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�
Background


The concept of competencies was triggered in the 1980s by identifying the competencies displayed by successful managers, although the first taxonomy on management skills goes back to 1951. Competencies refer to clusters of knowledge, skills and attitudes. An integration of these three elements was found more effective for management development than tackling each element individually as was the case until the 1970s. The advantage of the competency-based approach is that it is generic and universal, and has a wider application than a skills-based approach for example. The competencies were translated by work behaviours into outcomes and results. The competency model has been devised as a description of the connection between strategy and action, and has strong links with aspects of human resource management such as staffing, selection, rewards and training. Competencies can be divided into three categories: functional, irrespective of grade; core, for all staff; and managerial.


The competency-based approach offered new hope to human resources development since it placed a different focus on the work of managers and on what competencies make them effective and efficient. In fact, many private companies have clearly identified the competencies they expected from their managers. In 1992, the World Bank introduced a competency-based performance appraisal system for managers. 


Implementation Status in United Nations Organizations


In 1994, the ACC (Administrative Committee on Co-ordination) of the United Nations organizations recommended that management competencies should be introduced into the common system as part of an integrated human resources strategy and encouraged each organization to develop competencies matching their needs. At present, the United Nations Organizations are at different stages of introducing competency-based approaches.


According to a survey carried out during the Learning Chiefs Forum at the United Nations Staff College Project (April 1998), competencies are being used or planned to be used primarily in the areas of performance appraisal (12 out of 16 organizations) and management development (10 out of 16 organizations). The high introduction rate in the performance appraisal area may be explained by the fact that competencies can be identified through observable behavior, and can thereby contribute to the construction of a performance management system with some degree of objectivity. They have also been introduced in the fields of recruitment and career development to a more limited extent.


The United Nations Organization at New York and UNICEF have introduced competency-based systems primarily in performance management (performance plan, development and appraisal), career development, management development, curriculum planning, recruitment and reassignment. The WHO system covers, in addition to the above, merit awards, job classification and organization design. The UNDP is in a unique position in that competencies are used for management development, recruitment, promotions, separation, merit awards, job classification and 360° competency profiling. The performance management side of the UNDP will be touched upon later.


Case 1 - UNDP


The UNDP reported that it focused on management competencies of resident representatives, but measurement of behaviour had proven difficult when there was no way of measuring the results of the work. The competency approach was considered of little value if the outcomes were not measurable. However, it was useful in defining the role of managers, building teams and mapping cultural differences. The UNDP seemed to be trying to measure the unmeasurable as it was not possible to improve the competency indicators to show what resident representatives should do, and whether the goals had been achieved. The approach appears to have been abandoned now.


Case 2 - UNICEF


The supply division of UNICEF, located in Copenhagen, has undergone management transformation processes. The division is responsible for all field supplies for the world’s children and has grown quickly over the last five years. A strategic plan was developed to apply management excellence to the operation which focuses on partnership with UNICEF’s programme as a world-class organization with the goal of delighting the customer; as an accountable decentralized structure; and as a worldwide knowledge network.


The review produced work flow diagrams and defined the functions, responsibilities and authority of a new supply information services centre. At the same time, competency profiles of staff at different levels were prepared in terms of computer skills, UNICEF policies and procedures, purchasing and supply principles and practices, personal skills and specialized skills. An organizational structure was also developed for country/field, regional and worldwide levels.


The human resource strategy to support this process involved the redefinition of responsibilities, dissociating people from posts and grade from the number of subordinates, and the rotation and career development of staff worldwide. Worldwide data hubs were planned with the use of a UNICEF Intranet. The tenets of the supply Centre’s culture were to strive for the rights of the child, delight the customers, work in teams, communicate with clarity and transparency, and strive for world-class excellence. A training plan to achieve the key competencies needed was developed, together with an overall work plan. One aspect of transparency was to ask individual staff members to indicate where they felt they fit within the new structure and job descriptions, and in the light of their interests and concerns. That made it possible to find the right place for each person.


Case 3 - ITU


The competency-based MDP-2000 will lead to curriculum planning of different training and development activities. It is also planned to introduce competencies in performance appraisal. The 120 competencies divided into 21 clusters are not used for evaluating performance per se, but are intended to give another dimension to performance appraisal and planning based on objectives through the application of results management. The competencies on the appraisal form are used to identify strengths and areas for improvement of each staff member. It is intended to be used for training and possibly for career development in the future.


The draft appraisal forms is still under review by the Joint Advisory Committee. However, there still appears to be room for improvement in the design to make it simpler and more user-friendly. If the form is not “intuitively acceptable by users”, one of the critical success factors of performance appraisal, there is little chance of success in this first step of performance management and in the initial phase of this competency-based approach.


The ITU has not implemented competency-based approaches in other human resources areas such as recruitment, career development, promotion, merit awards, job classification or organizational design.


�Experience From Implementing Competencies


During the Forum for Learning Chiefs of United Nations mentioned earlier, the group exchanged experience on planning and implementing competency-based approa-ches.


The learning chiefs agreed that the purpose of an effective competency management model is to enhance performance at the individual and the organizational level.


The group also agreed on the following key considerations to be taken into account when introducing a competency based model. The model:


must come from the organization’s goals;


is a human resources tool and therefore must be integrated into a human resources model;


should be linked to organizational development, performance appraisal and productivity improvement;


is a tool in the repertoire, the competency-based approach has limitations;


is a means to an end, not an end in itself;


allows the shift to quality/accountability;


place the emphasis on


objectivity,


demonstrable/observable activities;


develops a common vocabulary across the organization, this facilitates a more inclusive discussion of performance; and


links must be made between


the organizational goals,


work programmes or programme objectives, and


individual performance.


From collective experience, the following are critical factors impacting the successful implementation:


all stakeholders must “buy in” and strategies are needed to obtain and monitor the “buy in”;


convey that is a continuous process, not the one and only opportunity for input; open the process and explain to all staff that there will be opportunities for future input;


develop transparent milestones - spell out process (see above);


develop an early prototype - as soon as possible provide concrete drafts/model with the express purpose of obtaining feedback;


keep it simple and short;


allow system to evolve - do not try to do too much at once;


develop a positive, inclusive approach; ensure it is not punitive, emphasise “how can we help you do what you do better”; and


manage expectation - do not over promise.


Conclusion


While it is of interest to analyse the concept and implementation status of competencies, it must be kept in mind that it is only a means to an end. Developing competencies within the ITU does not make the ITU managers more efficient. The tool is powerful, if it is used in a way which satisfies critical success factors. Most importantly, it is crucial to know what we want to achieve through this competencies-based approach.
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