
In the design phase of a
competency framework
(Designing a competency
framework, Issue 10) we
emphasised the need to involve
people from the line. Why? 
For us it is about ownership.
Whose competency framework 
is it anyway? 

We as a consultancy could come
along and, with some input 
from the HR function and a
couple of line managers, build 
a framework. Or we could sit
down with a small team and 
get them to understand what is
necessary and they could then
design the framework. You could
even read these modules, lock
yourself away with a copious
supply of coffee and in splendid
isolation build a framework –
your framework. You could have
the glow of creativity and
ownership. In these circum-
stances what is clear is that the
people for whom the framework
is intended have not been
involved. They have no

ownership. This is the ideal basis
for rejection.

I was invited to talk to the UK
sales director of a large interna-
tional company about some
work he wanted done. In the
course of the conversation I
recognised that if the company
had a competency framework
we would have the behavioural
basis for the analysis and the
changes required. So I asked if
they had one. Yes, they did.
Could I see it? Um, yes. A dusty
A5 binder with pristine pages
within was produced. ‘So what
have you used it for?’ I asked.
The director looked at me in a
puzzled way. ‘I have no idea,’ he
said. ‘About two or maybe three
years ago HR sent it out with a
load of bumph. Oh yes, they ran
some briefings but it was just
more useless stuff that they kept
dreaming up.’ Whoops, I decided
this was not a fruitful route to
explore at this stage.

It is our view that the users must
be involved at the stages of the
design, interviews and focus
groups, as we described in our
previous module.

But that does not involve many
people. Given that people 
never hear about the things 
you want them to hear about,
the chances are that a large
proportion of people will have
never heard of the competen-
cies, or if they have they do not
know the organisation has
embarked upon producing their
own competency framework. 

So the ideas need to be
socialised some months before
the completing of the design.
How many months? About six
would be ideal but perhaps as
few as three months may be 
OK if the company grapevine is
well developed. 

Design
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● Communication and support.

● Piloting the framework.

● Training.

Key learning points
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Launching and using
competency frameworks

The importance of ownership

User involvement in design

Barry Johnson and
Mandy Geal

The advantage of using an
identified, carefully selected
group of employees and a
particular process is that the
variables can be contained. This
means that feedback can be
specific and that enables
problems to be solved and
successes learned from. What are
the options?

● An occupational group, e.g.
design engineers or customer
support with the purpose of
building functional career
structures.

● A site, e.g. a small site with a
range of functions, perhaps
with the aim of improving the
soft skills and the culture.

● One level or grade, e.g. team
leaders with the aim of
improving individual
performance.

● Vertical team, e.g. people 
with a common outcome
responsibility who cross levels
(bottom to top) and functions
with the purpose of improving
quality (meeting customer
requirements).

● A representative sample, e.g.
perhaps people across divisions,
across functions, who have a
number of years’ service to
look at cross-functional career
progression.

● A people process, e.g. using the
competencies in recruitment
selection.

When considering the launch and
the use of the competency
framework, be clear how the
framework will be published. The
pilot may not be initially
published in its final form. Think
about updating the contents and
cross-referencing these to
associated tools, such as
development actions, selection
guides, recommended training
events and reading lists.

● A ring binder, which gives a
handy easy-to-read and
acceptable format. Difficult to
update and requires extensive
cross-referencing.

● Intranet, which makes it easy
to link to other associated tools
and information. Users need
access to a PC. 

● Competency cards in a CD pack,
with the title and definition on
one side and the behaviours in
levels on the other. The sight of
a supervisor with a member of
their peripatetic repair team
using the cards to identify
development needs in a ‘greasy
spoon café’ was one that made
the hard work that had gone
into the design all worthwhile.

Our experience is that communi-
cation, communication, 
communication is vital to get
people to know that there is a
competency framework out 
there for them to use.

Training, training, training is 
the mechanism to enable people
to have the skills to use the
framework for their benefit 
and through that to benefit 
the company.

If people are to have the skills,
then they need to practise those
skills in the security of a learning
environment. Remember, nobody
ever learned to ride a bicycle just
by being told about it. You need
practice to do it.

A competency framework
gathering dust on a shelf is not
contributing to profits.

Piloting

Where do we start a pilot? 

Training

How will the framework
be made available?

So what are the options and
where might they be used?

● The pilot population has a
goal and an operating
context. 

● The people involved will
need training to fulfil the
required outcome using the
framework and also to
identify and communicate
what went well and what
needs to be improved. 

Key points for a pilot
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‘Socialised’; I wonder what that
means. 

Managers have networks.
Information flows across the
networks. It’s not formal. It’s not
structured. It’s, well, the way people
know what is going on and effective
communicators in organisations use
it to get people to find out about
things well before any formal
launch. This applies to any important
process or event that will be
launched. The positive spin is the
essence of good socialisation. So you
had better pick carefully the likely
supporters and you had better let
them have the positives of what you
are doing and what is in it for them. 

At the same time as the decision to
have a competency framework is
made it is useful to engage the
board. We have had the ‘champion’
say, ‘They won’t be interested in
this.’ Let’s just consider for a
moment. We are going to engage 
a small number of people for a 
considerable time to build the
competency framework. We may
engage a consultancy with the 
professional skills and experience 
to be a major or minor contributor
in getting it right and reduce the
cost and time but all this can be 
seen as an expense. We will engage
staff and managers in interviews 
and focus groups. 

There are three key reasons for
engaging the board members: 

1 Their people will be diverted 
for some period of time. The
company is investing money 
(See Calculating the return on
investment, Issue 5). As people
make profits and the purpose of
a competency framework is to
improve company performance
through people, the board will
want to know about this. 

2 If a board member other than
the HR director is the champion,
this adds credibility and two
people can keep the board up 
to date.

3 Once the board are allies, then
the company processes such as
briefing will at a minimum raise
awareness in the managers.

If you are a unionised organisation,
involve the union representatives
early. The union often asks what is in
it for their members. Work through
your responses carefully beforehand.
Unions have a legitimate role of
protecting and advancing their
members’ interests. So what is in it
for the members?

In the module on design we raised
the question of supporters and
blockers. The supporters will be
engaged in socialising the concepts
and other information. What about
the blockers? 

Some people are blockers just
because they have not been
engaged. That solution is easy.
Identify them and engage them. 

Be aware of the political blockers –
those who hold power and can and
do disrupt. Know their acceptance
buttons and press them early. 

For example:
● money – demonstrate the return

on investment;

● quality – show how competencies
support the customer;

● process or efficiency – show how
the organisation processes are
integrated and supported;

● development – show how the
framework will support individual
development.

The great thing about competency
frameworks is that they underpin all
the above and more. 

● The board is in support. 

● The ideas have been socialised
through the management
structure. 

● Staff awareness is in place.

● The union sees no threat.

● The supporters are supporting. 

● The blockers are not unhappy. 

● The groundwork has been laid.

● The question is where to start the
formal launch. This is determined
partly by the purpose. If it is to
solve a particular problem, then
the launch may be focused on that
practical need. If it is more general
underpinning of the people
processes in the organisation, then
think about the options. 

Some or all of the following may 
be used: 
● Group and team briefings.

● Special leaflet or brochure.

● Item in the staff newspaper.

● Training for managers and 
other users.
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You will probably have done all of
these before. The only cautionary
words are, don’t assume briefings
alone work, don’t believe people
read newsletters, e-mails,
brochures or articles. And only
engage in training people when it
is of direct use to them.
The question is, what will have
real pay-off for what group by
when? To aid you in answering
that question, let’s review the
most common uses. 

Competencies are used by
employees in an organisation to
enable them to understand the
‘on-the-job’ behaviours that
improve their performance and,
therefore, their opportunity for
success in the organisation. 

Competencies help people to 
be more objective about other
people and, therefore, make 
fairer decisions about their own,
or another person’s role,
performance or development. 

Competencies are used to shape
other ‘people’ tools and processes.
See Figure 1.

You may notice that performance
profiles form the core of most
operations related to people. We
have worked with many people to 
help them produce performance-
focused profiles in workshops,
where the understanding and use
of the competencies is quickly
cemented in place.

You may also notice that pay is not
strongly emphasised. We would
recommend using competencies
successfully for at least three years
before getting into competency-
based pay, and then only if you
are sure that it will not disrupt the
other areas that you are using
competencies for. Why? Pay is
powerful and emotive.

Figure 2 demonstrates other areas
where the competency behaviours
are key to providing the clarity
that underpins key decisions about
people and make the business
successful. The areas where we
have found it easiest to launch
competencies are the following:

● Recruitment and promotion
selection – competencies give
clarity about what is required
and what people can do.

● Performance management –
competencies help gather
objective information about an
individual’s skills and potential.

● Development guides for use by
managers and individuals –
competencies help give clarity
and objectivity for feedback and
coaching. 

In all these areas we have found
that linking the competencies to
development actions that the
person can carry out on the job 
is a main motivator for implement-
ing the competencies. Providing
this as a tool for managers and
individuals demonstrates the
organisation’s interest in the 
staff and at the same time gives
people ownership of their own
development of transferable skills. 

Engaging the board

Supporters and blockers

Close to the launch 

Options

Resource and
succession planning

Performance
management

Career
development

Recruitment

Pay

Training and
development

Organisation
development

Competencies

Performance
profiles

Fig. 1: Competencies are used to shape other ‘people’ tools and processes

What are competency
frameworks used for?

Socialisation

360
assessments

Assessment
centres

TNA

Development
guides

Career
structures

Succession
reviews

Coaching
guides

Performance
profiles

Fig. 2: Other tools

Selection
guides
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