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Building Knowledge by Competency Management

by Gerald A. Yearsley
Introduction

Today when we ask a colleague to perform a task that is different from usual, we may get the response “not my job lah!”    We are in fact very conscious of our job title and the description that accompanies it.    Process improvements are changing jobs faster than job descriptions can be updated.

The problem with all of this job titling and describing, is that it does not really tell us what we need to know to do a particular job.    The job description properly tells us about what to do to occupy this particular position, but rarely tells us what we need to know to do it.   For example, it may say that we need to make presentations to customers, but not at what level of skill we would need.

In this short article, I will suggest a way to overcome this dilemma, while making the task of acquiring new skills both realistic and important to the individual.   I will also describe a new tool that makes all of this possible.

What is Competence Management

Competence management is the act of managing both the skills and the level of skills in each and every employee.    Job descriptions may remain, but what we need to know in our jobs are described as a set of competencies, and sub-competencies.

What is not measured will not be improved, so when we introduce competency management, we will need to also introduce a mechanism for measuring where each employee competence level is today, and where we believe he/she needs to be at some later stage.

We can relate competence to the level of knowledge in a business.   This is an indirect measure, but it will show if we are either increasing our overall knowledge, or it is decreasing.   For example, when we educate our staff, we increase the overall level of knowledge available to us in our business, but when we lose a valuable employee, our store of knowledge may well decrease.

Competence management will for the first time make all managers aware of these valuable knowledge resources, and give them a way to account for it.  HR managers will be able to measure the effects of education and cycles of learning that they provide for employees, and also to be able to see where and how the business competencies are distributed.  For example, if a new and urgent project were to be started, the HR manager would have a mechanism to select the very best staff, based not on seniority, but on actual competencies.

What are the requirements?

Knowing what I know is the key to learning what I don’t know

Clearly our first step in competence management is to establish a set of competencies and sub-competencies for each major task in the company.    This is not an easy task, but once done can easily be upgraded as we refine out competency lists with experience.   It is wise to seek professional help in this step, since this is the foundation on which you will build.

The second step will be to assess the level of competencies held by each employee in the key positions.   This is best done by agreement with the immediate supervisor, and a competence comparison and a competence level assessment performed.  In this important step, some required competencies may in fact be missing.

The third step is to agree on what level of competence each task really needs so that it is performed well.

The fourth step is to document the gaps in competence levels, and to identify any missing competencies, as well as to document any competencies already available, but not needed for this particular task.   By this time we have our mechanism to measure (indirectly) the level of knowledge in the business by summing the scores on the competencies as they have been assessed today.

What about Me?

Nothing could be worse that leaving out our most important asset, and so we need a mechanism for closely involving our employees in their own development of competencies.   That means a mechanism is needed to make personal competencies visible to the employee, so that he/she may take responsibility for their development.

By making competency management everyone’s job, employees will quickly understand what new knowledge they are expected to gain and then use in their jobs.  It will form a living document to their success in the business, with the ability to bid for new education in support of the ‘gap’ that has been identified.

In process terms, we have succeeded in changing business training and education from a ‘push’ system to a ‘pull’ system.   Since education is now placed in the hands of the employee, training needs analysis (TNA), long the favorite of HR staff, may soon become a thing of the past.

Tools

None of this will work without adopting tools to capture competencies and make measurements.   They can be as simple as forms circulated to employees to fill in, or as convenient as a living document accessible to every employee through the company IT system.  The second suggestion is preferred.  Each employee will have his/her own ‘document’, that will contain not only their list of competencies, but also the list of competencies expected by the job itself.    

In this document, he/she records all training courses taken, on-the-job and external education, and will be able to work with an assigned Coach on difficult education challenges.

Fortunately these tools now exist, and HR functions will need to comprehend them in their plans.

Guidelines for Success

What I have described above may seem logical and easy to implement.   Logical maybe, but the implementation requires a change of mindset away from our familiar Job Descriptions and into Competence Management.    Wise companies will want to pilot this new scheme in order to obtain some early cycles of learning, and so the implementation may at first be restricted to one department or small division.

Professional help will be needed to settle down the competency lists, and the employees will need to be taught how to use the new system.    Managers, whose staff are using the competency based system will need to understand that they are now being measured on the increase or decrease in competency (knowledge) in their departments, and this will be new to most. 

Summary

Competency based employee management is a new field for HR.    It is the most significant opportunity yet for HR to become not only fully involved with Knowledge Management, but will place them at the front of the pack of knowledge creators .

Their new ability to manage knowledge through competencies will be one of the most important functions for the knowledge economy.

There is no time to lose.
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