
Tobias Ley 

Organizational
Competency Management -
A Competence Performance
Approach

Methods, Empirical Findings &  
Practical Implications 

Dissertation

in fulfillment of the requirements of the 
Doctorate Degree in the Natural 

Sciences (Dr. rer. nat.) in Psychology

Faculty of Natural Sciences
University of Graz, Austria

First reader 
o. Univ. Prof. Dr. Dietrich Albert 
Institute for Psychology, University of Graz 

Second reader 
Univ. Prof. Dr. Klaus Tochtermann 
Institute for Knowledge Management,  
Graz University of Technology  

March 2006 



Grazer Schriftenreihe Knowledge Management
ISSN 1860-2169

Wissen ist die Resource des 21. Jahrhunderts. Die Grazer Schriftenreihe Knowledge
Management publiziert Dissertationen die sich dem Umgang mit dieser Resource widmen.

Die Grazer Schriftenreihe Knowledge Management wird herausgegeben vom

Wissensmanagement Forum Graz
http://www.wm-forum.org

Das Wissensmanagement Forum Graz macht sich seit 1998 zur Aufgabe, das Thema
Wissensmanagement gemeinsam mit Partnern aus der Wirtschaft in Form einer
interdisziplinären Erfahrungsaustauschgruppe zu bearbeiten und voranzutreiben.

Das Wissensmanagement Forum Graz ist ein gemeinnütziger Verein von Dissertanten und
Promovierten. Der Verein veranstaltet regelmäßig Dissertanten-Workshops und
Erfahrungsaustauschveranstaltungen mit der Wirtschaft, ist Herausgeber der erfolgreichen
Schriftenreihe „Praxishandbuch Wissensmanagement“ und Initiator des Online-Magazins
„Wissensmanagement Impulse“ (http://www.wm-impulse.net).

Eine Liste aller in der Grazer Schriftenreihe Knowledge Management erschienen
Publikationen ist auf der Webseite des Wissensmanagement Forums Graz unter
http://www.wm-forum.org zu finden.

Kontakt:
Markus Strohmaier, mstrohm@wm-forum.org

Tobias Ley, tley@wm-forum.org

Graz Series on Knowledge Management
ISSN 1860-2169

Knowledge is the resource of the 21st century. Within the Graz Series on Knowledge
Management, dissertations are published that are dedicated to the management of this
resource.

The Graz Series on Knowledge Management is published by the

Knowledge Management Forum Graz
http://www.wm-forum.org

Since 1998, the Knowledge Management Forum Graz develops the discipline knowledge
management in a collaborative and interdisciplinary effort with industrial partners.

The Knowledge Management Forum Graz is a non-profit organization of people who
currently pursue or already have finished a dissertation in the field. The forum hosts regular
dissertation circles for students as well as experience transfer workshops with industry. It
publishes the successful booklet series “Praxishandbuch Wissensmanagement” and is initiator
of the German online magazine “Wissensmanagement Impulse” (http://www.wm-
impulse.net).

A list of all books published in the Graz Series on Knowledge Management can be obtained
from the website of the Knowledge Management Forum Graz at http://www.wm-forum.org.

Contact:
Markus Strohmaier, mstrohm@wm-forum.org

Tobias Ley, tley@wm-forum.org



Shaker  Verlag
Aachen  2006

Grazer Schriftenreihe Knowledge Management

Band 4

Tobias Ley

Organizational Competency Management –
A Competence Performance Approach

Methods, Empirical Findings and Practical Implications



Bibliographic information published by Die Deutsche Bibliothek
Die Deutsche Bibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche
Nationalbibliografie; detailed bibliographic data is available in the internet at
http://dnb.ddb.de.

Zugl.: Graz, Univ., Diss., 2005

Copyright  Shaker  Verlag  2006
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission
of the publishers.

Printed in Germany.

ISBN-10: 3-8322-5051-4
ISBN-13: 978-3-8322-5051-5
ISSN 1860-2169

Shaker  Verlag  GmbH  •  P.O. BOX 101818  •  D-52018  Aachen
Phone:  0049/2407/9596-0   •   Telefax:  0049/2407/9596-9
Internet: www.shaker.de   •   eMail: info@shaker.de



iii

Summary

This work is concerned with a new approach in organizational Competency Man-
agement. The goal is to develop a method that is practically feasible for organiza-
tional settings, is firmly based in psychological conceptions of human competence 
and performance in the workplace, and employs a degree of mathematical formal-
ization that improves possibilities for establishing the validity of the implementa-
tion.

Competency Management is defined to encompass all instruments and methods 
used in an organization to systematically assess current and future competencies 
required for the work to be performed, and to assess available competencies of the 
workforce. Competencies are defined as the cognitive (e.g. knowledge and skills), 
affective (e.g. attitudes and values), behavioral and motivational (e.g. motives) 
characteristics or dispositions of a person which enable him or her to perform well 
in a specific situation. A process model is introduced which encompasses five 
steps that usually guide implementation of a Competency Management initiative. 
In the first step, setting and purpose of the initiative are analyzed (analyzing set-
ting and purpose). The second step encompasses the definition of a model for the 
specific organization detailing out which competencies should be measured (de-
fining competencies). In the third step, available competencies of the workforce 
are assessed (assessing competencies). The fourth step brings about an evaluation 
of the models and the assessment (evaluating models), and finally the last step 
puts the models to use (using models). The steps are used as a frame of reference 
for reviewing existing approaches and methods. 

A review of current approaches in organizational Competency Management in 
Human Resource Management (HRM) and Knowledge Management (KM) fields 
leads me to conclude that instruments that are integrated in existing work proc-
esses by supporting work integrated competency modeling and assessment, and at 
the same time employ rigorous empirical evaluation methods, are rare. Current 
instruments usually neglect the close interplay of human competencies and situ-
ational requirements.  
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Several research issues are identified, including the challenge to integrate psycho-
logical models into the methods employed, establishing criteria that measure the 
quality of the implementation, introducing flexible models that can be easily 
maintained and bridging the gap between HRM and KM practices in Competency 
Management.  

With the Competence Performance approach (Korossy, 1997, 1999), a psycho-
logical framework is introduced that is based on a formalization of human compe-
tencies and performance within a set theoretical and order theoretical context. The 
fundamental idea of the approach is to establish prerequisite relations on the set of 
competencies and performances, so as to allow efficient assessment. The struc-
tures that can be derived from these relations can also be interpreted as formaliz-
ing learning paths on the competence and performance level. 

From an empirical point of view, Competency Management is seen as the con-
struction and evaluation of organization specific models of competence and per-
formance. These models can be evaluated by using an evaluation research strategy 
and employing quality criteria from empirical research settings, including reliabil-
ity and construct validation. 

The results of two case studies in the automotive industry, and two investigations 
in an industry based research setting are reported. The first case study establishes 
the context for the application and examines general issues for implementation as 
it is usually employed in traditional approaches to competency management. Sev-
eral division heads within the engineering unit of a large automotive company 
were interviewed about required and available competencies of some of their 
staff. The results were job and employee profiles showing the level of 8-10 com-
petencies that were found to be crucial for performing in the job. The implementa-
tion procedure was informally evaluated in a lessons learned workshop. Results 
indicated that a large potential for a new approach would lie in a reduction of the 
efforts that are involved in the modeling and assessment phases.  

The second case study was conducted in a very similar setting employing similar 
techniques. This time, the head of the HR development division was interviewed. 
The traditional approach of the first case study was altered to encompass the com-
petence performance approach. A central method that is introduced, and which is 
used throughout the further studies, is the competence performance matrix. This 
matrix provides a mapping between the tasks involved in a position (performance) 
and the competencies needed to perform these tasks. The suitability of the compe-
tence performance approach is explored. For the further investigations a more 
dynamic setting is chosen to evaluate the approach. .  

The first investigation introduces an implementation method that is applicable for 
the construction of competence performance structures in dynamic, research 
based settings. The feasibility of the method was examined in an industry based 
research institute. Project managers of the company were interviewed about the 
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competencies they had used for producing certain outcomes of research projects 
(documents). A repertory grid type interview technique was employed.  

Competence performance structures were derived from the interviews, and their 
psychological and practical reality was examined. Results indicate that the ap-
proach is generally feasible, that reliable and valid assignments are produced 
which reflect general theoretical conceptions in Competency Management (e.g. 
KSAO model). From a practical point of view it was found that the structures re-
flect the situational requirements of the work performed and organizational level 
variables such as strategic priorities. Open issues include the inter-individual vari-
ability that was found in constructing the models. 

The second investigation contrasted the implementation from the first investiga-
tion by employing a top-down approach and interviewing the supervisors of the 
employees in investigation I. In line with a long tradition of job analysis research, 
it was found that there was both agreement as well as disagreement between the 
resulting models of the two approaches. Agreement related especially to the re-
quirements of the job. Some minor disagreement was found that points to differ-
ent views of the job between the two groups. The disagreement was larger for the 
resulting prerequisites. Here, only minor agreement was found. Reasons for this 
are discussed.

The second investigation also employed an assessment procedure which – in con-
trast to common practice – was based on an assessment of performance in differ-
ent tasks, and derived competency requirements from the Competence Perform-
ance structures. The theoretical and practical benefits of such an approach are 
discussed. Comparing this approach to standard procedures of direct competency 
assessment does not result in significant agreement. Furthermore, some inconsis-
tencies in the assessment point to potential issues of improvement. The reasons 
are discussed, including validity of the structures for performance assessment and 
possibly inconsistencies in the two rating tasks. 

In the general conclusions, issues regarding application of the methods in organ-
izational settings are reflected upon. A great potential for the approach is identi-
fied in dynamic work integrated settings. A practical scenario which integrates the 
approach within a work integrated learning environment illustrates these ideas. 
Furthermore, an alternative assessment procedure that is based on the structures is 
presented.

Open research issues are identified especially in dealing with the large variability 
and differing views of the respondents, and with regard to improving the validity 
of the structures. Further research directions for the Competence Performance 
Approach are suggested to encompass integration into interviewing and modeling 
tools for competency modeling as well as assessment.  
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