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The History of Competence 
Management 
 
In the current knowledge economy, the 
success of organizations depends 
primarily on the quality of their staff. 
Organizations rely entirely on their 
competent employees as one of the 
most important "business resources". 
The performance of organizations 
depends not only on the competencies 
of the staff, but also on their evaluation 
and development (Chouhan & 
Srivastava, 2014). 
 
Nowadays almost all organizations talk 
about competencies. There has been a 
shift in the strategy of these 
organizations: now they no longer 
believe in only being competitive but 
also in excelling in what they do. That is 
why it is better to build on so-called core 
competencies that will bring them to the 
top. 
 
In 1953, David McClelland, professor of 
psychology at Harvard University and 
founder of McBer and Company (now 
part of the Hay Group), recognized for 
the first time a human trait that he called 

"competence." In 1973 he wrote a 
groundbreaking study "Testing for 
Competence Rather than Intelligence". 
The research found that although 
traditional academic aptitude 
(intelligence) and knowledge content 
were good predictors of academic 
performance, they rarely predicted work 
performance. However, to date, there is 
still no single competence model that 
guarantees that competence A leads to 
better performance in function A. 
 
While the work of McClelland (1973, 
1998) focused on applications in the 
education sector, more and more 
interest was shown from business and 
industry. The use of the term 
competence and its rapid rise in business 
is attributed to Richard Boyatzis (1982) 
and his book "The Competent Manager". 
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What is Competence Management? 
 
The previous chapter described the 
history of competencies and how it 
ended up in business. But what are 
competencies? Competence has its 
origin in the Latin word 'competentia', 
which means - may both judge and has 
the right to speak - (Caupin et al., 2006). 
Researchers into competencies 
immediately notice that there is a lack of 
uniform definitions, compositions and 
methodologies, which naturally leads to 
misunderstandings (Cooper, 2000). In 
this white paper, we take the definition 
of Boyatzis (2007) as a guideline: “a 
competence is an underlying 
characteristic of an individual that is 
causally related to superior performance 
in a job”.  
 
Competence management consists of 
two core elements. Firstly, competence 
management aims to build a bridge 
between the strategic policy and the 
personnel policy of the organization 
(vertical integration). Secondly, 
competence management relates to 
staff development (horizontal 
integration). Recruiting and selecting 
staff, developing staff, the appraisal 

system, conducting performance 
appraisal, career and development 
interviews, the remuneration; the same 
set of competences is used for all these 
matters (De Lange, 2008). This also 
ensures uniformity within the 
organization. 
 

Criticisms on current use of 
Competence Management 

 
Finding a direct link between 
competence and performance. 
With so-called horizontal integration, 
the use of competencies for staff 
development, (too) many companies are 
trying to establish a direct link between 
competences and performance. The 
model below shows that a crucial step is 
then skipped. As shown in Figure 1, there 
are 5 main components that lead to a 
competence: 

“Een competentie is een onderliggend 
kenmerk van een persoon dat causaal 

verband houdt met superieure 
prestaties in een functie” 
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- Knowledge – This refers to the 
information that a person 
possesses (such as the knowledge 
of a human anatomy surgeon); 

- Skills – This refers to a person's 
ability to perform certain tasks 
(such as a surgeon's ability to 
perform surgery); 

- Self Concepts – This refers to the 
attitudes, values and self-image of 
a person (such as the confidence 
of a surgeon to perform a complex 
operation); 

- Traits – This refers to physical 
characteristics and consistent 
responses to situations or 
information (such as the eyesight 
of a surgeon); 

- Motives – This refers to emotions, 
desires, needs or similar impulses 
that trigger action (such as a 
surgeon who takes personal 

responsibility to work well with his 
team). 

 
The crucial step that is often omitted 
here in organizations is critical behavior 
(Figure 1). Because it is difficult to 
establish a direct link between 
competence and performance, this often 
causes confusion for both employees 
and managers. However, translating a 
competence into critical behavior 
appears to lead primarily to a better 
performance.  

Figuur 1: Competentie Concept (Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014). 



 

 

5 
 

Content competencies not the same in 
different functions. 
In most cases, a competency has a 
completely different content for one 
position than for another. The 
"Communication" competence, for 
example, has different content for a 
sales manager than for a production 
employee. For a sales manager, this 
competence is mainly focused on the 
way in which you communicate with 
customers, while for a production 
employee this mainly relates to 
communicating with managers and 
colleagues.  

 
Too subjective evaluation of 
competences. 
If the different content of competencies 
within several functions is not 
mentioned, this will lead to confusion 
during evaluation moments. If an 
employee does not know what is 
expected in his/her position or role 
within this competence, the feedback 
from a manager during an evaluation 
moment becomes very subjective. After 
all, how can you evaluate someone if 
they don't know what is expected? 

The EeZZer-Way 
EeZZer is always looking for the most 
practical way of working and 
communicating within organizations. 
This must be well founded on the basis 
of the latest scientific insights, but must 
also be in line with the concrete daily 
practice within organizations. We are 
happy to take you with us on how we 
facilitate organizations with the above 
challenges. 
 

Critical Behavior 

For the use of competencies in 
horizontal integration (for the benefit of 
staff development), EeZZer translates 
job profiles into critical behaviors. As 
indicated, the "Communication" 
competence has a different content for a 
sales manager than for a production 
employee. The critical behavior for a 
sales manager in this case could include: 
"listens to the customer, summarizes 
what is being said and anticipates 
problems". While "communication" for a 
production employee can mean the 
following: "has an open attitude and 
speaks in understandable terms". 
Through this clarification in behavior 
within different functions, the employee 
knows what is expected of him/her. This 
clarity will then ultimately have a 

Voor het gebruik van competenties in 
de horizontale integratie vertaalt 
EeZZer de functieprofielen naar 

kritische gedragingen. 
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positive influence on performance. So 
EeZZer no longer measures whether 
someone has competencies, but how 
competent they are in certain areas. The 
extent to which someone is competent is 
therefore measured on the basis of 
behavioral criteria. 
 

Content Competences 

By translating the competencies and job 
profiles into critical behaviors, the same 
competence acquires a different 
meaning for different jobs. This ensures 
that an employee knows exactly what is 
expected and can perform the job 
better. 
 

More Objective Evaluation 

The two solutions mentioned above 
ensure that a manager can evaluate the 
actual behavior of an employee during 
an interview. Because the employee 
knows what is expected, and can act 
accordingly, and the behavior could be 
observed during work, such an 
evaluation will always be experienced as 
a lot more objective. More objective 
evaluations, in turn, ensure that the 
employee becomes more involved with 

the organization and has a clear 
development plan in mind. 

Conclusion 
Competence management has been 
around for more than half a century. 
Nevertheless, there is no clear 
competence model that establishes a 
direct link between a competence and 
performance. By using the critical 
behavior that follows from a 
competence, EeZZer ensures a more 
objective evaluation. In addition, this 
clarifies what exactly each competence 
entails for each position. This leads, 
among other things, to a clear and joint 
pattern of expectations and an 
appropriate development plan for both 
the employee and the manager. 
Ultimately, this will only positively 
influence the performance of the 
employee and the organization. 
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More Information 
EeZzer facilitates the development of 
employees and organizations through 
advice, interview training and the 
preparation and implementation of an 
online tool that records the evaluation 
and development of employees and 
aligns them with the organization. For 
more information about EeZZer and 
what we do look at: www.eezzer.com 
 
Follow us on social media too to stay 
informed of all developments. 
 

  


