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A framework for the use of competencies for achieving competitive advantage 

Terry Meyer* & Paul Semark 
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Received July 1996 

Competency, its nature. its acquisition and its maintenance, is emerging as the pivotal dimension of human development for 
employability, corporate competitive advantage and national economic success. It is, however, a concept still fogged by 
misunderstanding and debate. The authors of this article attempt to clear the fog by providing a succinct conceptual frame
work which integrates the contributions of many theorists and accommodates the use of the term in a variety of contexts. In 
addition, they propose that competencies are more than the essence of a national qualifications framework, or of corporate 
training programmes, as they are intimately linked to strategy with all its implications. Competency, therefore, is a central 
issue for managers seeking competitive advantage. 

* Author to whom correspondence should be addressed. 

Introduction 

Competencies are the focus of attention of researchers and 
practitioners from a variety of disciplines and perspectives. A 
review of the literature shows that thinking surrounding the 
notion is far from uniform and that the term has different 
meanings in widely different contexts. The concept of an 
organization's core competencies is used in strategy to 
identify the fundamental features of the firm's competitive
ness. Supporting the concept of core competence is that of 
strategic capabilities which are considered essential if firms 
are to leverage corporate resources effectively. 

In the domain of management development, considerable 
controversy still exists between the United Kingdom based 
Management Charter Initiative (MCI) approach to defining 
national management competency standards and those sup
porting a flexible, organization specific approach to manage
ment competency development. In the field of vocational 
education and training, the National Vocational Qualification 
(NVQ) and General National Vocational Qualification 
(GNVQ) systems in the United Kingdom including the Scot
tish NVQ approach, and the Australian and New Zealand 
Qualification Framework, are becoming international models. 
South Africa is following fast with the development of its 
own National Qualifications Framework. Such systems, how
ever, have been unable to address many of the fears of educa
tionalists concerned with flexibility and the excellence of 
provider institutions. 

At an individual level, the importance of generic meta-com
petencies as a pre-requisite for effective functioning in a 
modern economy is receiving considerable attention from 
learning specialists and industrial psychologists. In addition, 
the linkages between competencies and other factors of hu
man performance such as values, personality, and culture, 
need to be researched. 

Common lO all approaches are a number of specific issues 
such as assessment. relevance over time, linkages to other 
soci_o-te~hn_ical systems in an organization and methodologies 
for 1dent1fymg competencies. 

Of particular importance is the identification and definition 
o~ nati_onal compe~encies, especially for developing nations. 
Little 1s available m the cu1rent literature to guide decision
~akers ~nd it. is the authors' view that further investigation 
mto the issue 1s essential. 

The purpose of this article is to explore the notion of com
petencies and to provide a framework for contextualizing any 
particular approach at various levels. General issues relating 
to competence are then discussed and a conceptual model for 
linking many of the components underpinning performance is 
suggested. 

Framework 

A conceptual framework is proposed consisting of four cate
gories, from national to individual. Each level of competency 
has a linkage to an external driver as shown in Figure I. 

The value of the framework lies in being able to position 
different approaches to competency in the appropriate con
text. It also demonstrates the linkages between categories. 
Hence organizational core and strategic competencies provide 
a context for occupational competencies and generic meta
competencies underpin specific occupational competencies, 
both vocational and managerial. Each category and its spe
cific context is discussed below. 

National competencies 

Very little has been published relating to the concept of 
national competencies. However, global competitiveness cen
tralizes the issue of national competencies, both as a means of 
underpinning domestic economic development, and as a 
factor in the investment decisions of multi-national cor
porations. It moves policy beyond simply producing a trained 
and educated workforce to the need for a strategic focus for 
education and training policy and linkages to economic and 

Category Sub-category External driver 

National competencies National economic 
strategy 

Organizational 
competencies -core Corporate strategy 

J. - strategic 
Occupational Individual career 
competencies - vocational management 

t - managerial 
Generic individual - meta-compe- Personal motivation 

tencies and ability 

Figure 1 Proposed framework 
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development strategy. While the concept may be of less im
portance to developed economies, it is essential to developing 
economies which are dependent on targeting niche markets 
and external multi-national investment. 

As many developing economies are moving from an agro
industrial hase through various stages of manufacturing tech
nology to information technology and service industry bases, 
the essential national competencies need to evolve accord
ingly. Malaysia is moving rapidly from a commodity depend
ent economy, hased on ruhher and palm oil production, 
through increasingly advanced stages of consumer goods 
manufacturing to hi-tech manufacturing. Their 2020 vision 
clearly links this economic strategy to human resources de
velopment strategies. Singapore is ahead in the cycle, with 
the vision of an 'intelligent island' by the year 2000 and dom
inance of tourism management in the region. Most of the Asia 
Pacific countries are at one or multiple stages in this evolu
tionary process. 

National competencies can be defined as the cluster of 
competencies developed around strategic industries in a par
ticular country. Historically, the Swiss watch-making industry 
grew a competency cluster through tradition which ensured 
that the knowledge, skills and craft culture were available to 
underpin innovation and state-of-the-art technology for that 
industry and its peripheral industries. With the accelerated 
pace of international competition, however, the needs for cur
rent and future strategic competencies must be reflected in the 
formal educational, training and R&D centres of excellence 
supported hy the industry and government. Hence in Singa
pore, one finds centres of excellence geared towards hi-tech 
electronics, hio-technology, entrepreneurship and tourism -
based on defined long-term economic policy. India is devel
oping a key strategic competence in software programming 
and Malaysia has facilitated the establishment of a hi-tech 
academy in Penang hy private sector firms including Moto
rola and Intel to support its drive towards hi-tech manufactur
ing. Many countries use their clusters of national competen
cies for offshore expansion: Singapore exports tourism to the 
region; the United Kingdom and Australia export expertise in 
education; the South African mining industry is clearly focus
sed elsewhere in Africa and internationally. 

From a slightly different perspective, an additional opportu
nity for leveraging national competencies can be found 
through the application of a country's skills internationally. 
The offshore Chinese, for example, constitute the world's 
third largest economy and a considerable amount of earnings 
are reinvested in mainland China. Philippino crews are found 
serving on shipping lines throughout the world. Increasingly 
the labour market is becoming boundaryless, with countries 
reaping the benefit of their competitive competencies being 
applied offshore. 

It is clear that national competency building in a fast chang
ing global economy cannot be left to chance. While natural 
market forces will undoubtedly cause them to emerge over 
time, they provide a competitive opportunity to be actively 
leveraged. Such competencies need to be defined and devel
oped proactively as prerequisites for the development of com
petitive industries, using international benchmarking to 
ensure world class practice. It is in this manner that national 
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economic and development policy and national education and 
training policy become integrated. 

The concept of strategic national competencies can be ex
panded to the regional level where competitive advantage can 
be gained through developing competency clusters in line 
with local economic advantages. Examples in the Southern 
African region would include tourism and a variety of infra
structural sectors such as transport, electrification and water 
management. 

Organizational competencies 
At an organizational level, two types of organizational com
petency are identified: core and strategic. 

The idea of organizational core competence is forming the 
basis for strategic direction and organizational design. As 
popularized by their influential article in I 990 in the Harvard 
Business Review, Prahalad & Hamel ( 1990) define organiza
tional core competence as 'the combination of individual 
technologies and production skills that identify a company's 
myriad product lines'. Snyder & Ebeling refer to 

'tangible value added activities that are performed 
more effectively and at lower cost than that of the 
competition. These unique and enduring activities 
constitute a firm's core competence' (1992). 

Hence core competence is recognized as the competitive ad
vantage gained from 'a capability which lies behind the pro
ducts that serve the market' (Tampoe, I 994 ). An example 
frequently quoted is Honda's production of reliable, small 
engines. This has enabled the company to expand its product 
range from motorcycles to a variety of other applications such 
as lawr. mowers, pumps and small cars. Sony has similarly 
exploited miniaturization for a variety of applications. 

According to Tampoe ( I 994) core competencies differ from 
other organizational features such as distinctive capabilities, 
end products and core businesses, in that these can be imi
tated and are vulnerable over time. He proposes the following 
characteristics: 
- essential to corporate survival in the short and long term 
- invisible to competitors 
- difficult to imitate 
- unique to the corporation 
- a mix of skills, resources and processes 
- a capability which the organization can sustain over time 
- greater than the competence of an individual 
- essential to the development of core products and eventu-

ally to end products 
- essential to the implementation of the strategic vision of 

the corporation 
- essential to the strategic decisions of the corporation for 

example diversification, downsizing, joint ventures, etc. 
- marketable and commercially viable 
- few in number 

He includes competence in a formula showing the compo-
nents of sustained profitable growth as: 

'Sustained Profitable Growth = (core competence of 
CO x shared strategic vision x motivated organization 
x market leverage)' (1994). 

Prahalad conceptualizes core competence as: 
'Competence = (Technology x Governance x Collec
tive Leaming)'( I 993 ). 
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Core competence, therefore, is an aggregate of a number of 
things, tangible and less tangible. It includes the core techno
logies and processes resident in the organization as well as the 
occupational, technical, managerial and generic individual 
competencies of all the employees of the business which con
tribute in essential ways to its mission. It is the orchestration 
of these that provides the value added to individual perform
ance, however, and hence the firm's competitive advantage. 

Related. but conceptually different, are strategic competen
cies or capabilities. These provide an organization with 
distinctive capability. Management systems, technologies, 
production processes or the systems necessary for mission 
achievement require competencies which are essential to sim
ply compete in the market and which, when they are superior 
to others in the industry, provide a competitive advantage. By 
understanding the business processes and value chains, it is 
possible to map the strategic competencies which an organi
zation requires and evaluate current competence against 
world class standards. Unlike core competence, strategic 
competencies can be imitated by competitors relatively easily 
and therefore they often change with changing technology, 
processes and business strategy. In addition to strategic com
petencies linked to business processes, there are strategic 
competencies which are contextual in nature. In the South 
African context, for example, strategic competencies must in
clude those demanded by processes of participative man
agement and stakeholder engagement. 

Many joint ventures, takeovers and alliances are undertaken 
to enable organizations to acquire strategic capabilities (al
though Lei & Slocum, 1993; and Login & Young, 1994; warn 
of the dangers of such a strategy). Strategic recruitment is of
ten needed to supplement existing competencies when new 
technologies or systems become necessary. Their identifica
tion, deployment and evaluation is therefore a key priority for 
management and cannot be devolved to a staff function 
within the human resources department or elsewhere in the 
organization. Not only are business strategy and focus essen
tial, but they need to be reflected in the range of occupational 
and individual competencies possessed by members of the 
firm, weaving human resources development and competency 
~evelopment together into strategic value for the organiza
tion. 

Gronhaug & Nordhaug (1992) present a strategy for the de
velopment of organizational competencies (see Figure 2). 

I. E.~timation of future competency requirement~ 

STRATEGY 

2. Mapping and assessment of in-house compe-
tence 

FORMULATION 

3. Identification of competence gap 

PROCESS 

4. Plan for competence building 

STRATEGY 5. Implementation of plan for competence building 

IMPLEMENTATION 6. Utilization of competence 

Figure 2 Strategy for developing organizational competence (Gronhaug & 
Nordhaug, 1992) 
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Of importance in such a strategy is the multiple methodolo
gies which can be used for competence building and acquisi
tion. These could range from a merger or acquisition, to 
strategic recruitment or may involve a variety of learning 
processes. 

Finally it must be emphasized that organizational compe
tencies need to extend beyond simply the accumulation of in
dividual competence. An essential feature of organizational 
competencies is that in addition to residing in individuals they 
are incorporated in the records, processes and technology of 
an organization. An important exercise for any organization is 
to establish where its core and strategic competencies are lo
cated and ensure that they are institutionalized since individu
als and their personal intellectual capital can walk out at any 
time. 

Occupational competencies 

The proposed framework refers to occupational competencies 
as those which are necessary to perform in a particular occu
pational or other role. As such they are linked to an oc
cupation or profession which is generally underpinned by a 
defined body of knowledge, skills and values. In this context 
management is seen as an occupation since managers have a 
particular role to play and managerial competencies have 
been defined which relate to such specific roles. However, it 
is acknowledged that managerial competence has unique 
features, including considerable disagreement in the literature 
about what constitutes management and managerial com
petence. For this reason it is treated as a distinct sub-set of 
occupational competence and is distinguished as a category 
from vocational competencies. 

Vocational competencies 

Vocational competencies refer to the technical competencies 
necessary to perform according to standards required by a job 
or occupation. Performance and the conditions or context in 
which they are expected to be demonstrated tend to be clearly 
defined. It is this approach which is adopted by the English 
NVQ and GNVQ systems, the Scottish NVQ system, the 
Australian and New Zealand Qualifications system and which 
will form the basis for the South African NQF. The key 
feature of the approach is that it is modular in nature and 
credit for demonstration of competence is given as a contri
bution to nationally recognized qualifications. These compe
tencies are largely determined by relevant industry bodies and 
certification is not dependent on formal study or training. 

Definitions vary. The definition proposed here is that com
petence is the demonstration of an integration of knowledge, 
skill, personal attributes and value orientation. There are a 
number of important concepts implied by this definition: 

- performance needs to be demonstrated and therefore per
formance criteria and effective assessment mechanisms 
are an essential feature of vocational competencies; 

- there needs to be an integration of knowledge, skill, per
sonal attributes and value orientations; 

- knowledge implies understanding and assumes that per
formance is underpinned by cognitive process skills 
which need to be understood and demonstrated; 
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- skills are frequently perceived as referring to only observ
able psycho-motor skills but of course refer also to cogni
tive and conceptual skills; 

personal attributes include such constructs as personality 
and disposition which themselves are difficult to measure 
but which influence performance; and 

- value orientation refers to the underpinning values which 
influence a person's behaviour or are necessary for effec
tive performance within a vocational context. 

At the lower levels in the skills continuum there appears to 
be almost universal acceptance of this approach. It is at the 
higher levels where agreement is less forthcoming, especially 
from the educational fraternity. It is at this level that the cog
nitive and affective domains of competency and situational 
relevance are of increasing importance and less easily de
fined. 

Vocational competencies are, by definition, linked to occu
pations within or across industries and, in many cases, to spe
cific jobs. To accommodate changes in technology, work 
practice and enterprise-specific requirements, however, it is 
considered preferable to identify these in terms of work pro
cesses and to cluster these to meet the needs of specific jobs 
in specific contexts. While vocational competencies are de
fined in terms of standards and key competencies necessary 
for specific occupations, there must be sufficient flexibility in 
the system to reflect strategic and even core organizational 
competencies at job level in specific enterprises. Where rele
vant occupational or industry competency standards do not 
meet such requirements, enterprise-defined competency stan
dards should be registered for national recognition where they 
meet certain criteria. 

Management competencies 

It is in the area of defining managerial competencies that 
most controversy seems to arise. The two poles of the debate 
appear to be between those favouring the Management 
Charter Initiative (MCI) in the United Kingdom, which at
tempts to define national competency standards for manage
ment which are related to the function of management beyond 
the individual in accordance with the NVQ approach, and 
those who believe that management competence, especially 
the leadership component of it, needs to be enterprise specific 
and is linked to individual abilities. 

Wills ( 1993) provides a useful case both for and against the 
MCI approach in which he highlights the need for a flexible, 
holistic and situation specific approach to management com
petence. Turner & Crawford ( 1995) make a distinction be
tween operational and reshaping competencies. Within the 
context of management it is likely that many of the opera
tional competencies of management are relatively static and 
definable in terms of, for example, an MCI approach. Reshap
ing competencies, concerned with transformation and creat
ing the corporate future, are less likely to be definable since 
they are complex, relatively situational and conceptually ab
stract. It is here that the importance of individual meta-com
petencies, such as the ability to manage relationships and 
cognitive complexity, becomes apparent and it is the unique 
interaction of these meta-competencies and underpinning val
ues which results in effectiveness. 
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Brown (1993) identifies two major American views of 
managerial competence. The American Assembly of Colle
giate Schools of Business (AACSB), the major accrediting 
body for business schools, identifies a list of seven content 
categories of competence and nine skills and personal charac
teristics. The American Management Association (AMA) 
McBer approach provides five clusters of competence and a 
six-stage process for acquiring competence. 

These tend to favour an attribute approach (that is compe
tencies are inferred from individual behaviour) over the MCI 
performance approach (that is behaviour required for effec
tive job performance is important and not the underpinning 
attributes). 

While the literature and debate is extensive, one of the most 
useful recent publications on the issue contains the results of 
the Australian Industry Task Force on Leadership and Man
agement Skills co-ordinated by David Karpin ( 1995). The re
search report provided by the group studying International 
Best Practice concluded that: 

'Competencies seem to be most useful to enterprise 
management development when they are: 

- determined by current and emerging business 

requirements 

- based on successful management performance 

- designed to be simple and easy to use 

- associated with equally important key technical 

competencies 

- developmentally oriented'. 

Difficulties arise when attempting to develop national man
agemer,t competency standards because contextual issues are 
ignored. These contextual issues include: 

- The developmental phase of an organization. Turner & 
Crawford (1995) distinguish between reshaping and oper
ational competencies. It follows that the competencies re
quired for leading an organization through burning 
platform transformation, incremental change and consoli
dation phases of an organization's life cycle will be signif
icantly different. 

- The context of the team. Rosenbach ( 1995) points out that 
one cannot understand leadership without understanding 
followership and in particular the competencies of the im
mediate team in which the manager is operating. 

- The context of the organization. Each organization has its 
own culture reflecting its own core competence. Different 
organizations and industries have different cultures and 
the ability to manage effectively in one may not be trans
ferable to another. 

- National context. The debate about whether international 
management practices are relevant in South Africa rages 
on. What is certain is that issues surrounding social cul
ture, norms and practices are of particular influence in a 
multi-cultural environment like South Africa. 

Unless managerial competencies are related to organiza
tional core and strategic competencies their usefulness is lim
ited, since it is current and future organizational strategy 
which provides the context and reference point for manage
rial capability and effectiveness. In a management/leadership 
environment characterized by complexity and rapid change, 
the distinction between managerial competencies and generic 



100 

individual meta-competencies, including the ability to learn 

quickly, becomes vague. 

Generic individual meta-competencies 

It is clear from the literature that the debate between the job 
or performance-focussed approach, used largely in the con
text of NVQs, and the person-centred, attribute approach con
tinues unabated. It is the authors' view that both approaches 
are useful in an appropriate context. 

By generic, individual meta-competencies, we refer to 
those which transcend specific jobs but which are essential 
for effective functioning in a modern economy. While indi
vidual vocational competencies frequently have a relatively 
short life-cycle of relevance, meta competencies tend to be 
enduring and relevant throughout a persons life. It is becom
ing clear that in the modern world of work, individual self
management or personal effectiveness competencies are in
creasingly important if individuals are to work effectively in 
teams and to manage themselves through boundary-less ca
reers in relatively unstructured organizations. 

Meyer ( 1995) identified the following generic competency 
clusters necessary to function effectively in the modern world 
of work: 

- the ability to locate and interpret relevant information 
from written, electronic and human sources and apply it to 
solve complex, multi-dimensional problems using proces
ses of analysis, synthesis and systemic thinking; 

- the ability to communicate effectively with diverse groups 
of people and individuals on complex issues; 

- the ability to apply scientific and mathematical concepts 
and use relevant technology effectively; 

- the ability to innovatively apply knowledge and skills in 
changing situations and manage change effectively; 

- the ability to operate effectively in multi-disciplinary 
teams; 

- the ability to use time effectively to manage a variety of 
tasks; and 

- the ability to manage one's own, often multiple career and 
balance occupational, family, community and other de
mands effectively. 

The authors have identified clusters of meta-competencies 
which appear to capture the majority of individual competen
cies identified in the literature. 

Cognitive complexity 

The ability to manage different levels of cognitive complexity 
is described in the influential work by Eliot Jaques (1995) in 
his development of Stratified Systems Theory. Jaques identi
fies seven levels of cognitive complexity based on manage
ment discretion. 

Procedures to assess individual levels of functioning have 
been used extensively in South Africa, Namibia and Bo
tswana with repeatedly high levels of validity. 

Numerous other techniques to measure conceptual reason
ing or related cognitive capability are used internationally, in
cluding psychometric assessment, style inventories and 
assessment centres. 
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Relationships 

Given the imperatives of being able to operate in teams. 
manage cultural diversity and be customer focussed, the abi
lity to communicate and manage relationship is essential to 
the modern world of work. While there are numerous defini
tions of competencies relating to managing relationships, 
three levels of relationship management can be identified: 
- facilitating intra-team relations; 
- facilitating inter-team organizational interfaces e.g. across 

functional boundaries; and 
- facilitating external interfaces, that is with external stake

holders. 
Facilitation is a competence which is essential to the mod

ern world of work. 

Performance 
Performance competencies refer to the ability to operation
alize ideas and innovation, that is to make things happen and 
have an impact on one's environment. Particularly important 
in this cluster of competencies would be those relating to 
change management at both a personal and organization 

level. 

Learning competencies 

Learning is essential if individuals are to compete effectively 
in modern society. The ability to deal with new knowledge, 
concepts, values and behavioural norms, both at a cognitive 
and affective level is essential in a continuously transforming 
organizational and societal context. 

The work by Kolb, Mumford and others on learning style 
provides important understanding on how learning takes 
place at an individual level. 

In today's information society, key competencies are those 
concerned with connecting information to knowledge and un· 
derstanding the impact of new knowledge on individual per· 
formance. 

The above competency categories are by no means mutu· 
ally exclusive. Their usefulness is in providing a framework 
within which generic competencies can be identified and 
located in whatever way is useful to the user. Generic compe· 
tencies, however, are applicable across all functional or oc· 
cupational disciplines and all organizational or societal levels. 
As such, they are concerned with individual process manage· 
ment rather than content issues. 

Key issues in the competency debate 
Components of competence 

The proponents of the performance approach to competencies 
argue that any underlying factors influencing the performance 
of an individual are of little relevance to the demonstration of 
competence. What matters is whether performance meets pre· 
defined standards of competence. 

To influence and contextualize the development of compe
tencies, other approaches have attempted to identify the un· 
derlying component features of the notion. Semark ( J 995) 
argues that individual competency. like corporate compe
tency, is a complex hierarchy of interrelated and interdepend
ent factors and capabilities. He illustrates the interrelationship 
through use of a segmented cone constructed on the founda
tion of a mission, energized and channelled by a value system 



s.Afr.J.Bus.Manage.1996 27(4) 

into achieving defined goals through specific outputs, given 
effect through knowledge and skills applied in a functional 
style. He describes the cone in the context of career develop
ment stating that: its growth and development in the world of 
work is the process of career development (see Figure 3). 

Jaques ( 1995) suggests a formula for deriving current ac
tual capacity as follows (see Figure 4). 

Bloom's original typology identified three domains of com
petency, namely: psycho-motor; cognitive; and affective. 

It is evident that common to most understanding of compe
tence are: performance; knowledge and understanding; and a 
value orientation. 

The above approaches to exploring and defining the under
lying factors of competence provide useful insight into the 
nature of the concept. It is the way in which these variously 
defined constructs are incorporated into the identification, de
scription and assessment of competence which warrants fur
ther research. 

Competency life cycles 

Ongoing, discontinuous change in respect of technology, 
organizational and work re-design and changing values im-

Style 

Predisposition 

Goals 

Mission 

Figure 3 The competency cone 

Cognitive power (Cognitive complexity or innate mental ability to 
organize information) 

+ 

Values (Interest~ or priorities) 

+ 

Knowledge & skills (Skilled use of relevant knowledge) 

+ 

Wisdom (About people and things) 

+ 

-T (The absence of serious personality [temperament
al] defect~) 

Current actual capacity 

Figure 4 Current capacity formula. (Jaques,1995). 
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plies that many competencies have a useful life cycle. Turner 
& Crawford state that 

'If competence underlies competitive success, the rise 
and fall of different firms over time indicates that 
either competence possessed is often lost, or, the rele
vance of some particular competence to competitive 
advantage is not permanent' (1995: 8). 

In respect of technological change, this is well illustrated in 
the computer industry, where competencies necessary for 
mainframe operations were superseded by the need for micro
computer and PC competencies which are currently being 
overtaken by the importance of system integration and net
work competencies. 

In the South African context, many of the traditional quan
titative managerial competencies are being superseded by the 
importance of communication and stakeholder or constitu
ency management as pre-requisites for general management. 

The capacity to update and form new market-relevant com
petencies is therefore central to continuous competitive suc
cess (Turner & Crawford, 1995). This applies equally at 
national level, organizational level and occupational level. It 
underpins the importance of the concepts of the learning na
tion, the learning organization and life-long individual learn
ing. 

If the concept of competency life cycle is of such impor
tance, how do individuals and organizations cope with chang
ing requirements? McGrath, MacMillan & Venkatarama 
( 1995) identified comprehension and deftness as the two an
tecedents to emerging competence. They point out that in 
new, complex situations, comprehension of the variables and 
the relationship between them is seldom well understood and 
often based on assumptions. Processes within an organization 
can enhance or inhibit the development of comprehension 
and this is crucial to the development of competence. Deft
ness refers to the ability of an organization to manage effi
ciently the acquisition and sorting of necessary information 
efficiently. Both are considered integral parts of organiza
tional learning processes necessary for competitive advan
tage. 

Defillippi & Arthur (1994) point out that at a person cen
tred level of analysis, sequences of job opportunities go be
yond the boundaries of simple employment settings. They 
term such career paths boundary-Jess careers and identify 
three career competencies necessary for effective boundary
less career management. These are: 
- Know-why competencies which are concerned with ca

reer motivation, personal meaning and identification. In
creasingly know-why competencies are relating to life 
planning and management and not only occupational ca
reer management. 
Know-how competencies which are relevant skills and 
knowledge necessary for individual marketability. 

- Know-whom competencies which relate to the ability to 
manage career relevant networks. 

It is clear that while national, organizational and occupa
tional competencies which are largely 'content linked' have a 
life cycle within the context of change, individual meta com
petencies are more constant. The ability to manage cognitive 
complexity, relate effectively to people and learning new 
skills and competencies are process competencies under-
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pinning the ability of an individual, or collectively, an organi
zation or nation, to survive change and develop the specific 
competencies necessary for competitive advantage and re-

newal. 

From task competence to innovation 
Competency based qualification systems are often criticized 
as being inflexible and mechanistic. The history of training in 
many South African organizations, especially at the lower 
levels, has resulted in a task focussed, behaviourist approach 
to competency development characterized by a dependence 
on task analysis, a fixation on need to know learning and the 
application of an 'if it can't be measured, it can't be taught' 
approach. 

Such an approach is clearly unsuitable for a business envi
ronment characterized by changing work practices, new tech
nology and demands for quality and customer focus. 
Organizations in this environment require individuals who are 
multi-skilled, able to understand and respond to new situa
tions, able to solve problems and take correct decisions. 
These attributes need to be reflected in defined occupational 
competencies. 

To be internationally competitive, however, the ability to 
respond to changes at a systemic level is not sufficient. What 
is required for world class performance is a level of compe
tence where innovation is the norm. 

Reagan ( 1994) demonstrates that organizational and indi
vidual competencies develop sequentially from least complex 
to most complex. Hence transformation is seen to move 
through three phases which he describes as: 
- The ability to demonstrate core job requirements. This 

would equate to the ability to perform the behaviourally 
defined tasks which are core to the job. 

- The ability to adapt to changing requirements. This would 
equate to contingency management in which changes 
within the system are tolerated and management would re
quire an understanding of the broader system. 

- The ability to anticipate and generate change. This would 
require a level of understanding of the system and the ex
ternal context of the system enabling proactive and inno
vative change at a systemic level. 

It is argued that most vocational qualification frameworks 
will at best address the need to manage change within the sys
tem through contingency management abilities. For indivi
dual or organizational competitiveness, a level of competence 
~ta systemic level enabling innovation and change generation 
1s necessary. 

Conclusion 

This article set out to explore the complex notion of com
petencies and to provide a framework for contextualizing any 
particular approach at various levels. 

In discussing the framework, an attempt has been made to 
understand the context of each category of competence, the 
importance of each category to the external drivers and some 
of the key issues asso~iated with it. It is argued that organiza
tional core and strategic competencies provide the context fo 
a d ar fl ed · r, n . e re ect m, occupational competencies, whether vo-
cation~) or managerial in nature. Similarly, occupational com
petencies are underpinned by various generic or meta-
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competencies which an individual needs to possess to operate 
in a modern economy. 

The importance of competencies as a concept, is the cen
trality of knowledge, skills and abilities for national, organi
zational and individual competitiveness. Increasingly systems 
are being created to identify, acquire and assess the compe
tencies which now and in the future will create competitive 
advantage. In the boundaryless world of the emerging global 
economy and universal availability of information, it is ar
gued that competency at individual, organizational and na
tional levels will become the currency of the 21st Century. 
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