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Summary


Unprecedented change in Human Resources (HR) delivery has occurred within the last five to ten years and it has profoundly impacted Army HR professionals.  The future is difficult to predict, however, there are indications that HR professionals will need to be equipped with a specific set of competencies--skills and abilities--to carry out their future work responsibilities.  This paper will examine current literature regarding the subject of HR competencies and will offer suggestions to enhance Army HR professional skills and abilities.


During the past six years, over 17% of the Federal HR professionals retired or left the field to pursue other employment opportunities.  Over one-third of the current Federal HR professionals will be eligible to retire in the next five years (Voinovich, 2000).  Within the Department of Army, the number of HR professionals decreased from 6,434 to 3,341 during the past ten years.  In the next seven years, approximately 60% of the current Army HR full-time employees will be eligible to retire (U.S. Army briefing charts, October 2000).  It is obvious these departures and retirements have, and will, greatly impact the function and delivery of HR services in the coming decade.   


Other impacts on the Army HR community are the general turmoil of Federal down-sizings; Base Realignment and Closure reviews; and A-76 (contracting out) studies at many Army installations and activities.  These events contributed to the Army’s decision to regionalize their HR into a centralized structure of nine processing centers and numerous installation level advisory components.  Prior to regionalization of civilian HR services in the Army, each installation included its own full service Civilian Personnel Office.  All civilian personnel services were administered at the local level by the civilian personnel staff.  The advent of regionalization moved staffing (recruitment and hiring), classification (wage and salary administration) and personnel action processing to the regional centers.  The formal local Civilian Personnel Office transitioned into Civilian Personnel Advisory Centers (CPACs).  Both groups continue to struggle as they move into their new role as cross-functional generalists.  


Externally, many supervisors, managers, and employees complain of reduced services and decreased expert level HR advice and assistance.  While the remaining professionals are working diligently to improve the quality of service, there is still much to be done to improve the competencies of the Army’s civilian HR professionals.  The transition continues. 

COMPETENCY DEFINED


A number of books, articles and papers have been written about HR “competencies” and “human capital” in recent years.  Trying to define these terms, especially competencies, is often illusive--even within academia.  First, we will examine the concept of competencies as defined by present day researchers.  Then, we will identify the competencies that they believe are important for today’s human resource needs.  

Dr. Andrew Klein describes “competencies” as those behaviors exhibited more consistently by excellent performers than average performers.  Klein defines competencies as a collection of observable behaviors that require no one to infer what they are, assume that they exist, or leave them open to interpretation.  Each behavior is grouped with a set of common behaviors and is referred to as a “competency”.  For example, a competency of “customer responsiveness” becomes a group of behaviors that, when performed together, demonstrate excellent performance.  Behaviors supporting customer service include: resolving customer questions in a timely manner; listening skills; problem analysis; and choosing the best solution.  Klein believes that these competencies accurately and consistently distinguish excellent from average performers.  These behaviors establish the standard measure to create a more effective work force.  These collections of behaviors become the foundation for recruitment, selection, pay, performance management, promotions and development (Klein, 1996).


In contrast, Dr. Richard Boyatzis, defines a competency as an underlying personal characteristic which leads to, or causes, superior or effective performance.  He believes that most people confuse competency with behavior.  His assessment is that there is more to a competency than mere behavior.  Noticeably clear is Dr. Boyatzis’ primary focus on the character, or intent, of the person rather than the job task.  His stated premise is that competency development is driven from within individuals--”it’s in the heart”.  In order for competency development to be effectively accomplished, it must be respectful of the individual and begin with the individual.  Many companies and organizations try to impose competencies externally through organizational initiatives and special programs.  The end result is usually resistance.  Dr. Boyatzis’ believes human organisms do not simply act.  Rather, human characteristics, or intentions, emanate from within each individual.  It is this determination made by the individual that causes superior or effective performance (Boyatzis, 1996).  


As former president of the consulting firm, McBeer and Company, Dr. Boyatzis worked with his colleagues to research human resource competencies in both the public and the private sector.  Their work is collected in two books:  Competence at Work:  Models for Superior Performance, L.M. Spencer, Jr. and S. M. Spencer (1993); and Boyatzis’ book, Innovation in Professional Education (1995).  These empirical studies found that certain human resource competencies set apart superior performance from average performance.  


Two other research teams define competencies from a “value added” standpoint.  Dave Ulrich, a researcher, professor, and consultant for the past twenty years, defines “competency” as the required knowledge, skills and abilities possessed by an individual to achieve their full potential.  The application of this potential results in value added to the overall organization (Ulrich, 1998).  James Kochanski and Donald Ruse, human resources competencies consultants, define competencies as the enduring factors (abilities) around which HR professionals add value to the organization (Kochanski & Ruse, 1995).  Dr. Arthur Yeung, Ms. Patricia Woolcock, and Dr. John Sullivan, management consultants and awarding winning researchers, describe competencies as skills, attributes, knowledge, abilities, and capabilities which must be possessed by HR professionals to be highly effective in the transformations of future HR functions (Yeung, Woolcock & Sullivan, 1996).

COMPETENCY RESEARCH


Dr. Boyatzis’ has researched 800 separate job competency models for managers and professionals over the past 27 years.  His studies indicate that an individual’s competencies can change over time.  This is an important fact to note.  In the case of competencies, the generally accepted adage, “an old dog can’t learn new tricks” is simply not true.  Whether changes do occur is another matter.  Individual competencies change based upon the individual’s age, maturity, career level, and career aspirations.  Dr. Boyatzis groups competencies into three clusters.  These clusters, when added to one more ability, identify superior performers.  The first three are (1) Goal and Action Management Abilities; (2) Interpersonal/People Management Abilities; and (3) Analytical Reasoning or Cognitive Abilities.  When these three are combined with (4) Genuineness, superior performance results.  Characteristics of each competency follow:

Goal and Action Management Abilities

Efficiency Orientation
Attention to Details

Planning


Self-Control

Initiative and Efficacy
Flexibility

Interpersonal/People Management Skills
Empathy

Self-confidence

Persuasiveness
Group Management or Team Leadership

Networking

Developing Others

Negotiating

Oral Communication

Analytical Reasoning or Cognitive Abilities

Systems Thinking

Social Objectivity

Pattern Recognition

Written Communication

Genuineness

Open to oneself and others


Most HR professionals must successfully interact with people.  The last competency, genuineness, is likely the most important. It is also the most difficult to measure due to its qualitative nature. 


Dr. Boyatzis’ research has shown these four major competency groups have remained consistent through the years among outstanding HR performers.  While HR policies and tools have changed through the years, the HR professional still needs to plan, demonstrate initiative, network with others, display self-confidence, show a sense of efficacy, give constructive feedback, recognize patterns in random data, tie together multiple complex systems of causality, and use systems thinking.  Some competencies are considered more important today than thirty to fifty years ago due in large part by changed management methods utilized in the workplace.  For example, HR professionals are now called upon to provide advice regarding group management and team leadership as an outgrowth of organizational effectiveness and total quality management practices.  These changes in emphasis are also driven by our more pluralistic society that purports group involvement.  HR professionals must demonstrate flexibility as they respond to rapidly changing human and organizational needs.


In Dr. Ulrich’s article, “A New Mandate for Human Resources”, he summarizes his years of scholarly study with the assessment that changes in competencies must occur immediately in order for HR to survive as a viable organization.  One of his main points is that the past and lingering competencies for HR professionals as rule-enforcing policy police must be set aside.  In a second article, “The Future Calls for Change”, 

Dr. Ulrich re-emphasizes the need for Human Resource professionals to acquire new competencies for the future (Ulrich, 1998). 


The researchers, James Kochanski and Donald Ruse, define  “competencies” as the key to enduring individual and organizational highly effective performance.  HR competencies, identified by Kochanski and Ruse are organized into three main categories: 

Customer Engagement
Business orientation

Customer partnering

Sensing

Influence

Participation in key decision forums

Invention and Discovery

Environmental scanning mechanisms

Product creation ability

Product testing ability

Creative depth and breadth

External network

Technical ability in HR specialties

Methods to encourage synergy

Making and Delivering

Efficient service processes

Customer friendly systems

Customer responsiveness

Training design and delivery

Mass data capture ability

Employee communications

Personal accessibility

Vendor management

These competencies are described as strengths because these are the abilities and skills that individuals and the organization currently possess.  Kochanski and Ruse contend that identifying current competencies is necessary to navigate to the future competencies (Kochanski & Ruse, 1996).  


Dr. Yeung, et al, researched HR competencies based strictly upon in-depth interviews with senior HR executives from ten nationally known companies--from Apple Computers to International Paper and Transamerica Corporation.  The following core competencies for highly effective HR professionals were gleaned from their research: 

Business Knowledge

Capacity to understand competitive issues impacting the business

Customer Orientation
Ability to view issues form the customer’s perspective

Effective Communication
Ability to provide both verbal and written communication clearly,

consistently, and persuasively

Credibility and Integrity

To walk what you talk

Act with integrity in all business transactions

Honor personal commitments

Systems Perspective
Ability to view problems and issues in the context of the “big picture”

Understand the interrelationships among subcomponents

Negotiation and Conflict Resolution Skills
Capacity to reach agreements and consensus in spite of different

goals and priorities

This study differentiated these core competencies from desirable HR competencies and highlighted common important competencies across a broad spectrum of businesses (Yeung, 1996).  


Dr. Yeung, et al, stated that only 10-35% of all HR professionals possess the necessary core competencies for the future.  [Dr. Boyatzis would argue that the figure is closer to 3% -10%.]  The figure, no matter who is correct, illustrates the dearth in future essential HR competencies.  Dr. Yeung, et al, suggest there are common core competencies, necessary today and in the future, regardless of the type of business evaluated by his research team.  The core competencies they cite (listed above) correlate with the findings of Dr. Boyatzis as well as Kochanski and Ruse.  While each research team used different terminology, there is general agreement among them (and today’s HR practitioners) regarding requisite future HR skills and abilities.  Dr. Yeung’s team found that in addition to the core or generic competencies, there is also a need to consider additional competencies for HR professionals located at headquarters, regional service centers, and activity levels. 


At the headquarters level, Dr. Yeung, et al, suggest the following competencies are necessary:

Leadership Skills
Empower and task others

Coach and develop subordinates

Treat individuals with respect

Demonstrate self-confidence

Take risks

Develop and articulate vision

Lead change

Sell ideas

Change Advocacy

Identify environmental changes that impact business

Translate environmental changes to organizational changes


HR professionals at regional centers need abilities to deliver HR services consistently, responsively and cost effectively.  In addition to the core competencies, these critical competencies are necessary:

Ability to Design and Deliver HR Services Effectively

Ability to Apply Information Technology

Knowledge of Best HR Practices

Capability to Measure Effectiveness of HR Practices


At the activity level, HR professionals need to supplement the core competencies with these critical competencies:

Influencing Skills

Help others to accept proposed viewpoints

Consulting Skills

Diagnose/solve problems

Change Facilitation and Implementation Skills

Conceive, design and implement programs despite resistance

Collaboration and Team Building Skills

Motivate team members toward common goals

THE SOLUTION TO ARMY'S HR FUTURE


Many authors and researchers suggest that there is a need for HR professionals to review their individual competencies and to embrace new competencies in order to meet expanding future organizational needs.  In my research, I found two authors who best outlined their strategies for competency development--Dr. Yeung, et al, and 

Dr. Boyatzis.


Dr. Yeung, et al, suggest a formal series of steps to follow to properly enhance and foster these skills and abilities.  First, use Planning and Assessment to determine current individual competencies.  The process begins by developing a competency audit to identify competency gaps and prioritize development efforts.  An action plan must be created to outline implementation steps and methods to competency development.  One typical approach is to use a 360-degree feedback assessment based upon peer and supervisor input.  The feedback is documented and serves to prioritize development needs.  


Second, use Communication to voice clearly and consistently the demands and expectations of stakeholders, both internal and external to the organization.  Once the critical capabilities and the competency gaps have been identified, the demands and expectations can be reviewed and considered in the process.  It is important that resources be made available for these competency development programs.  Additionally, consequences need to be established and made known to individuals not meeting expectations/goals.  


Third, use Performance Management (appraisals and individual development plans) to identify and provide vehicles to achieve required skills and abilities.  Performance reviews bridge competency gaps by holding individuals and supervisors accountable to their development goals.  HR professionals must see the link between the new competencies and the development of their personal career and rewards.  The performance review incorporates the competencies into professional development opportunities.  When competency development is supported by performance reviews, HR professionals will readily see the importance in competency development on a personal and relevant level.


Fourth, use Training resources to identify new skills and abilities, and to stimulate and lead change.  Training can be accomplished through a number of sources, from university training to other formal classroom settings.  Training that can meld knowledge of HR business and finance will ensure success for future competency challenges.


Fifth, use Development to encourage on-the-job work experiences and provide opportunities to develop new capabilities and stretch HR professionals.  Seventy percent of business learning comes from on-the-job development while thirty percent occurs through formal training.  Strategies that incorporate systematic job assignments, peer learning networks, and, coaching and mentoring will greatly enhance competency development (Yeung, 1996).


Dr. Boyatzis also offers some practical suggestions for HR competency development.  He states that in order for competency development to be effective, it must be respectful of the individual and start with the individual him/herself.  The HR professional must initially go through an assessment process accomplished in a manner showing sincere interest in his/her development.  If this occurs, Dr. Boyatzis believes that people begin to explore avenues of self-development.  In his studies, the power of self-development is dynamic, motivating people to see the importance of developing and enhancing their own competencies.  Opportunities for formal education can provide a foundation for team building, systems thinking, reflective thinking and conceptualization skills.  Situations should be offered to practice competencies and to refine them.  One way to do this is to move HR professionals within HR functions as well as into other corporate functions.  The exposure to other functional areas will broaden their organizational perspective as a whole.  Dr. Boyatzis states that unless a HR professional goes through the complexity of scheduling, staffing, resourcing and logistics, it is difficult to understand human resource planning and the complexity of staffing patterns (Boyatzis, 1996).


Both Dr. Yeung, et al, and Dr. Boyatzis recommend core or essential competencies for meeting future HR demands.  A review of their lists causes the reader to observe that most of the future HR competencies are qualitative, not quantitative, in nature.  Human Resource management of the past and present are governed by quality of services and the number of products produced or days to process actions.  As 

Dr. Boyatzis and others suggest, the HR of the future will be based upon “value added”.  The “value” may well be centered upon the characteristics of Dr. Boyatzis’ competency clusters of Goal and Action Management Abilities; Interpersonal/People Management Skills; Analytical Reasoning or Cognitive Abilities; and Genuineness.  


It is interesting to note that Dr. Boyatzis chose genuineness as the key competency.  It is difficult to measure, especially in our growing global society.  As HR professionals transact more and more information by electronic means, the personal face-to-face interaction will diminish and efforts to measure genuineness will become more difficult.  Measuring genuineness may be the satisfied customer who receives an immediate friendly, factual response or who receives a message indicating when a response will be given.  Whatever the method, the HR professional must be able to possess genuineness and express it in a manner that reflects positively upon the individual and their HR organization.


Dr. Ulrich suggests that the only competitive weapon left for business is the organization and its employees.  The traditional forms of competition--cost, technology, distribution, manufacturing, and product features can be duplicated by many in business.  However, organizational capability--speed, responsiveness, agility, learning capacity, and employee competence will carry the day.  Successful organizations will need to turn strategy into action; manage processes effectively and efficiently; maximize employee contributions and commitments; and create an environment of seamless change (Ulrich, 1998).


Dr. Yeung, et al, closed their research with the following statement:  “Given the dramatic changes many corporations and HR functions are facing, it is clear that the ‘good old days’ of HR functions are gone" (Yeung, 1996).  Possessing good social interaction skills alone is no longer sufficient for handling increasingly complex and challenging HR roles and responsibilities.  Nor will HR functions that focus on routine operational HR activities be useful in the decades ahead.  They simply will not survive for long.  They will either be outsourced, automated, or eliminated altogether.  For HR professionals, complaining about the changes or missing the old ways of doing things will not help.”  Change must be embraced to make the transformation successful.


RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ARMY HR


The review of the cited literature on the topic of Human Resource competencies indicates that Department of Army HR administrators must continue to embrace a vision for enhancing HR competencies.  Future challenges of continued staff reductions, growth in technology and increased globalization will further sap current expertise, generate new knowledge, and diminish the customer-anticipated face-to-face interaction.  These changes will further widen the gap between current and future competencies.  If the gap associated with these competencies is not bridged soon, there are serious implications in store for the future of Army HR professionals.


The models of Dr. Yeung, et al and Dr. Boyatzis clearly demonstrate a need for Army HR administrators to reconsider past practices to shape the future.  By revising past and current HR competencies, steps can be taken to emphasize those requisite competencies which will make Army HR professionals highly skilled and visibly able to meet the Army’s future organizational challenges.  Dr. Boyatzis research findings indicate that most HR competencies are not really new from the standpoint of recent creation or discovery.  Rather, the research shows that there have been specific competencies that have been consistently evidenced among high performance HR professionals over the past 50 years.  These requisite competencies are listed by 

Dr. Boyatzis as management oriented abilities (Yeung’s core competency of business knowledge); interpersonal and relationship skills (Yeung’s core competencies of customer orientation, effective communication and negotiating/conflict resolution skills); analytical and reasoning abilities (Yeung’s core competencies of systems perspective and effective communication), and genuineness (Yeung’s core competency of credibility/integrity).  The parenthetical comparisons of Dr. Yeung’s observations to 

Dr. Boyatzis’ reinforce the idea that HR competencies are primarily qualitative in nature and are difficult to measure.  One good example is the competency of genuineness.  This competency dimension is generated “in the heart” and outward displays are not always accurately observable, let alone measurable.


What is known is that these competencies have existed for many years; but they  have not been formally documented or implemented in HR organizations.  The research is clear that the time has come for Army HR administrators to develop methods to encourage expansion of current HR competencies.


One recommendation to begin this needed change process is to assess the present state of HR competencies at each organizational level.  Current competencies can be examined individually by a carefully constructed survey questionnaire accompanied by a 360-degree feedback assessment tool based upon peer and supervisory input.  The feedback from the survey and the 360-degree feedback assessment will provide a good picture of the overall needs of the individuals and the organization at large.  As a part of the assessment process, it is important to consider customer demands, employee expectations and anticipated product outcomes.  These considerations will shape the future needs and corresponding competencies.  Once the assessment is completed, the focus will turn to developing an implementation plan outlining the “who, what, when, where and how” considerations.


Competency development is a slow process, so, the transition must begin soon.  According to October 2000 Army briefing charts, Army HR professionals are typically older than other career field employees (47.4 years versus 46.6 year) and have significantly more years of federal service (21.6 years versus 17.2 years).  While this workforce may appear to be more experienced, it is also typically more resistant to change.  Consequently, positive methods must be found to energize an interest in acquiring future-based requisite competencies.


The performance management system is the link between future competencies and an individual HR professional’s development of new skills, abilities, and capabilities.  The annual performance plan should be the primary tool to identify the objectives through which the desired competencies will be obtained, tracked, measured, and rewarded.  An individual’s training and development plan should be incorporated into the performance plan document.  This will be a visible record of an individual’s goals and will support the financial resources associated with the competency-based training and development.  More proactive training and development must be pursued to treat competency development as an investment for the future.  Formal training related to human resource and other administrative subjects can be obtained through colleges and universities as well as other formal classroom training settings.


Developmental experiences can be acquired through on-the-job assignments.  Dr. Yeung found that 70% of business-related learning is derived from on-the-job development.  Army HR administrators need to explore options for greater use of on-the-job assignments.  These experiences can be gained through “stretch assignments” such as special project assignments; structured job exchanges within HR and external to the HR function; coaching and mentoring arrangements as well as peer networking situations.  These experiences will cause individuals to gain broader business knowledge, develop better customer perspectives, and expand organizational vision.


Other options for enhancing competencies are to examine opportunities to rejuvenate our DA intern program to attract and retain newly degreed candidates in the fields of HR, behavioral science, management science, public administration, and communications and English.  With the potential exodus of 39% of the Army HR workforce over the next several years (U.S. Army briefing chart, October 2000), younger employees must be brought into the ranks to bridge the loss of organizational knowledge and competencies.  Ways need to be found to pay competitive entry salaries as well as to fund college tuition in exchange for a committed period of government service.


Since the decline in the number of HR professionals is projected to be at 2,557 by FY2005 (U.S. Army briefing chart, October 2000), consideration should be given to “exchange programs” at the professional level (journeyman) as there will be limitations on the acquisition of new employees.  These exchange programs could occur within the HR function itself.  A reasonable number of employees would be allowed temporary assignments at the installation level, the regional center level, and the headquarters level.  Exchange programs can be established to assign HR professionals into other functional areas.  The experience of “walking a mile in another’s shoes” will not only expand an HR professional’s organizational perspective, but it will also cause new ideas to flow in developing better HR practices and tools.  The development of additional competencies will enhance the overall competencies of the HR professional organization, and, in turn, will cause positive changes in HR customer service practices.  Exchange programs may be established within Department of Defense and other federal agencies as well as 6 month or 1 year assignments within private industry.  These practical, on-the-job exchanges will bridge the gap in competencies of the present HR workforce.  Yeung, et al, summarizes his study by saying that identifying requisite competencies is critical, but developing them is even more important.  His advice is to avoid paralysis by analysis--resist the temptation to over analyze--just get started (Yeung, 1996)!

The researchers all agree that HR competencies must be current and relevant to future organizational needs.  Specific competencies must be emphasized and developed within the context of HR professionals functioning as strategic business partners.  They must become experts in the way work is organized and executed; present employee issues to management; represent management to employees, and shape the work processes for tomorrow's successful organizational culture.  
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