on a team.  
Helping others to success is perceived 
as, at the very least, non-beneficial 
and, at the other extreme, threatening 
to one’s own job.  To change the 
mindset of a team so they can 
leverage team competencies, the 
benefits and accountabilities of 
working together must be 
communicated. A practical suggestion 
for organizations to create a team 
mindset is to work through what type 
of team reputation they want to deliver 
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to customers.  If a team is able to sit down 
together and discuss how they want to be 
perceived by customers, then 
competencies to achieve that reputation are 
more easily agreed upon. 
 
Next, teams must grow accustomed to 
standards that are designed to carry the 
organization forward.  It is not enough that 
the bar is set to current standards; an 
effective team must develop and 
demonstrate competencies that pertain to 
future deliverables.  
 
 
 
When team competencies are identified, 
team member habits must change to 
achieve and maintain them.  Figure 3 lists 
some key competencies often valued by a 
team:   

 
 
 
Once team competencies are agreed upon, 
the opportunity to demonstrate those 
competencies must be identified and habits 
developed.  For example, if a team has 
decided that open communication 
(information sharing) is a core competency, 
individual members must re-shape their 
habits to honor this practice. Teams can go 

through any number of communication 
exercises and, though armed with the 
know-how, if their habit is to not 
communicate, the effort fails. In 
addition, habits must change for the 
team as a whole.  Another example 
illustrates this point: A team has 
decided that a competency for the 
group will be to arrive at meetings on 
time.  If an individual shows up on time 
for the first meeting, but the rest of the 
team fails to do so, that one individual 
is much less likely to show up on time 
again.  Habits must change for the 
entire team. 
 
Tracking results keeps a team focused 
on the application of their 
competencies. It provides a look back 
on where they’ve come from, how 
they’re currently doing, and where they 

can improve for the future. 
 
When it comes to measuring the 
success of competencies, it may not 
always be with an objective metrics-
oriented tracking tool.  It may be a 
subjective measure.  Similar to 
musicians who “just know” when they 
are good enough to record a song, a 
team may also know by intangible acts 
that they are achieving their agreed 
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upon competencies, or if they need further 
focus. 
 
The people are selected.  They’re trained.  
They are on strong teams.  They know what 
competencies they are expected to grow 
and maintain.  Yet, there will still be times 
when people fall short.  It is important to 
recognize during these times that failure 
comes not with the fall, but the inability to 
get back up. 
 
In anticipation of these temporary setbacks, 
a useful suggestion is to have alternate 
plans when one doesn’t demonstrate a 
competency that will lead to accountability 
and success.  For example, let’s say that 
the competency is to meet with team 
members directly to resolve conflict.  If an 
individual is having trouble with that and 
begins to speak with an uninvolved third 
party, possible alternatives a manager or 
mentor could recommend are: 
 

- “Would you feel comfortable 
speaking with XYZ directly?” 

- “I know that XYZ is very busy and 
difficult to catch. Have you tried 
setting up a formal meeting?” 

- “I’m sorry to hear that you and XYZ 
are unable to resolve this conflict.  I 
would be happy to get a mediator or 
someone else neutral to facilitate 
your conversation.” 

 
THE BENEFITS OF TEAM 
COMPETENCIES 
 
It is difficult to argue against the idea of 
competency assessment when the result is 
strong, sustained performance. There are 
tangible benefits for teams who 
demonstrate relevant team competencies. 
Interdisciplinary collaboration is becoming 
essential to make the most of human 
capital talent. Project teams are the 

operational mechanism required to 
develop and maintain competencies. 
In one study completed by Impaq, 60 
to 80% of the team’s competencies 
improved when the four steps 
discussed in the previous section were 
implemented. In addition, teams were 
able to operate using the 
competencies for over 5 years, while 
also strengthening team motivation 
and morale.   
 
A few more specific examples on how 
companies from various business 
sectors realized the benefits of 
implementing team competencies are: 
 

- Nuclear Energy Plant 
decreased corrective action to 
employees by 40% in only 6 
months. 

- Bio Tech saw a 20% reduction 
in costs and reduced raw 
material turnover by 10 million 
dollars. 

- A medical center reduced costs 
by 4.3 million dollars in 3 
months. 

- National Credit Reporting Form 
reduced their turnover from 
27% to 7% in 9 months. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
The workforce is changing and 
companies are struggling to identify, 
train, and retain talent.  The use of 
competency assessments can be key 
in doing all three of these things well, if 
integrated consistently throughout the 
talent life cycle.   
 
Understanding the elements of the job 
and identifying the competencies 
needed to be successful attracts the 
right candidates and also aids 
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companies identify successful hires from 
the start.  The ability to identify skill-gap 
areas through competencies enables 
training to be more even more targeted and 
efficient.  Finally, the use of competencies 
on teams leads to bottom-line financial 
results for companies, and increased 
engagement and retention of collaborative 
talent. 
 
From the Human Capital Institute webcast 
Integrating Competency Assessments into 
Human Capital Management, September 
8, 2006 
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