
  
 
 

 
Competency Models 

 
Organizations make a number of complex and high-impact decisions about 
individuals and their futures.  They have to astutely decide who to hire, who 
to place in what job, who to promote, and where to invest training dollars. 
They must also make sure that individual behaviors are aligned with the 
company’s strategic objectives, and that, put more directly, decisions about 
people translate into improved organizational performance.  Our view at 
Hamilton-Chase Consulting is that having a competency model is the best way 
to make these high-frequency decisions measurably more reliable and valid.  
 
A competency model defines the underlying sets of skills, knowledge, personal 
characteristics and abilities needed to perform in a role and help achieve the 
organization’s goals.  From this perspective, many would argue that developing 
a sound competency model becomes a mission-critical endeavor for virtually 
any organization that wants to protect and extend its competitive advantage.   
  
 

Major benefits of a competency model: 
 
A competency model builds a strategic HR foundation for subsequent staffing, 
development, succession planning, and performance management. 
 
§ For recruiting and hiring purposes it establishes a model of high 

performance by identifying Critical Success Factors (i.e. behaviors, abilities, 
and attitudes) that differentiate high performers from ordinary ones.  For 
example, in professional and corporate jobs, what differentiates exemplary 
performers from ordinary ones typically includes motivation, interpersonal 
finesse, and resilience. 

 
§ For current employees, gaps between current and future competence can 

be identified and developmental resources can be targeted more 
accurately. 
   

§ If the proper tool is selected, 360° surveys, selection assessments, and 
performance evaluations can be tied directly to a competency model.   
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Steps for Developing a Competency Model: 
 
§ Review key strategic documents regarding company’s vision, mission, core 

values and culture 
§ Analyze components of key jobs/roles 
§ Assess future needs for changing skill sets 
§ Select Critical Competencies to be included in model 
§ Determine best method to measure the competencies 
§ Validate the model by comparing average vs. superior performers in terms 

of their measured competencies 
§ Refine model by tracking resulting performance of average vs. superior 

performers   
 
 
 

Theoretical Framework for a Competency Model: 
 

A solid competency model should be based on a theoretical framework that 
explains how natural abilities, innate personality, and learned skills fit together.  
At Hamilton-Chase Consulting we like the framework developed by the 
psychologists at Bigby, Havis & Associates, Inc. (now ASSESS Systems), 
presented in the chart below.    
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Theoretical Framework for a Competency Model 

A solid competency model should be based on a theoretical framework that explains 
how innate and learned factors fit together.  The research-based framework from the 
ASSESS system is presented below.  It suggests that the ability to display competence 
in a given area is the result of many factors working together. These factors include 
innate characteristics (natural ability, personality) and learned characteristics 
(knowledge, experience and skills). People who have the right competencies or who 
have a good potential for developing these competencies will be able to do the right 
things (behaviors) to produce the desired results (effective outcomes). 
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The model suggests that the ability to display effective competence in an area 
depends on many factors working together. These factors include innate 
characteristics (natural ability, personality) as well as learned characteristics 
(knowledge, experience and skills). 

Measuring the learned factors is relatively easy and straightforward.  There are 
many tools and methods at your disposal, including  
 
§ evaluation of past critical experiences 
§ specific skill assessments 
§ targeted, structured interviews 
§ 360 degree feedback 
 
 
 
Measuring the Innate Factors: 
 
A competency model isn’t very useful if there’s no way to reliably measure the 
innate factors that contribute to particular competencies. There are many tests 
that measure personality but they differ greatly in terms of how thorough, 
sophisticated, and useful they are.  We’re favorably impressed by the ASSESS 
System; it’s based on assessments of over 35,000 professionals and it has been 
refined over the past 25 years.  At Hamilton-Chase Consulting we’ve found it 
to be a very effective measure of the innate factors that influence the display 
of competencies.   
 
 
Personality-Competency Mapping: 
 
Of the many psychological tools that can measure innate personality, few can 
go the next step and map the link between personality and competency.  The 
personality-competency link is critical because without it, you’ll be measuring 
innate characteristics but you won’t be able to draw meaningful conclusions 
about real-life behavior.  The ASSESS System particularly strong in this regard.  
Its developers have established a comprehensive array of links between 
specific personality characteristics measured by the ASSESS System and 
particular competencies.    
 
If you are trying to determine how an individual’s innate personality impacts 
their competencies, then you wouldn’t get very far using a simple test that 
classifies people into “types” (e.g. introvert vs. extrovert).   Think about it: 
 
 



 
 

§ A personality characteristic can be an asset in relation to one competency, 
and a liability in relation to a different competency.   The personality trait of 
Self-reliance can be a good thing when it comes to delivering results, but it 
can hamper the ability to demonstrate a competency like teamwork and 
collaboration. 
 

§ More is not always better.  For some personality characteristics there might 
be a curvilinear relationship between that characteristic and how it 
contributes to a particular competency.  For example, neither a very high 
level of assertiveness nor a very low level would enhance interpersonal 
communication. 

 
The ASSESS System identifies “desirable” and “undesirable” ranges for each 
characteristic in relation to a particular competency.    
 
 
 
 
Ease of Construction and Deployment: 
 
Many organizations need to build and apply more than one competency 
model.  For example, certain competencies might pertain to everyone in a 
company, while individual divisions or jobs might have their own particular set 
of success factors.   
 
An ideal system would allow multiple models to be built from a selection of 
competencies, and yet would only require one instrument that could be used 
for assessment across the different models.  In that regard, a particularly useful 
feature of the ASSESS System is its Strategic Success Model (SSM) library of 
dozens of competencies from which models may be built. 
 
 
 
 
Standard Competency Models Available: 
 
In some situations, it may be impractical or unnecessary to craft a customized 
competency model.  The ASSESS System offers standard competency models 
derived from extensive field-testing of groups including Executives, Managers, 
Supervisors, Sales Managers, and Professionals/Individual Contributors.  
 
 
 



 
 
ASSESS Selection Report: 
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Below is an excerpt from an ASSESS Selection Report, used in hiring situations. 
The ASSESS System can also produce reports tailored for Individual Development. 
The latter are particularly helpful for promotion and succession planning purposes. 

Gard Executive Consulting would be pleased to help your organization develop its 
competency model and apply the ASSESS system for your selection and promotion 
decisions. We look forward to your inquiry.



 
 
 
ASSESS 360° Survey: 
 
Another nice feature of the ASSESS System is that online 360° surveys can be 
crafted to solicit feedback about the exact same competencies appearing in 
your company’s competency model.   
 
Tying 360° survey questions directly to your company’s competency model 
will result in more meaningful, relevant feedback for the candidate (see 
example on the following page).  Those rating the candidate, too, will be more 
inclined to spend time responding to the survey if they perceive that it is 
targeting pertinent aspects of the candidate’s behavior.  Here is an excerpt 
from the ASSESS 360 report: 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
COMPETENCY RESULTS

Suzanne Example
4/15/2004

See Appendix for actual scores and template ranges
 
  

Relative Competency Rank

12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Low....... .......High  

 Strongly Disagree = 1   ...   Strongly Agree = 5

Resilience 

Effectively dealing with work related problems, pressure, and 
stress in a professional and positive manner.  

People who exhibit resilience maintain a positive attitude even 
when faced with frustration, pressure or change. They recover 
quickly when faced with obstacles or setbacks.  

 

Competency Score

Group 1 2   3    4 5 Score

All 2.94

Self 3.75

Boss 3

Peer 2.12

DirRpt 2.19

Other 3.62

Behavior Strengths and Weaknesses
+ = above norm (or 3.75 and up)  -  = below norm (or 2.25 and down) Self Boss Peer DirRpt Other

1. Is consistently positive in his/her attitudes about work  + - -  

2. Consistently behaves in a professional manner, regardless of 
circumstances +  - -  

3. Maintains a positive attitude despite stress and frustration + - - - +

4. Recovers quickly from disappointment, customer rejection, unfulfilled 
expectations and other setbacks     +

8 of 41



 
 
 
Maximize the meaning of 360 feedback: 
 
A method to make the 360° feedback process even more meaningful is to 
administer the ASSESS personality instrument at the same time as the 360.  
Doing so allows you to construct a 2 x 2 matrix that presents 360 feedback 
within the context of the candidate’s personality – permitting a much deeper 
level of analysis.   
 
 

 
     360 Feedback: 

 
       Observed Strengths 
 
    In Depth Problem Solving 
          Delivering Results 

 
 
 
 

     Areas for Improvement 
 

    Teamwork & Collaboration 
    Planning and Organization 
 
 
 
 

                                           Personality Test Results: 
 

           Less Well Suited                      Well Suited  
 

                    Delivering Results           In Depth Problem Solving 
                                            Teamwork & Collaboration     Planning & Organization 

 
 
In this abbreviated example, the competencies viewed as Observed Strengths and 
Areas for Improvement (from the 360) appear on the vertical axis.  On the horizontal 
axis, the personality test results indicate whether or not the candidate is well suited 
to display those competencies.  We can then say to the candidate, “Let’s consider 
the competency of Delivering Results.   The personality test suggests that this isn’t 
your strong suit, and yet the 360 feedback indicates that your colleagues see this is as 
one of your strengths.  It’s probably not easy for you but clearly you’re performing 
well in this regard; what can we make of that, and how do we harness your success 
here in other areas?”  And so on . . . 
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Conclusion: 
 
A competency model establishes a definition of high performance by 
identifying the critical success factors (i.e. behaviors, abilities, and attitudes) 
that differentiate high performers from ordinary ones.   A competency model 
also helps a company specify the competencies (as professionals and more 
simply, as people) that set them apart from the competition.   
 
The benefit of establishing and validating a competency model is that a 
company no longer has to make an educated guess about selecting, 
evaluating, developing, and promoting key people.   
 
It’s a roadmap for answering questions such as: 
§ Who should be hired?     
§ How should they be developed?    
§ Who is best suited to move up in the organization?    
§ By what criteria do we measure their performance? 
 
 
 
 

To learn more about competency models and how your firm can select 
and develop top talent, please call Dr. Larry Gard at (312) 787-9620 or 
send an email to drlgard@hamiltonchaseconsulting.com.  Your inquiry is 
most welcome. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


