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Competency frameworks:
an introduction
Barry Johnson and Mandy Geal
Key learning points
● What a competency
framework is.
● What a competency is.
● The options in structuring a
framework.
● Appealing to different levels
of detail.
● One size does NOT fit all.

Belief and behaviour
We believe that people make
profit. People will make profits
only if they have the skills,
knowledge and attitudes
necessary to meet their job
accountabilities. Training, on the
job and off the job, is the
mechanism by which they gain
the required skills, knowledge
and attitudes. We also believe
that people are responsible for
their own development – that is
realising their potential. For both
training and development the
core is the change in a person’s
behaviour. And when it comes to
change in the organisation there
is no change without a change in
people’s behaviour. Knowing is
never enough. People must be
able to do.
Our belief therefore is that
behaviour is the key.
Competencies are a means of
codifying behaviours to enable
learning and to form the
foundation of all people
processes.
This is the first in a series of
three modules covering various
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aspects of competency
frameworks.

Clusters

The observable or noticeable way
in which a person responds or acts
in a given set of circumstances in
the work environment.

Whatever the words …
A competency is a cluster of
observable behaviours in skilled
performance that meets a defined
requirement.

The foundation block is the
specific, observable behaviour …

A cluster contains similar competencies. They may be
given headings like Personal effectiveness or Thinking
style and problem solving. There are no standard
ways in which to cluster our competencies. What
matters is what is logical from the competencies in

Having said that, we can gather
the behaviours in any way that is
sensible.

A definition

Of course, not everybody uses
the same words. ‘Framework’ is
sometimes called ‘dictionary’.
Some people do not like the
word ‘competencies’ and use an
alternative such as ‘performance
dimensions’. Where normally
‘behaviours’ is used, some
companies prefer a word such as
‘indicators’.

the framework. Equally, having clustered the competencies, we find that some competencies are linked in
some way across the clusters. Sometimes we annotate
those links.
We also believe there is no common cluster of competencies that crosses all roles in an organisation. We
have found competencies that are common within
functions and to some extent commonalities at
particular organisational levels. It is not uncommon
for someone in an organisation to request this allembracing common set of competencies that apply to
all people. A maximum of three competencies at level
1 or level 2 is possible. We shall continue to search for
a set of competencies that apply to everybody but,
like the Holy Grail, so far it has eluded us and
currently our belief is that it will continue to do so.

Summary

2 In the second module we look
at the skills and considerations
of the design of a competency
framework.

A competency framework is a
structure of competencies that
are characterised by observable
behaviours and designed to
meet the needs and culture of the
organisation.

At the last count we made, using the literature we
had available and considering only ‘general’ or nonfunctionally specific titles, there were 41 different
elements of behaviours, of which there was a total of
148. Elements are groups of behaviours with a
common theme, for example building rapport. We
automatically excluded those competency sets that
chose to have general descriptions and not titles as
they tended to have too many overlaps to be
considered discrete competencies.
Is this meaningful? Most frameworks operate
effectively with a minimum of about 12 and a
maximum of 22 competencies. Does this mean some
operational areas are not covered? Yes. Does this
matter? In our experience – no, providing the
framework meets the requirement of the purpose
and the population.

1 In this module we cover
the foundations, the bits
that make up a framework.
We have focused on the
LEARNINGpartners’ approach
because that is what we have
experience of.

3 In the third module we
consider the introduction
and implementation of a
competency framework
and how it is used.

How many competencies in a framework?

Competency
Level 1

Is having a definition useful?
We have found it so. It avoids
the muddle that some people
get into when they don’t have
behaviours defined as the
base unit and end up mixing
in accountabilities, authority,
responsibilities and even
objectives. These answer the
question what, whereas the
behaviour answers the question
how.

What’s in a name?
The name ‘competency’ has
given rise to some problems.
There is a world of difference in
being competent – that is
capable, knowledgeable,
experienced, skilled – and a
competency. A competency is a
written ‘thing’. Competency is a
‘state’. Hence the confusion – the
same word has two different
meanings.

A competency framework consists of a number of
discrete competencies designed to meet the needs
and culture of the organisation. The competencies
may be organised into clusters. Each competency has
a title and definition and sets of behaviours in levels
that increase in complexity, difficulty or scope.
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Competency frameworks: an introduction

Why have a competency framework?
A competency framework is the material
used by managers to fashion the people
tools of the business.

In some respects it is like the
manipulation of iron and steel by a
blacksmith to make tools such as
tongs, cold chisels and shears. Given
the basic tools like the forge,
hammer and anvil, the blacksmith
uses ferrous materials to make more
complex tools and other objects.
Just as skill is needed to manipulate
iron and steel, competencies require
skill – to construct people
management and development
tools. This can’t be emphasised
enough. No matter how simple a
material is, it requires skill to
manipulate it.
In the world of people in organisations the competency framework
now holds an elevated position. It
follows that simply making the
framework available to people will
not enable effective use. Training is
required – training in how to
manipulate the framework and
training in how to use the tools
made from the framework.

What does the competency
framework look like?
Competency frameworks seem to
have certain elements. Interestingly,
seven years or so ago, when we had
been evolving frameworks for some
years, we settled on a structure. We
had found out what worked for
managers. If it does not work for the
manager, then it will not work in the
organisation. That means it must be
clear and people must be trained.
Now most of the professional
consultancies – big names and small
– are working to similar structures.
There are differences, and we notice
that some have their own quirks.
Here are some examples:
●

Those that evolved from a
psychometric base tend to be
more complicated.

●

Those (mainly from the USA) that
started from an academic base
tend to be more theoretical.

●

●

Simplifying the framework will not
necessarily make it easier to use; it
may make it harder, if – as we
propose – the framework requires
properties to make it widely
applicable. Simplifying the
framework is akin to making the
material weaker or less malleable. It
follows that greater complexity may
make it applicable to a wider range
of uses or fit it for a specific use. You
need to strike a balance between the
properties that you require for the
purpose and the complexity of the
material in the framework.
A competency framework is the
foundation material for a wide range of
human resource management and
development processes and tools. It must
be designed to meet the purposes for
which it is intended and training to use
it effectively must be provided.
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Those that follow the original
concept of McClelland (1976) are
about identifying superior
performers.
Those that follow the UK
government concepts (Training
Commission through to NVQ)
are looking at the minimum
requirement in an occupation
(in the main these competencies
are non-transferable across
functions although the GNVQs
are transferable).

It is still true that some companies
and some consultancies use a
generalised set of statements. These
frameworks can work on a very
narrow basis. Usually their intent is
to put in a common foundation of
behaviours that apply to all
managers or all employees. Our
experience is that they are not the
material to build a comprehensive
set of people tools and processes
from. We have had more clients who
have this form of framework and
want to change it than we have had
clients starting from scratch.

How is a competency made up?
When considering our own or others’
behaviour, we see, hear and feel at
different levels. Some people have a
very detailed approach and consider
specifics; others take a broad view
and generalise. The framework is
constructed so that every individual
can use it at the level of detail with
which they are comfortable. It is also
true that for some purposes a
detailed description is more useful
and for other purposes a general
description is more useful.

Title
Each competency has a title – for
example ‘Influencing others’. Titles
give focus and clearly separate one
competency from another. This is
important. Sometimes we find a
framework that has only a
description as the heading. This
means that every description must be
read to find the competency being
sought.
Equally we have found undefined
headings have led potential users to
have to read the behaviours to find
out what is meant. An example is
‘Initiative’: is this planning or
resourcefulness or advantage or
project?

Definition
We therefore define the title. We
have established some rules
regarding definitions.
The definition is a summary, a
‘what’. It will therefore consist of
only the essentials and will avoid
the ‘how’ which is the content of
more detailed levels and
behaviours. This makes the
definition ‘stark’. To some extent
this brings with it its own problems
in that a clash may occur with the
English used in an organisation.
Needless to say, the nature of the
population will influence the
language.

Levels
Levels break down the definition
of the competency into more
detail. We have opted to have four
levels. We have worked with a
company that preferred three. We
found the seven levels of one of
our competitors (a psychometrictest supplier) to be theoretically
sound, but impractical to use.
For the level descriptors we tend
to use both positives and
negatives, although we sometimes
use only the positive descriptor.

The levels gradually increase in
complexity, difficulty and scope.
When designing we use the level
descriptors to ensure the ‘build’.
Ideally any level above the first
requires competence in the
behaviours at the lower level.
These we call scale descriptors.
One build that is never used is
that of organisational hierarchy.
The reasoning is, a more senior
position using the same
competency may not require it
to the same degree. The higher
hierarchical level in a modern
organisation with flatter
structures normally has a different
role, not just a bigger version
of the lower role. However,
hierarchy will arise as an issue
in bureaucratic or traditional
organisations. Managing this
can be quite difficult.

Behaviours
The terminology for this varies. We
tend to use target behaviours
because they are something for
people to aim at. However, we
have used other terms. Behaviours
for us are the observable or
noticeable way in which a person
responds or acts in a given set of
circumstances (see Figure 1).

A title and definition
Teamwork – The desire and ability to work co-operatively with others
and facilitate progress to achieve common goals.
A description of four levels which gradually increase in scope and/or
complexity
Level 1
✓ Co-operates and builds relationships in the immediate team.
✗ Is uncooperative with others in the team.

Target behaviours, which can be observed
Teamwork level 1
✓ Works and co-operates willingly with others, offering support.
✓ Shares ideas and encourages others to do the same.
✓ Adapts own views and ideas for the good of the team.
✓ Delivers on promises to others.
✓ Accepts responsibility for own mistakes.
✓ Asks for help when appropriate.
Levels 2–4
These build on level 1. People who are excellent at the competency and
can be regarded as role models achieve the highest level.
Fig.1: Example of a competency
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