Interview of Dr Dave Bigby by Chinese Fortune 500 Magazine  
1. Introduce the history of competency model in USA.

While the roots for competency modeling date as far back as the early 1900’s, it was the work of David McClelland in the 1970’s that really popularized competencies.  At the time, McClelland was working with a government agency on a project to design a selection process for military officers.  McClelland argued against following conventional practice, that of selecting candidates primarily on the basis of intelligence, and instead suggested that they identify those attitudes and behaviors that distinguished outstanding officers from those that were less successful and evaluate candidates based on these factors.  

He and his team did extensive interviews with outstanding and less successful performers asking them to provide examples (behavioral incidents) that lead to good and poor outcomes.  He found characteristics such as Social Sensitivity and Political Judgment to be key differentiators. McClelland then validated these results by developing personality measures of these competencies and evaluating them against job performance.  Individuals who had these desired attributes, as measured by the personality survey, were found to be better performers.  McClelland later published his results supporting his belief that selection for many jobs should be based on competencies.  

There have been various improvements to and variants of the approach and methodology over the past thirty years, but competency modeling has become widely accepted as a best practice when designing both selection and development processes.  Competency models, when derived from the business strategy and well constructed, allow the organization to define behaviors and personal attributes that are necessary for superior performance in job roles. These models then become the “target” against which new job candidates are evaluated and current employees are developed. 


2. How many organizations are using competency models around the world, and what's the situation after the usage？
The exact number is unknown, but competency models are widely used and accepted in most large organizations and are gaining in popularity in smaller businesses.  The reason is that competency models offer strong advantages.   Competency models help organizations clearly communicate goals and expectations as well as desired behaviors and personal attributes.  Without this type of clear model of what is desired, HR processes are often poorly coordinated, support sometimes widely different perceptions of goodness, and may or may not be well aligned with the business strategy.  In contrast, a well-defined competency model can provide a unifying framework and language for all HR initiatives.   The organization can select, develop and reward people based on the same set of clearly defined and communicated expectations.  

3. What's your perspective about competency model's future in China? 

As in other countries, we expect that the use of competency models will increase rapidly and gain broad popularity in China.  Among leading companies, there is already great interest in competency modeling.  Many of the large multi-national and joint ventures have already or are in the process now of adopting the competency model concept. Because of the relatively recent modernization and explosive growth of business, Chinese companies have the advantage of using the research and experience of other companies to quickly apply or tailor best-practice solutions.  At the same time, Chinese companies can play a role in further refining competency model methods and adapting them to the Chinese business culture.  


4. Compare the competency model in different countries.

A properly developed competency model should focus individuals on the desired behaviors for success in their role, within their specific organization, based on the strategic goals of the company.  Ultimately the differences you see among competency models should be the result of differences among roles or the differences among companies.   

However, to your point, expectations will vary somewhat with differences in cultures. Certainly, we would expect competency models to vary to some degree between, for example, a manufacturing company in Germany and a similar organization in China, because some of the circumstances in which these companies operate will be different.  However, to the degree that the company strategies are the same and the outcome performance expectations placed on people are the same, we would expect the models to be similar. Multinational companies are the best example of this. They frequently will establish general, worldwide competency models that are modified slightly or embellished in each country to reflect country/cultural differences. 


5. How does the competency model influence HR industry? 

Put simply, competency models translate business strategy into HR process.  They help align HR with the broader business strategy.  Thus, competency models should guide everything we do in the HR industry – recruitment, selection, development, performance management, etc.  

Competency models allow the Human Resources industry to focus their efforts on effective job outcomes that directly support the strategic goals and objectives of the organization. The strategic plan should be translated into behavioral objectives that will guide the activities of the people in the organization. This shifts the focus of Human Resource processes from rules to results and “raises the bar” on employee performance by integrating selection, performance management, training, compensation, and promotion.

In recent years, many companies have used the concepts of competencies and competency models to define the broad behavioral capabilities necessary to achieve these behavioral objectives. Others have used concepts such as success factors or human capital strategies to describe critical abilities and attributes desired in employees to give the organization a workforce that will be able to achieve strategic goals.

These concepts and others focus Human Resource processes on the most important capabilities and provide a global framework for defining desired behaviors and the knowledge, skills, personal characteristics and other attributes necessary for achieving these behavioral goals. 


6.Give some cases on what benefits competency models can bring to organizations.

Competency models have multiple advantages. They clarify work expectations for the individual and create a shared understanding of expectations among individuals by using a common language across jobs and the organization. In this way, they clearly communicate consistent standards and expectations. In turn, Human Resource systems can be linked to this language to facilitate selection and guide development. 

Good selection decisions can be made when each part of the selection process is designed to evaluate one or more of the competencies needed for the job. For example, defined competencies help recruiters to target recruitment messages and activities to attract candidates that are likely to be well suited for the role.  The organization can then identify, develop and utilize assessments and interviews that are job appropriate.  Together these components help to ensure informed hiring decisions and a higher probability of selecting the best person for the role. 

For individuals hired or currently employed, gaps between current and future competence can be identified through performance management and development activities.  The organization can also target developmental resources for the highest gains. 

7.The biggest obstacle we're encountering in the popularization of competency model, presently.

The biggest obstacle that we’ve encountered in the popularization of competency models is efficiency, both in the development and in the implementation of the model.  

Oftentimes companies avoid undertaking competency modeling because they perceive the effort required to be too great:  “It will take too many people, too much time and too much money to develop.”   

Some modeling processes do require extensive resources. However, there are different approaches to building competency models and some are more efficient than others. Historically competency modeling has been approached from the “bottom up.”  Using this approach, many job incumbents (often hundreds) and their managers are extensively interviewed to collect critical incidents that epitomize outstanding behavior and competence.  Interview results are then analyzed for themes and competency models are built from these themes. 

An alternative approach (the one we recommend for most situations) is a “top down” approach.  Much research has been conducted and many competency models have been created for many different roles in the past thirty years. We now know most of the possible competencies that could be used in most good competency models. We have collected these competencies and important representative behaviors into a library of potential competencies. Using the top-down strategy, job content experts (usually managers of those in the target job, top performers and some human resource representatives) can be guided through an evaluation of company strategy and it’s implications for job competence to select competencies from the library, modify them as necessary and build their company-specific model.  We call this process Strategic Success Modeling.  In ideal circumstances, a good competency model can be fully developed in a few days, in most circumstances, in a week. 

The “top down” approach removes the primary obstacle.  In fact, the process is so efficient that many of our clients have shifted their stance on competency models.  Whereas they would historically attempt to develop one general, one-size-fits-all model (because of the expense of building a model), now they are much more prone to tailor models to individual roles (because the effort and expense are so much smaller than in the past).

The second major obstacle occurs at implementation.  Competence in an area is the result of many factors working together, which include innate capabilities (natural ability, personality) and learned capabilities (knowledge, experience and skills).  Understanding whether an individual has the right makeup of innate and learned capabilities to effectively develop and display a competency requires measurement of these underlying capabilities.  To our knowledge there is no single instrument that can answer whether the individual possess the needed innate and learn capabilities and consistently displays the desired behaviors.

Instead, selection and development processes must integrate data from several sources.  Finding a way to efficiently link selection tools (e.g., assessments and interviews) or development tools (assessment, 360 feedback, developmental resources, etc.) to competency models is a challenge that organizations face.  Well-developed models often are unused because the organization was not able to easily incorporate the model into their HR processes.  

In the latest version of our ASSESS Expert System we have tried to remove the implementation obstacle by directly connecting our competency library to our selection and development assessment tools. Once a competency model is build using our modeling process, our assessment tools (personality, ability, 360) are immediately available for use and the reports produced by these tools speak directly to the company-specific model.  This integration, in combination with convenient training workshops and consulting support, permits our clients to quickly and effectively move from competency modeling to implementation in a few weeks rather than months.  
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