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Competency-based staffing  

It’s startling to learn how health and human service providers fill critical jobs including caseworkers who 

investigate child abuse, counselors working with juvenile delinquents, nurses who manage large patient 

loads, physicians guiding clinics and others who can literally change people’s lives. All too often, hiring 

and promotion decisions rely on resumes, multiple-choice tests, perfunctory reference checks, and 

interviews guided more by intuition than by accurate measures of capacity for this work.   

There’s a better way – behavior-based screening that probes for what it really takes to do the job, 

including emotional intelligence, perceptiveness, influence, counseling and other critical abilities and 

personal characteristics – what organizational experts call competencies.  

Research shows that the more complex the job and the higher the stakes – which defines most health 

and human service work – the more critical it is to ground hiring, promotion and staff development in 

job-specific competencies. We’ve helped child welfare and other providers improve front-line practice 

and reduce attrition by shifting to competency-based screening and development.   

The case for competencies 

Competencies are most often defined as a cluster of knowledge, 

skills, abilities and personal characteristics (KSAPs – see the text box) 

that determine effective performance or discern top performers 

from less effective people.  There are typically two major types of 

competencies:  

 Functional competencies for performing work within a 
particular function (e.g., service delivery, marketing, 
manufacturing), and  

 Leadership competencies for performing all types of work at 

all levels of the organization.   

Competencies matter greatly. Research conducted by Hay Group and 

others across a variety of jobs and industries shows that shifting 

employee performance one standard deviation through selection, 

feedback and development activity results in up to a 120 percent 

improvement in bottom-line results. The more complex the job and 

the higher the stakes, the more critical it is to identify, screen for and 

develop individual competencies.  

What are KSAPs? 

K=Knowledge:  something you learn, typically 

through education or through a combination of 

education and experience (principles of finance, 

history, employment law, etc.) 

S=Skills:  something you typically develop 

through practice—more pragmatic (computer 

proficiency, accounting skill, typing, etc.) 

 

A=Abilities: something you possess innately or 

which comes very easily; a physical, mental, or 

emotional power to accomplish something 

(ability to handle conflict well, ability to “spot a 

deal”, ability to defuse a situation., etc.) 

 

P=Personal Characteristics:  something that 

describes your character without specific regard 

to ability or knowledge (friendly, methodical, 

tenacious, etc.) 
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Competency models are incredibly useful tools for an organization. They can form the foundation for a 

range of activities including job definition, selection of new employees, promotional decisions, 

performance management, employee development, and reward and recognition.   

Competency modeling  

Surprisingly, competency models can be created and applied readily. The modeling process is grounded 

in an organization’s business model. It brings business leaders, program managers, human resources 

and training staff together to share crucial information about the jobs being modeled and to build 

support and commitment from the start.  

Central to the modeling is a “competency café” session with people who have been identified by leaders 

as exemplary performers in the job that is being modeled. This meeting lasts approximately four to five 

hours and is designed to identify the unique competencies of a position. 

Interviews and document reviews precede the café. Analysis follows the session, to draft the 

competency model and review it with the staff involved and with agency leaders. The analytical team 

compares the draft model with its database of models derived from similar organizations and adjusts as 

necessary. This comparison increases the validity of the model because there are strong similarities 

across organizations in the level of competencies required to succeed.  

Applying the model 

Organizations apply competency models in several ways including recruiting employees, making 

decisions about new hires and promotions, designing performance management processes, and 

developing staff.  

As one example of this work, New York City applied the technique to its child welfare program, building 

a model for the staff that investigates reports of child abuse and neglect. The agency was confronted 

with high turnover and complaints about the performance of replacement staff.  

The first step in the project was to build a competency model for what is a uniquely difficult job. With a 

model in hand, the child welfare program applied it in several ways:  

 Development of a marketing program – including subway ads, web video content and printed 

posters – that portrays the job as complex, difficult and rewarding.  

 Construction of a web-based self-screening questionnaire that people interested in the work use 

to gauge their interest and qualifications for the job (as part of an overall move to web-based 

recruiting).  

 Full redesign of the hiring process around competency-based screening, applying behavioral 

interviewing practices for new hire decisions, drawing from a database of questions related to 

each individual competency being tested.  
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These changes more than doubled the number of applicants for the work, attracted people far more 

suited for the difficult child welfare job, reduced attrition, and increased morale throughout the agency. 

In another example, a juvenile justice program created a model for its juvenile counselors who work 

around-the-clock with residents in detention. The resulting model includes the following competencies:  

1. Commitment to making a difference,  
2. Emotional self-awareness and emotional management, 
3. Perceptiveness, 
4. Consistency and structure, 
5. Impact and influence, 
6. Teamwork and cooperation, 
7. Counseling, and  
8. Conflict management.  

Each of these competencies is defined in the model. Three stages of development are presented for 

each competency covering “basics”, “strong performer” and “role model for others”. Each competency 

also includes a list of “signs of poor performance” that indicate unwanted behaviors among the juvenile 

counselors.  

Using “perceptiveness” as an example, the model defines this competency as the “ability to accurately 

observe and understand a situation or person; to gain strong insight into another person’s motives, 

thinking, and feelings, without a lot of obvious data to work with.” The model describes the levels of 

performance for this competency, as well as signs of poor performance.  

The agency chose to apply the model initially to select new juvenile counselors for the program, so the 

competency product includes a behavioral interview process and the training of staff to conduct the 

interviews. The interviews last up to an hour apiece and they elicit responses from applicants grounded 

in real-life experience, responses that are difficult to finesse. The new interview replaces one that took 

approximately 10 minutes to complete and that did not screen for what the job truly requires.   

 

Sources: “Talent Track” by Michael McElhenie; “Juvenile Counselor Competency Model”, 

IMPLEXpartners (Barrett Brown).  
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