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Introduction
T h e  Centre for Executive D evelopm ent at the U lster B usiness School has been 
com m issioned by the M anagem ent D evelopm ent D ivision o f the Training and 
E m ploym ent Agency to develop an assessment centre targeted at senior management 
o f  small to  m edium -sized com panies (SM Es) w ithin N orthern Ireland. The
assessm ent centre is to be based upon the developm ent o f  a  generalisable fram ework
o f  m anagerial com petencies that is com paratively sim ple to understand and that
h as  perceived relevance and applicability to that senior m anagem ent population.
T h e  research required to develop such a fram ew ork w ill address a num ber o f the
m ore  com plex issues w ithin the area o f  m anagerial com petency, none m ore so than
w hether any two m anagerial jobs or situations are ‘the sam e’ or ‘d ifferent’. It is
th is  issue w hich forms the basis o f the present discussion o f  generalisable versus
specific  com petency frameworks.

Background to the Competency Debate
W ith in  the sphere of m anagem ent developm ent, ‘com petency’ has undoubtedly 
b een  the buzz-word o f the 1980s. The buzz looks set to  continue into the 1990s with 
tra in ing  agencies, academ ics and m ore recently, organisations them selves, seeking 
to  apply the concept. The com petency debate cam e to  the fore as far back as the
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late 1970s when Jam es L. Haynes, President o f the A m erican M anagem ent 
A ssociation (AM A) asked, ‘W hat are the characteristics that distinguish superior 
perform ance by w orking m anagers?’ M cBer Associates carried out the study and 
findings w ere published by Richard Boyatzis (1982), triggering the popularity  o f 
the term ‘com petency’.

In recent years, the com petency debate has received considerable attention 
from  within organisations/institutions in the UK. The adoption o f  this approach to 
business education for, and the developm ent of, managers has been stim ulated, in 
particular, by the Handy (1987) and Constable-M cCorm ick (1987) reports. Such 
ventures as the M anagem ent Charter (M CI), with its strong em phasis on a 
com petency approach to m anagem ent developm ent, have brought the debate into 
the open arena.

Generalisable v Specific Frameworks
The curren t deba te  surrounding m anagerial com petence and  m anagem ent 
com petencies is both com plex and confusing. A num ber o f fram ew orks for 
identifying m anagem ent com petencies already exists, for exam ple, the Schroder 
and M cBer m odels which have been used by National W estm inster (C ockerill, 
1989) and M anchester A irport (Jackson, 1989) respectively. In the contex t o f 
Northern Ireland, therefore, the question arises: “W hy not adopt one o f  these ‘off- 
the-shelf’ fram ew orks?” However, as highlighted in the introduction, the target 
group for this research and developm ent project is ‘ senior m anagem ent’ o f ‘ S M E s’ 
in ‘N T. The existing  com petency fram ew orks are prim arily focused on m ore 
jun io r m anagem ent levels (as with the MCI); are based on research carried  out 
within large com panies; and are American in origin. Accordingly, it is reasonable 
to assum e a priori that these fram eworks will bear little relevance to the specific 
NI context. This m ay, how ever, be an overstatem ent of the extent of the problem . 
F or exam ple, a m ajor research project being carried out at H enley M anagem ent 
College, has analysed the qualities, characteristics and abilities com panies report 
that they seek in  the ir m anagers, and grouped them  together into three or fou r m ain 
areas: intellectual, interpersonal, adaptability and results-orientation. D ulew itz 
(1989), w ho is one o f the m ajor researchers at Henley, asks “ is a national system  
of com m on, assessable m anagem ent com petencies either desirable o r p rac tica l?” 
H e argues that the re  are significant m ajor areas o f com m onality, saying, “ W hen 
pressed, I have often given a ‘ guesstim ate’ that 70 per cent are general requirem ents
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across different organisations and 30 per cent are organisation specific”. As 
m entioned above, research by Schroder in the US, which has been utilised by 
National W estm inster Bank (Cockerill, 1989), also validates a general m odel of 
com petencies; and which claim s to be particularly  relevant to m anagerial 
perform ance in a rapidly changing environm ent. W hilst evidence suggests that 
com m on com petencies exist within different organisations, some argue that using 
a generalisable framework is settling for second best. This view is presented in a 
recent study by the AM RG (1989) which found that while com petency-based 
training was being used by a large num ber o f organisations there was a great 
diversity in the com petencies that were being developed and in the term inology 
being used to describe them.

W here does this argum ent position the M CI, w hich aim s to develop the 
whole area o f m anagerial com petency and indeed to establish standards for 
assessing them nationally? The MCI has focused on m ore jun io r levels of 
m anagem ent using standards to decide w hether som eone is a qualified manager. 
The standards used are highly detailed and com plex: there is a danger, however, 
that the. person achieving them will not require o r have the opportunity to 
dem onstrate a significant num ber of them in a particular m anagerial jo b  and that 
(s)he will need additional areas of com petence not covered by the M CI list. A 
survey, which was recently carried out by BDO C onsulting, asked com panies to 
give their response to the MCI. Paul Taffinder (1991) o f  BD O  said he beiieved 
“em ployers thought the initiative was too general and did not take account o f 
organisations’ culture and needs.”

At this point in the debate over generalisable versus specific com petency 
fram ew orks, it is helpful to distinguish betw een ‘ind iv idual’, ‘job  specific’ and 
‘organisational’ com petencies. W hilst the M CI focuses on the first two areas, the 
third com ponent is also important in that it relates to the behaviours which are 
effective within the structure and culture o f  a particular organisation. Organisational 
com petencies, therefore, appear to provide an answ er to  the critics w ho reject the 
MCI and sim ilar approaches as trying to  build an ‘iden tik it’ m anager. Iain 
M angham  (1986) o f  Bath University is particularly associated  w ith this criticism , 
saying that, “am ong other things, the com petency lists fail to take account o f the 
person’s fit within the culture o f  the organisation” .

In a recent study, also involving the design and adm inistration o f assessm ent 
centres, Julie Hay (1990) identified a list o f nine core com petencies which she
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argues stand up well w ithin rapidly changing environm ents and in com parison  w ith  
other studies. She indicates that deviances from the list “are accounted largely  
through term inology and organisation-cultural expectations.”

H irsh &  Bevan (1988) put this argum ent slightly differently, saying that 
even though there appears to be a single language to  describe m anagem ent 
com petencies, this language only exists in term s o f com mon w ords and no t in  term s 
of shared m eaning. This view is prevalent within certain  organisations; B P  
(Greatex & Phillips, 1989) and Royal Insurance (W ackley, 1989), fo r  exam ple, 
make it very clear that their com petencies are personal to them , if  only  in the 
language they use to describe corresponding attributes and behaviours. This 
suggests, therefore, that w hilst com mon com petencies do exist across a range o f  
com panies, organisation-specific com petencies also prevail to  the ex ten t tha t they 
reflect the very culture o f  a com pany and its values.

Considering the com plexities of the above debate, our rem it to  prov ide a 
generalisable fram ew ork o f m anagerial com petencies that is sim ple to understand  
and applicable to  senior m anagers o f SMEs in N. Ireland is not an easy task. If  w e 
lived in an ideal w orld our preferred fram ework o f m anagerial com petencies 
would be: •

• generalisable rather than situation-specific
• sim ple to understand (and use) rather than com plex
• accurate rather than an at best approxim ation to the truth

W arren T hom gate (1976), in a different context, has asserted that in the  real w orld  
o f theory and practice, for any fram ework -  only two of those desirab le  qualities 
are attainable at any one tim e. Thus, “T hom gate’s Im postulate” suggests three 
alternatives:

• sim ple, accurate but specific;
• sim ple, generalisable but approximate; 

accurate, generalisable but complex.
In our w ork there is a need to keep any em erging fram e sim ple and com prehensib le  
so that it can be readily understood and used by a w ide range o f  m anagers. 
A ccepting T h o m g ate’s assertion then means that we again are faced w ith  the issue 
of generalisable versus specific. G iven the requirem ent o f the T& EA  to serv ice the 
developm ent needs o f  the broad range o f SM Es in N orthern Ireland, it is  essen tial 
that the fram ew ork o f  m anagerial com petencies which is developed is genera lisab le  
across these com panies. H ow  then are we to deal with the im plications that a
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fram ew ork when viewed from  the perspective o f  the particular m anager in the 
particu lar organisation will be seen as at best an approxim ation to the truth. The 
answ er w ould seem to lie in developing a process o f translation -  a process which 
w ill enable the individual to translate the generalisable into the specific.

Translation Process
O u r research, therefore, seeks to achieve a  m eans o f identifying a translation 
process w hich will enable users o f the generalisable fram ew ork to apply it in their 
ow n  organisation. In an attem pt to explain such a process, the main phases o f the 
research  can be briefly outlined. The first phase will involve the identification of 
key  com petencies which have relevance and applicability fo r the senior managem ent 
population  o f  NI. M anagers will be encouraged to  exam ine and give their views 
o n  their criteria for distinguishing effective m anagerial perform ance. T he views 
o f  a variety o f  com panies will be considered and the outcom e of the com parison 
w ill be a generalisable fram ework o f  m anagerial com petencies. During the second 
p hase  an assessm ent centre will be designed w hich includes sim ulation o f  critical 
sen io r m anagem ent activities; managers will receive feedback on their perform ance 
aga in st the 'generalisable frame. W hilst the fram ew ork is N l-specific, it is not, 
how ever, organisation-specific. If m axim um  benefit is to  be achieved, m anagers 
n eed  to  interpret their perform ance and future developm ent plans from  the 
perspective o f  their particular organisation. This is w here the translation process 
takes  place. W e believe that this process is vital to  an organisation’s acceptance 
o f  a fram ew ork and its applicability. Charles W oodruffe (1991) supports this 
say ing , “It is most im portant that organisations gain a list over which they feel a 
sense  o f  ow nership”. W e anticipate that the translation process will include some, ^ 
a ll or a com bination o f the following:

• U sing corporate language: D escribing listed com petencies in the 
jargon/language o f the organisation.

• C om parative listing: A dding certain  com petencies to the given 
fram ew ork and /or deleting others.

• P rioritising: R anking the rev ised  lis t in o rder o f organisational 
im portance and not merely adhering to  suggested core com petencies.

• S ituationalising: Exem plifying the com petencies with situation-/ 
organisation- specific exam ples.

• Recognising corporate culture: Im buing the com petencies w ith the 
culture, values o f  the organisation.
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The exact form at o f the translation process will only be determ ined by the findings 
o f the research. A t one end o f  the scale, it has been suggested that the very culture 
and value system  of an organisation perm eates their com petencies. T h is is 
acknow ledged by  Jacobs who argues that certain com petencies “m ay require 
greater understanding o f  the particular values and context in w hich they are being 
defined and used”. To call this whole process ‘translation’ m ay be m ore appropriate 
than we currently realise; in  that, at the other end o f our process scale, quite sim ply , 
w hat m ay be req u ired  is a com petency language w hich  is recogn isab le , 
understandable and applicable to the population of senior m anagem ent in N I.

Hay (1990) suggests that “a detailed list of core characteristics should  be 
w ritten in the jargon o f the organisation, so that it becomes part o f  the fo lk lore and 
as such is understood and can be applied consistently.”

Conclusion
As the literature around the com petency debate grows, so too , it appears, does the 
confusion. So m uch has been written about com petence and com petencies tha t it 
is often difficult to determ ine whether the authors are using the sam e term inology 
to describe different things or different term inology to describe the sam e things. 
This confusion is an inevitable outcome o f the com plexity o f  the debate w hich 
looks set to increase as w riters contribute to it.

F or the purposes o f  this research and development project, com plexity  in 
term s o f the com petency debate is acceptable; in terms of a com petency fram ew ork, 
however, com plexity w ould render it unworkable. It has been suggested th a t an 
em erging fram e should be generalisable across; SM Es in N orthern  Ireland an d  be 
accurate and sim ple to  use. If  T hom gate’s Im postulate is accepted, such a 
com bination is im possible.

N evertheless, this project challenges existing research in that it addresses 
the key issue o f  developing com petencies within the context o f  N orthern  Ire land  
and an SM E environm ent. The outcom e will be a fram ew ork that is generalisable 
to  SMEs in N orthern Ireland.

Given the wide range o f  com panies, however, it is unlikely  that such  a 
fram ew ork w ould capture their uniqueness. It is anticipated that the senior 
m anagem ent population o f N orthern Ireland will use the generalisable fram ew ork  
and by m eans o f a translation process, organisation-specific' fram es w ill be 
developed.
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