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I. Introduction 

Welcome to this Guide to Competencies in the OPS  

What is the purpose of this guide? 

This guide is one of a series of guides, tool kits and workbooks developed by 
Management Board Secretariat (MBS) as part of the new Human Resources Strategy 
for the Ontario Public Service (HR Strategy). 
 
The Guide to Competencies in the OPS: Developing Workforce Capabilities 2004 will be 
of interest to senior managers, managers and human resources specialists throughout 
the OPS. It is intended to help you understand and begin to use behavioural 
competencies to recruit and develop employees outside the senior management group. 
 
The Guide complements My Learning Wizard and the 2003 OPS Competencies 
Refresh Dictionary by providing: 
 

§ approaches to using competencies in the OPS to support implementation of the 
Human Resources Strategy 

§ suggestions about using competencies in recruitment and selection 

§ suggestions about using competencies to identify and plan employee 
development 

§ quick tips and success factors 

§ background information on competencies and how they are being used 
strategically by other organizations. 

What is the Human Resources Strategy for the OPS? 
The dedication, expertise and experience of the OPS workforce are well demonstrated. 
However, our continuing capacity to respond to new priorities and challenges depends 
on a knowledgeable workforce with transferable skills. Therefore OPS employees are 
being asked to think differently about the role of government and the way that work is 
done.  
 
Management Board Secretariat’s Human Resources Strategy for the OPS is a set of 
initiatives focused on renewal and revitalization of the OPS.  Public service renewal 
involves helping employees keep pace with the changing role of government and the 
way we do our work. Revitalizing the OPS means planning ahead to ensure there will 
always be a future generation of skilled employees. 
 
The HR Strategy recognizes the demands being placed on our workforce.  It focuses on 
ensuring that Ontario has a capable public service — now and in the future. The 
strategy is contained in Building Tomorrow’s Workforce Today: A Human Resources 
Strategy for the OPS available on the HR OpenWeb. 
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The HR Strategy paves the way for the introduction of new policies, practices, guides, 
workbooks, and learning programs that complement and enable changes in structure, 
infrastructure and service delivery by giving support to the “people side” of change. 
 
This guide focuses on behavioural competencies as a key factor in supporting effective 
performance in or dynamic organizational environment. 

How should this Guide be used? 
This guide provides information about competencies and introduces sound practices for 
the use of behavioural competencies as an integral part of managing human resources 
in the OPS.  It focuses on behavioural competencies as a key factor in supporting 
effective performance in our dynamic organizational environment. 
 
To have an overall context on competencies, start with Section II: An Overview of 
Competencies and Section III: Competencies for the OPS Workforce. 
 
Section II will help you understand what behavioural competencies are and what they 
describe. 
 
Section III introduces the 2003 Competency Refresh Dictionary and describes 
approaches to using competencies in managing OPS employees outside the senior 
management group.  
 
Section IV: Applying Competencies to Jobs and People in the OPS describes how 
competency models are built and introduces approaches to assessing the 
competencies of employees. 
 
Section V: Competencies in Recruitment and Selection and Section VI: Competencies 
in Learning and Development can be read in any order. These sections provide 
suggestions for using behavioural competencies in recruiting and developing 
employees. 
 
Section VII: An Integrated Approach to Human Resource Management provides a brief 
overview of the benefits of competency-based human resource management practices. 
It also provides a list of critical success factors and a readiness checklist to help you 
implement competencies. 
 
The Appendix section provides a summary of corporately defined competency profiles, 
background information on how other organizations use competencies and include a 
glossary of terms and a resource list. 
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Other Resources: 
From My OPS: 
 
My Learning Wizard – an interactive competency-based website used by ministries and 
occupational groups to house their competency profiles and models. You can review 
competencies needed for a job, do a self-assessment, develop a learning plan and 
explore way to implement your learning plan. Additional information on competencies is 
posted on the My Learning Wizard home page. 
 
To access My Learning Wizard, employees should login to My OPS using their secure 
Entrust password and click on the My Learning Wizard icon under the Services Shortcut 
section.   
 
From the HR OpenWeb: 
 

§ Building Tomorrow’s Workforce Today: A Human Resources Strategy for the 
OPS 

§ 2003 Competency Refresh Dictionary 
§ Guide to Competencies in the OPS: Developing Workforce Capabilities 

(2004) 
§ Guide to Branch-Level Learning Plans: Planning to Invest in Learning and 

Development. 
§ A Manager’s Guide to Training and Development: Making it Happen Outside 

the Classroom (2004)   PDF version 
§ Planning Employee Learning for Results: A Manager’s Guide to Learning and 

Development Plans (2004) 
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In other words.... 
“We can conclude that there is little difference in the 
definitions of the concept of competency in the 
organizations consulted. Without question, the common 
denominator is ‘observable behaviour’ in the workplace.” 
 
Public Service Commission of Canada 

In other words.... 
“Fundamentally, competency-
based systems are a way to 
create a portrait of ‘Excellence in 
Action’.” 
 
Watson Wyatt Canada, 1998 

II. An Overview Of Competencies 

What are competencies? 

A definition 

Each organization that uses 
competencies seems to develop 
its own definition of the term. 
 
The definition we prefer to use in this guide describes competencies as specific and 
observable knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours associated with effective 
functioning in a job. 
 

A way to help an organization succeed 

Watson Wyatt, an international consulting firm 
researched the role of competencies in contributing to 
the success of an organization. Watson Wyatt’s 
research is summarized in Appendix II. The Watson 
Wyatt definition of competencies is focused on private 
sector firms, but has application in the public sector. 

 
“Competencies are a combination of observable employee-applied knowledge, skills 
and behaviours that creates competitive advantage for an organization.” 
 
The above definition focuses on how an employee creates value for the organization 
versus what is actually done in a job. 
 

What do competencies describe?  
A range of attributes 

In their book, Competence at Work, Lyle and Signe Spencer note that competencies 
can describe a range of knowledge, skills and individual attributes and the way these 
are expressed on the job. 
 
§ Knowledge is the information that a person has in specific content areas. This 

information consists of learned theories, facts and principles that allow an 
individual to function from an informed perspective. Applying knowledge involves 
the ability to find and use relevant information as well as to recall particular facts. 
For example: A person who works directly with the public must understand the 
program and its procedures, and know where to look for more information when 
needed. 

§ Skills involve the ability to perform particular tasks. Skills are acquired through 
practice and experience. These can be observed in action. For example: An 
employee who tracks an office budget requires the skills involved in working with 



A Guide to Competencies in the OPS 2004  5 

For example: 
 
Think about your dentist. 

A dentist is a highly trained professional who must possess an array of technical competencies such as 
diagnosing conditions, cleaning teeth and filling cavities. What does your dentist do that demonstrates 
technical knowledge and skills? 
 
To effectively meet patients’ needs, a dentist must also demonstrate behavioural competencies such as 
Customer Service Orientation and Interpersonal Understanding. How does your dentist approach the 
work when you’re in the chair? What keeps you returning to this particular dentist? Do you value only 
the technical skills or are behavioural competencies a factor, too? 

numbers and in using spreadsheet software. Self-concept includes a person’s 
values, attitudes and self-image. For example: A systems analyst who must solve 
complex information technology problems probably requires self-confidence, or 
belief in his or her ability to be effective. 

§ Self-concept includes a person’s values, attitudes and self-image.  For example: 
A systems analyst who must solve complex information technology problems 
probably requires self-confidence, or belief in his or her ability to be effective. 

§ Traits involve distinguishing characteristics and/or consistent responses to 
situations or information. For example: A certain level of emotional self-control is 
a trait that may be required for police work. 

§ Motives are the things that a person consistently thinks about or wants. Motives 
underlie intent or cause action toward certain goals and away from others. For 
example: A successful manager who is motivated by achievement consistently 
sets challenging goals and takes personal responsibility for accomplishing them. 

 
Knowledge and skills can be assessed and developed. Individual attributes, such as 
self-concept and motives, are underlying characteristics that tend to be personality-
based and are more difficult to name, observe and change. 
 

Technical and behavioural competencies 

Knowledge and skills that relate to occupational requirements or the technical aspects 
of a particular job are often called technical competencies. 
 
In contrast, behavioural competencies describe generic knowledge, skills and attributes 
that underlie an individual’s observable behaviour or performance on the job. 
Behavioural competency descriptions incorporate references to an individual’s deep and 
enduring attributes such as self-concept, traits and motives. 
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Reminder.... 

§ Competencies are specific and observable knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
behaviours associated with effective functioning in a job. 

§ Role-related competencies decrease in importance as a role becomes more strategic 
in nature. At the same time, behavioural and cross-functional business competencies 
become more important. 

§ Competencies can describe a range of individual attributes and the way these are 
expressed on the job. The attributes include: knowledge, skills, self-concept, traits, 
and motives. 

§ Knowledge and skills that relate to occupational requirements or the technical 
aspects of a particular job are often called technical competencies. 

§ Behavioural competencies describe generic knowledge, skills, and attributes that 
underlie performance or observable behaviour on the job. 

 

 
Ways of describing competencies 

There are many different ways to describe competencies. Most descriptions involve a 
short definition followed by a set of statements describing related knowledge, skills and 
behaviours. In some approaches, these statements simply expand upon the definition. 
In others, the statements (called behavioural indicators) are organized in a matrix or a 
scale to represent complexity or breadth of impact. 
 
Competency descriptions may be developed internally with unique, customized 
language for all or part of an organization or they may be generic, “off-the-shelf’ 
products which provide a common language for general use.  However competencies 
are derived and described, an acknowledged success factor is the common application 
of consistent competency definitions, using clear language that is meaningful to the 
organization and its employees. 
 
In “refreshing” the generic competency descriptions for the OPS workforce, 
Management Board Secretariat held broad cross-ministry and occupational community 
consultations to ensure the dictionary accurately reflects the needs of the future, 
provides plain, easy to read language and clear descriptors that do not overlap themes 
in other competency definitions. The process and the results are described in the next 
section, Section III: Competencies for the OPS Workforce. 
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III. Competencies For The Ops Workforce 

What’s involved in competencies for our workforce? 

A brief history of competencies in the OPS 

Competencies are not new to the OPS. Generic core competencies have been used as 
a foundation for SMG recruitment and development since 1993. The 1999 MBS HR 
Strategy for the OPS promoted consistency in describing and using behavioural 
competencies for roles outside the senior management group. 
 
Since then, competencies have been used in various ways.  In recruitment and hiring 
activities for selected positions, competencies provide a direct link between the 
interview questions and actual job requirements.  This process allows the interviewer to 
assess and individual’s technical skills as well as “how” the candidate delivers on the 
job. The ability to assess both technical and behavioural competencies means that the 
best fit between a candidate and the job is achieved on a more consistent basis. 
 
Competencies have been used in more complex applications such as in succession 
management to ensure that employees have the required competencies to meet future 
OPS needs.  Competency based succession-planning focuses on the development of 
employees to get them ready for key roles and to fill critical positions in the future. 
 
Another application has been in learning and development, with the initial focus being to 
have staff complete a self-assessment, identify areas of strengths and development and 
initiate self-directed learning activities as part of their learning plan.  Finally, 
competencies are also being used as a career-planning tool to foster career growth.  
Through self-assessment, staff can determine which competencies they need to 
develop to eventually move into the next position on their career path. 
 

Where are we with competencies today? 
A competency-based approach to workforce management is essential for creating and 
sustaining a capable and innovative workforce.  It forms the foundation for all critical 
people-management systems such as staffing, learning, and succession management 
by clearly articulating the work to be done and how it can be effectively performed.  
Competencies are linked strategically to organizational results and represent those 
underlying characteristics that lead to job success. 
 
In 2002, a review of competencies was completed to assess OPS-wide competency use 
and to gather and evaluate best practice experience and advice.  To build 
organizational capacity, “My Learning Wizard”, an interactive corporate competency 
website was developed and launched.  The website enables learning about 
competencies and facilitates full HR integration.   
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In other words.... 

“Talking about the right things 
isn’t enough to drive 
performance.” 

Watson Wyatt Canada 

The HR Strategy approach to using competencies 

Through the OPS Human Resources Strategy, MBS has the following expectations on 
the use of competencies: 
 
§ Except for roles in the senior management group, ministries and managers are 

expected to refer to the 2003 OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary when 
applying behavioural competencies to roles. 

 
§ Competency descriptions and behavioural indicators in the dictionary should not 

be changed, reordered, omitted or moved from one competency to another.  You 
may slightly fine-tune the wording when describing “how” the competency is 
demonstrated in a particular work environment but there should be no change in 
the dictionary definition. 

 
§ Ministries are expected to contribute to maintaining and updating the OPS 

competency dictionary by notifying MBS when a need for additional behavioural 
competency descriptions is identified. 

 
In addition, the HR Strategy recommends that ministries and managers strategically use 
behavioural competencies to support achievement of business/performance results and 
in a way that maximizes potential return on investment. 
 
The HR Strategy advocates the widespread use of competencies for HR processes and 
functions when applied to current (within 3 years) validated competency models and 
profiles for all OPS jobs. Classification continues to be determined by job description. 
 
The benefits of consistency 

Introducing competency-based human resource 
management practices involves considerable time 
and effort. 
 
It is important to describe competencies in a way that is aligned with organizational 
strategy. It is equally important to develop competency models that are useful to 
managers and meaningful to employees. Competency definitions and models should be 
seen as a means to an end, rather than as the end result. Therefore competencies 
should be applied to day-to-day management activities such as employee development 
or recruitment.   
 
The HR Strategy promotes consistency in behavioural competency descriptions and in 
the use of competencies for roles outside the senior management group in order to: 
 
§ avoid a confusing proliferation of similar but non-aligned competency definitions 

in program areas, corporate projects and ministries 
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§ reduce time and costs associated with defining competencies and developing 
competency models 

 
§ enhance the transferability of competency profiles and competency-based 

development programs from one ministry to another 
 
§ emphasize the value of transferable capabilities, linked to future work and 

business goals 
 
§ provide clear and consistent communications about competencies to employees 

 
§ focus on business and performance outcomes of competency-based human 

resource management practices. 
 
A dictionary of competencies for the OPS workforce 

In developing the HR Strategy for the OPS, the project team researched and compared 
competency descriptions and applications in a variety of organizations, including the 
federal and several provincial public services. Based on this research, it was decided 
that the HR Strategy would: 
 
§ focus on behavioural competencies important to current and future work in the 

changing OPS 
 
§ purchase access to high quality “off-the-shelf’ competency descriptions that could 

be applied to diverse occupational groups in the OPS 
 
§ invest in qualified consulting services to facilitate tailoring the competency 

descriptions and developing profiles for functional areas of work in the OPS. 
 
Technical competencies, or the particular credentials, skills and knowledge related to an 
occupational group, were not included in the project. 
 
Management Board Secretariat engaged the HayGroup to provide expertise in the 
development of a dictionary of behavioural competencies for roles outside the senior 
management group. In 1998, the project team worked with management consultants 
and more than 100 managers and senior managers, representing most ministries, to 
identify competencies required by the OPS workforce — now and into the future.   
 
Release of the 2003 Competency Refresh Dictionary 

After extensive cross-ministry and occupational group consultation, the original 
dictionary was revised and replaced with the OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary in 
November 2003. The dictionary reflects the most up-to-date business needs with 
simplified language to ensure the dictionary is a tool that managers and employees 
alike can easily use to recognize the competency definitions on the job without the 
additional interpretation of an HR practitioner. 
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The current version includes 30 behavioural competencies and 3 technical 
competencies.  Subsets of these competencies can be applied to a variety of jobs at 
any level of the organization.  The 33 competencies are listed in the table blow and are 
described in detail in the 2003 Competency Refresh Dictionary accessible through My 
Learning Wizard and the HR OpenWeb. 
 
2003 Competency Refresh Dictionary 

Behavioural Competencies 
Business Awareness 
Change Management 
Coaching 
Commitment to Organizational Learning 
Communicating Effectively 
Concern for Image Impact 
Concern for Quality and Standards 
Customer Service  
Drive to Deliver Results  
Flexibility 
Holding People Accountable 
Impact and Influence 
Information Seeking 
Initiative 
Innovation 
Integrity 
Leadership 
Learning from Experience 
 

 
 
Networking  
Partnership Building 
Planning, Organizing and Coordinating 
Political Acuity 
Problem Solving 
Professional Judgment 
Public Service Values 
Self-Confidence 
Self-Control 
Steady Focus 
Strategic Thinking 
Teamwork  

Technical Competencies 
Communications Planning and 
Management 
Financial Management 
Human Resources Management  
 

 
The competency levels in the 2003 OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary describe how 
someone would demonstrate the competency.  The levels are arranged in ascending 
order, increasing in intensity, sophistication and completeness.  Each level can be 
observed and measured for its outcomes. 
 
For the most part, competencies are cumulative, which implies that an individual will 
demonstrate the behaviours of the lower levels within a competency before he/she can 
be effective at the higher levels.  Competencies reflect experience rather than 
qualifications and can be learned from the job.  
 
These competency descriptions have been well researched by the HayGroup and are 
used by many organizations in North America. They have been adapted for the OPS 
through the HR Strategy’s competency refresh project and were revised in 2003 through 
extensive consultation with HR practitioners. 
 
Changing competency descriptions reduces their meaning and value to individual 
employees and the organization. Behavioural indicators should not be reordered, 
omitted or moved from one competency to another.
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An example of one of the competencies in the dictionary is shown below. 
 

For example 

Customer Service implies a desire to identify and serve the organization’s customers who 
may include the public, colleagues, partners, and peers.  It means focusing one’s efforts on 
discovering and meeting the needs of the customer/client. 

Level 1: Follows up 

Follows through on customer inquiries, requests, and complaints. Keeps customer up-to-date 
about progress of projects. 

Level 2: Maintains clear communication 

Maintains clear communication with customer regarding mutual expectations; monitors client 
satisfaction. Distributes helpful information to clients. Ensures friendly, cheerful service. 

Level 3:  Takes personal responsibility 

Takes personal responsibility for correcting customer service problems. Corrects problems 
promptly and undefensively. 

Level 4: Takes action for the customer 

Makes self fully available, especially when customer is going through a critical period. For 
example, takes actions beyond normal expectations or may change the process to ensure 
accessibility to information or assistance. 

Level 5: Addresses underlying customer needs 

Knows the customer’s issues and/or seeks information about the real underlying needs of the 
customer, beyond those expressed initially. Matches these to available (or customized) 
services. 

Level 6:  Uses a long-term perspective 

Works with a long-term perspective in addressing a customer’s problems. May trade off 
immediate costs for the sake of long-term relationships. Looks for long-term benefits to the 
customer. Acts as a trusted advisor; becomes involved in customer’s decision-making process. 
Builds an independent opinion on client needs, problems or opportunities and possibilities for 
implementation. Acts on this opinion (e.g. recommends approaches which are new and 
different from those requested by the client). 
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Reminder… 
 

• The HR Strategy’s work on competencies focuses on behavioural competencies that 
are important to our chaning OPS environment. 

 
• The HR Strategy recommends using competencies for strategic purposes and in a 

way that maximizes potential return on investment. 
 

• When applying behavioural competencies to roles outside the senior management 
group, ministries and managers are expected to use the Ops competency dictionary.

 
• Competency descriptions and behavioural indicators in the OPS dictionary should 

not be changed, reordered, omitted or moved from one competency to another. 
 

How do these competencies apply in the OPS? 
Corporately defined profiles for work in the OPS 

To help ministries begin to use competencies and the 2003 Competency Refresh 
Dictionary, MBS has provided a number of corporately defined competency profiles.  
These profiles are accessible through My Learning Wizard through My OPS. 
 
Within My Learning Wizard, under the corporate channel (OPS-wide), each profile 
describes roughly 10-15 behavioural competencies that apply to a broad area of work, 
such as policy or program development.  If your job fits into one of these broad areas, 
you will get an idea of the types of behavioural competencies associated with a job from 
the profile. 
 
If you don’t find what you are looking for in the corporate channel, you can select either 
the Ministry or Occupational Group channels to view a variety of ministry and 
occupational models and profiles. 
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Quick Tip.... 
A competency model is needed if 
competencies are to be used in 
recruitment and selection. 
Competency profiles or 
competency models can be used 
effectively to plan learning and 
development for an occupational 
group or to establish learning 
objectives for a learning program. 

IV. Applying Competencies to OPS Jobs and People  

How are competencies applied to a particular job? 

Behavioural competency models and profiles 

Job descriptions specify the duties and responsibilities involved in a job, along with the 
knowledge, skills and qualifications, which may include technical competencies that the 
work requires. This description provides information about the job, not the employee 
who does the work. 
 
Behavioural competencies enrich this information by describing the “how” of the work, 
giving a clearer picture of the ways an employee can apply knowledge and skills to 
achieve results in the job. Most jobs require combinations of technical and behavioural 
competencies used simultaneously. 
 
Some behavioural competencies such as Teamwork can be applied to many jobs in an 
organization. Other competencies, such as Change Management, may apply only to 
certain jobs or to jobs at a particular level of the organization. 
 
Behavioural competencies that contribute to success in one job may contribute to 
ineffective functioning in another. For example, a high level of Professional Judgment 
may be needed in a policy analyst role but could cause frustration in a customer service 
role, which typically requires more concrete problem-solving skills. Both roles, however, 
may require Information Seeking as a competency. 
 
A behavioural model or profile is a list of competencies that best describes how to be 
effective on the job.  The list of competencies is linked to accountabilities of a single job 
or group of jobs (role). 
 
A competency model lists the competencies for a 
single job.  A competency profile lists competencies 
for a group of jobs that share a similar set of 
accountabilities. 
 
In the OPS, both models and profiles supplement 
but do not replace the job description, nor are they 
necessarily incorporated into the description.  
However to be useful and defensible, the models 
and profiles must be clearly based on and directly linked to the accountabilities. 
 
Behavioural competencies are not compensable factors. Classification continues to be 
determined by job description. 
 
Competency models can be developed for a single job (e.g. an administrative assistant, 
staff of Government of Ontario Information Centres). 
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In contrast, competency profiles are built for a group of jobs and are often referred to a 
job family (e.g. Information Architect). 
 
Competency models must be closely linked to the particular accountabilities in a single 
job description or a set of related job descriptions.  
 
Profiles are based on general or common accountabilities. A competency model 
focuses on the 6-10 competencies that are critical to effective functioning in a job, while 
a profile is likely to include 12-15 competencies. Competency models identify the 
behavioural indicators or levels associated with effective functioning in a job; 
competency profiles include a range of levels appropriate to a group of jobs with similar 
accountabilities. 
 
Describing competencies for today and tomorrow 

The competencies that an organization needs tend to evolve over time, even if the 
organization is not deliberately undertaking change. No one’s job remains the same for 
long these days. Every employee must have the capability and the supports to develop 
new competencies critical to the achievement of business goals — whether those 
competencies are used in a new job or in the same job done differently. 
 
Competency models or profiles can be used to describe target competencies — those 
that are desired or needed as the work changes. A future-oriented competency model 
can be used to communicate what’s required in a new role or what’s expected in a 
changing role. 
 
Competency models or profiles can also be used to describe existing competencies —
those that are actually demonstrated or currently required. A model focused on current 
competencies can enhance the description of what’s required in an existing role to 
assist with selection or learning and development activities. 
 
In the OPS, most competency models for roles outside the senior management group 
are being built in a change context such as when jobs are defined in a new or 
restructured organization. Competency models are not required in these situations, but 
ministries are increasingly using them to complement job descriptions, support selection 
and develop learning plans for employees in changing roles. 
 
Methods for building a competency model 

There are many ways to develop a behavioural competency model. The preferred 
method in any situation is influenced by factors such as the: 
 
§ focus of the model (future- or present-oriented) 
§ need to build understanding of the job’s accountabilities 
§ need to develop buy-in for the competency model  
§ available resources (people, time and money) 
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The table below summarizes methods for building competency models and profiles. 
Most methods rely on input from managers and other job content experts who can 
describe the accountabilities or activities involved in a job and the knowledge, skills and 
behaviours that distinguish effective performers. 
 
Building Competency Models And Profiles 

Method Considerations 

Interview 

Trained specialists use behavioural event 
interview (BEI) methodology to record 
detailed descriptions of how one or more top-
performers do a particular job. Competencies 
and behavioural levels are extracted from the 
interview material to benchmark superior 
performance. Requires a specialist. 

Resource requirements: 

§ time of top-performer(s) in existing job 
§ trained BEI interviewers 
§ little time for manager but may be costly 
Specificity of model: 

§ tailored to specific job 

Best used: 

§ to benchmark superior performance in a 
well-established job 

Individual Job Expert 

Individual with expert understanding of a job 
(e.g. manager) identifies relevant 
competencies and behavioural levels using a 
competency dictionary or card set. May be 
facilitated by a specialist. 

Resource requirements: 

§ little time, little or no cost 

Specificity of model: 

§ tailored to specific job 
§ potential for bias and inaccuracy 
Best used: 

§ to describe competencies for an existing, 
well-understood job 

Expert Panel 

Group with expert understanding of a job or 
group of jobs identifies relevant competencies 
and behavioural levels using a competency 
dictionary or card set. Usually facilitated by a 
specialist 

Resource requirements: 

§ time-consuming, may be costly 

Specificity of model: 

§ tailored to specific job 

Best used: 

§ to establish a model for a new job 
§ to develop a future-oriented competency 

model or profile for a set of related jobs 
§ to build understanding and buy-in 

Focus Group 

Group of job incumbents or others who 
understand the role (e.g. direct reports of a 
manager) provides feedback on a 
competency model drafted through an 
interview or by a job expert or a panel. 

Resource requirements: 

§ time-consuming, may be costly 

Specificity of model: 

§ tailored to specific job 
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Usually facilitated by a specialist. Best used: 

§ to validate a competency model or 
develop a profile for an existing job 

§ to build understanding and buy-in 

Benchmark Report 

Report that lists competencies associated 
with similar jobs in other organizations, based 
on an established database of competency 
models. 

Resource requirements: 

§ little time, modest cost 

Specificity of model: 

§ not tailored to specific job 

Best used: 

§ to validate a competency model by 
comparing with models for similar jobs 

 
While a single method may be used in some situations, most competency models are 
built through a combination of methods. For example, a competency model drafted by 
an expert panel may be modified as a result of feedback from a focus group of 
incumbents and validated through benchmarking against similar jobs in other 
organizations. 
 
Competency profiles are usually developed through use of an expert panel or a series 
of focus groups. Profiles may be validated through benchmarking. 
 
Tips for using an expert panel or focus group 

When developing a competency model as a job expert or through an expert panel or 
focus group: 
 
Start by reviewing related competency profiles. Go to My Learning Wizard to view 
your job or role.  This will help you narrow your focus from the full dictionary to the 
subset of competencies most likely to apply to an area of work.  To access My Learning 
Wizard, you need to login to MyOPS using your secure Entrust password.  Click on the 
My Learning Wizard icon on the Services Shortcuts. 
 
Focus on the most important competencies. Avoid selecting too many 
competencies. Select the 6 -10 competencies that are directly relevant to the role 
(critical competencies) or that make a difference in performance of the job 
(differentiating competencies). 
 
Avoid over-use of favourite competencies. It’s easy to get attached to a particular 
competency or set of competencies. Question assumptions that you may have about 
particular competencies being critically important in every job — even the five enterprise 
competencies. 
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Include competencies that may be difficult to assess. Don’t ignore competencies 
that seem unfamiliar or non-traditional. If a competency description fits the job and 
makes a difference in performance, you can assess it in action. 
 
Take the time to identify behavioural indicators and levels. Identifying competency 
levels establishes a standard against which to assess candidates or develop 
incumbents. Don’t set levels so high that potentially qualified candidates cannot meet 
the selection criteria. 
 
Ask yourself, your expert panel or your focus group: 
 
§ What are the most important accountabilities (duties or responsibilities) in this 

job? 
 
§ What are the key results or outcomes for this job? How are they measured or 

assessed? 
 
§ Is the work of this job changing? How? Does this job contribute to change in the 

organization? How? 
 
§ What competencies are demonstrated by individuals who perform this job 

exceptionally well? What behavioural indicators and at what levels? 
 
§ What competencies are demonstrated by individuals who function effectively in 

the job?  What behavioural indicators and at what levels? 
 
§ Is the competency used frequently for effective performance of the job? 

 
§ What are the consequences if a job incumbent does not demonstrate this 

competency at the identified level?  Consider impact on job outcomes and on the 
performance of other employees. 

 
§ Is it reasonable to expect that an individual who is new to the job will 

demonstrate this competency at the identified level? 
 
§ Can this competency be developed or taught at the identified level? How? How 

long might it take to achieve full mastery? 
 

Quick tip…. 

Don’t go shopping without a list. Think about a time when you were preparing to cook a 
special meal for family or friends. Did you plan the menu, look at recipes and list the 
ingredients you needed? Did you enter the grocery store with a list in hand, carefully 
matching your selections to the recipes you planned to use? Or did you just head for the 
store, scanning the shelves for inspiration and picking up items that looked good in the 
moment? 
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When beginning to use competencies, many people are inclined to “shop” for competencies 
in the dictionary. Purchasing “a little of this” and “a little of that” may result in a delicious 
meal, but it is unlikely to give you what you need for a particular recipe. Similarly, selecting 
competencies that appeal to you will not ensure that they correspond with the 
accountabilities of a particular job. 

Always start with an up-to-date description of the job’s accountabilities or duties, then focus 
on competencies that contribute to achieving the desired results. 

 
A well-rounded competency model 

A well-rounded behavioural competency model has 6 -10 competencies and may include 
a balance of: 
 
§ Orientation to work (e.g. Customer Service) 
§ Self-management (e.g. Initiative, Learning from experience) 
§ Thinking skills  (e.g. Problem Solving, Professional Judgment) 
§ Working with others (e.g. Communicating Effectively, Coaching) 

 
Building a competency model is only the first step. This section describes how 
competency models were developed for two OPS roles. These examples appear again 
in Section V to demonstrate how competency models are being used in recruitment and 
selection. 
 
Process for developing a competency model for a policy analyst role 

Two vacancies for senior policy advisors existed in the HR Strategies Branch. The job 
description had been updated recently and the manager decided to develop a 
competency model for the role to support recruitment, articulate expectations about how 
new work in the section would be done, and plan for the development of all incumbents. 
 
A competency model was built using: 
 
§ the job description, the HR Strategy’s competency profile for the policy 

development function and the dictionary of competencies 
 
§ a skilled specialist from the HR Strategy project to facilitate the process 

 
§ the manager as job expert 

 
§ a focus group composed of incumbent policy analysts in the section and the 

director of another corporate policy group. 
 
In the model shown below, levels were identified but are not listed here. 
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Example: HR Strategies Branch Policy Advisor Behavioural Competencies 
 

Competency Description 

Problem Solving is understanding a situation by breaking it apart into smaller pieces, 
or tracing the implications in a step-by-step way.  Problem solving includes the ability 
to identify patterns or connections between situations that are not obviously related, 
and to identify key or underlying issues in complex situations.  

Commitment to Organizational Learning is driven by a desire to increase personal 
mastery of a subject, ability or of an environment in order to improve personal and/or 
professional effectiveness.  It  is driven by a desire to increase the value of, and 
access to, knowledge and at best, is intended to be of service to others in resolving 
issues or problems. 

Impact and Influence is the ability to influence, persuade, or convince others to 
adopt a specific course of action.  

Information Seeking is driven by a desire to know more about things, people or 
issues.  It implies going beyond the questions that are routine or required in the job.   

Political Acuity is the ability to appreciate, understand and utilize the power of 
relationships, both formal and informal, with organizations one is working with or as it 
relates to the formal political structure of government(s) 

Networking is working to build or maintain effective and trusting relationships or 
networks of contacts with people who are, or may be potentially, helpful in achieving 
work-related goals and establishing advantages. 

Drive to Deliver Results is a commitment and drive to achieve deliverables and 
reach successful outcomes both at an individual and team level. 

Strategic Thinking is the ability to link long-range visions and concepts to daily work, 
ranging from a simple understanding to a sophisticated awareness of the impact of 
the world at large on strategies and on choices.   

Teamwork is the desire and ability to work co-operatively and collaboratively as 
opposed to competitively within the team/work group. 

 
Process for developing a competency model for customer service roles 

Staff at Government of Ontario Information Centres offer the public general government 
information and referrals to specialized staff in various ministries. In June 1998, the 
MBS Regional Delivery Restructuring (RDR) project developed a competency model for 
information centre representatives. These new customer service roles are described 
differently from one location to another, but have common accountabilities and 
competency requirements. The competency model, shown below, was developed using: 
 

§ the HR Strategy’s competency profile for the customer service function and the 
dictionary of competencies 
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§ a skilled consultant to facilitate the process, along with a member of the HR 
Strategy project 

§ a 9-person expert panel composed of RDR project members, information centre 
managers and staff, and an enquiry line manager 

§ a benchmark report comparing the expert panel’s competency model with 
models for similar customer service roles in other organizations. 
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Information Centre Representative Behavioural Competency Model 

 

Competency Description Level and Behavioural Indicators 

Customer Service implies a desire to identify 
and serve the organization’s customers who 
may include the public, colleagues, partners, 
and peers.  It means focusing one’s efforts on 
discovering and meeting the needs of the 
customer/client.   

Level 5- Addresses underlying customer 
needs: Knows the customer’s issues and/or 
seeks information about the real underlying 
needs of the customer, beyond those 
expressed initially. Matches these to available 
(or customized) services. 

Information Seeking is driven by a desire to 
know more about things, people or issues. It 
implies going beyond the questions that are 
routine or required in the job. It may include 
“digging” or pressing for exact information; 
resolution of discrepancies by asking 
questions; or less-focused environmental 
“scanning” for information that may be of 
future use. 

Level 4- Does research: Makes a systematic 
effort over a limited period of time to obtain 
needed data or feedback, or in-depth 
investigation from unusual sources, OR does 
formal research through newspapers, 
magazines, computer search systems, or 
other resources. This may include legal, 
financial, community research. 

Initiative involves identifying a problem, 
obstacle or opportunity and taking appropriate 
action to address current or future problems 
or opportunities. As such, initiative can be 
seen in the context of proactively doing things 
and not simply thinking about future actions. 
Formal strategic planning is not included. 

Level 2 – Acts proactively 

Grasps opportunities or identifies potential 
problems, and takes the initiative to follow 
through rather than wait for the problem to 
arise. 

Communicating Effectively is the ability to 
send and receive information effectively.  As 
the sender, it means speaking and writing 
clearly and expressing yourself well in groups 
and in one-on-one conversations, so that 
information is understood by the receiver(s) 
the way it was intended.  As the receiver, 
effective communicators demonstrate a 
respectful understanding of the other’s 
position, listen actively and ask questions to 
seek comprehensive understanding.  Using 
verbal and non-verbal techniques, effective 
communicators also seek to deliver clear 
messages, intending that their messages be 
understood and that they serve as the basis 
for any mutual agreement or action that is 
subsequently undertaken.    

Level 3- Understands the impact of 
messages on others: 

Carefully crafts his/her message by taking the 
listener’s perspective into consideration and 
by focusing on the goal of establishing a clear 
understanding/agreement.  Responds to the 
speaker’s ideas rather than the speaker’s 
communication style.  May pause briefly in 
order to plan an appropriate and effective 
response.  Uses language as a tool for 
communication rather than a vehicle to display 
education, insider knowledge or status. 
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Competency Description Level and Behavioural Indicators 

Political Acuity is the ability to appreciate, 
understand and utilize the power of 
relationships, both formal and informal, with 
organizations one is working with or as it 
relates to the formal political structure of 
government(s).  This includes the ability to 
identify the real decision-makers and the 
individuals who can influence them; and to 
predict how new events or situations will 
affect individuals and groups.  Uses political 
acuity to act appropriately in relationship to 
formal power and authority (the Government, 
hierarchy) and informal power and authority 
(“how things really get done around here.”)    

Level 3 - Understands Climate and Culture:  
Recognizes unspoken organizational 
limitations—what is and is not possible at 
certain times or in certain positions. 
Recognizes and uses the corporate culture 
and the language, etc., that will produce the 
best response.  Scans the environment to be 
aware of other forces, which are acting on the 
Government/Minister, senior leaders, partners 
and clients, and anticipates which forces need 
to be explicitly addressed in planning and 
implementation. 

Self-Control is the ability to keep one’s 
emotions under control and restrain negative 
actions when provoked, faced with opposition 
or hostility from others, or when working 
under stress. It also includes the ability to 
maintain stamina under continuing stress. 

Level 3 - Calms others: Not only controls 
own emotions, but also acts to defuse the 
situation and calm others. May remove others 
from a stressful situation to allow them to 
regain their composure. 

Teamwork is the desire and ability to work 
co-operatively and collaboratively as opposed 
to competitively within the team/work group. It 
includes contributing fully and actively to team 
activities, projects and client initiatives to 
achieve group and organizational goals.  As 
part of a team these individuals must rely on 
one another more than ever before and share 
their experiences, knowledge and best 
practices. Team/workgroups that are 
geographically dispersed must work harder to 
overcome the distance/physical barriers in 
order to work effectively 

Level 3- Cooperates:  
Demonstrates co-operation 
within and beyond own team 
and branch.  Participates 
willingly and is actively 
involved and fully contributes.  
Accepts personal 
accountability, does his/her 
share of the work, meets 
deadlines, offers services and 
asks questions.  Supports 
team decisions, even when 
different from one’s own 
stated point of view.  Shares 
responsibility for the overall 
success or failure of the 
group.   

 

 

How are competencies applied to individuals? 

Assessing demonstrated competencies 

We have emphasized using competencies to understand what a job or role involves. 
We will now focus on the connection between demonstrated competencies and the 
performance of individual employees on the job. 
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Various methods and tools are available to assess an individual’s knowledge, skills, 
attributes and capabilities. Some assessment tools can be self-administered and self-
scored; others require the involvement of a trained assessor. Many of them are routinely 
used by consulting firms who specialize in assessing career potential or management 
skills. These generic assessment tools are not usually linked to the accountabilities of a 
particular job. 
 
Other methods and instruments are available to assess whether or not an individual has 
developed and demonstrated behavioural competencies at the required level for a 
particular job. Competency assessment is based on a competency model with targeted 
levels linked directly to the accountabilities for the job. 
 
Assessing the competencies demonstrated by an individual can be done through one of 
several methods: 
 
§ A behavioural event interview (BEI) is a rigorous, intensive one-to-one interview 

that assesses an individual against the competencies and targeted levels in a 
competency model for a particular job. BEI’s are generally used as part of a 
selection process and conducted by a trained interviewer (see Section V). 

 
§ A competency questionnaire gathers data on the competencies and levels 

typically demonstrated by an individual. Each statement in the questionnaire 
describes a work-related behaviour that represents a specific level of a 
competency, such as “Maintains clear communication with customers and 
monitors customer satisfaction.” A questionnaire includes as many as 100 
statements, usually presented in random order. 

 
§ Competency questionnaires may be completed by a single rater (usually the 

individual’s manager) or by a number of raters, including the individual’s 
manager, colleagues, subordinates and self. Raters are asked to think about the 
individual’s recent on-the-job behaviour and use a scale to indicate how typical 
each statement is of the individual. Results are summarized to provide an 
assessment of the individual’s competencies and competency gaps. This 
assessment is useful in succession planning and in assessing learning and 
development needs. 

 
§ A self-assessment tool allows individuals to assess their own demonstrated 

competencies. Self-assessment tools take many forms, including questionnaires 
with randomly-ordered statements and worksheets with statements linked directly 
to a competency definition and levels. In either case, an individual is asked to 
 consider his or her typical behaviour at work and provide an example of 
the self-  assessed level.  

 
§ A survey of workforce competencies uses a multi-rater questionnaire or a self- 

assessment tool to assess the demonstrated competencies of a group of 
employees against a competency model for a job or a profile for related jobs. A 
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Reminder....  
§ A behavioural competency model supplements a job description by describing 

behaviours linked to effective functioning in a particular job. It identifies  specific 
behavioural indicators or levels. 

§ A competency profile identifies the behaviours associated with effective  functioning 
in a broadly defined area of work. It includes a range of levels.  

§ Competency profiles can be used effectively to plan development, however, a 
competency model is needed for recruitment and selection purposes. 

§ A well-rounded model has 6-10 competencies, including competencies reflecting 
enterprise requirements, orientation to work, self-management, thinking skills, and 
working with others. 

§ Assessment methods and tools can assess or help to predict an individual’s ability to 
apply competencies effectively on the job. 

workforce survey summarizes the strengths and development needs of 
employees and may identify competency gaps that will be better addressed 
through recruitment and selection. 

 
Assessments involving behavioural event interviews and competency questionnaires 
are usually done by trained professionals in consulting firms. There is little capacity for 
this specialized work in the OPS. Most individual assessment is done in the context of  
recruitment and selection, although some ministries are investing in individual  
assessment for succession planning purposes. In the next section, we’ll look at how to 
use competencies and competency assessments in selection and recruitment. 
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What does a poor hiring decision 
cost? 
An inappropriate fit between a job 
and a new hire can cost up to 1½ 
times the job’s salary in lost time, 
lack of results and need for 
additional support. 

Hay Management, 1994

V. Competencies In Recruitment And Selection 

Why use competencies in recruitment and selection? 

A support for sound hiring decisions 

Hiring to fill advertised vacancies is one of the 
most important judgments made by an OPS 
manager. Hiring decisions can enhance the 
effectiveness of everyone in the work group or 
contribute to difficulty achieving results. 
 
Employers and potential employees are always 
looking for ways to ensure a better fit between a 
person and a job. 
 
Employers want to avoid hiring candidates whose qualifications look good on paper and 
who do well in traditional interviews, but are unable to apply their knowledge, skills and 
experience effectively on the job. Candidates want to avoid accepting an attractive job 
offer, only to find that the work and the performance expectations are different from 
those described. 
 
A better fit between the person and the job results in improved early performance on the 
job, greater job satisfaction and higher retention rates. Many organizations have found 
that using behavioural competencies in the selection process contributes to sound hiring 
decisions. 
 
Qualifications in OPS job descriptions use a language that is not unlike the language of 
competencies. Terms such as “problem-solving ability” and “initiative” appear routinely 
in job ads. Competencies provide behavioural indicators that can help us to define these 
terms more consistently and assess candidates more effectively. 
 
Hiring in the OPS is based on merit. This means that recruitment and selection 
practices must comply with applicable legislation, policy and collective agreements and 
be designed to assess each candidate’s qualifications against the requirements of the 
job. Competency assessment is only one component of a comprehensive selection 
process. Hiring decisions should not be based on competencies alone.  
 
This section introduces approaches to using competencies in the recruitment and 
selection process, including behaviour-based interview techniques. ‘While our 
suggestions for using competencies are grounded in best practices used by other 
organizations, they do not represent a significant departure from well-established 
processes and practices in the OPS. 
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For Example.... 
A recent Topical job ad called 
for “…an innovative, results-
oriented individual committed to 
customer service and 
continuous learning.” 
What competencies are likely to 
be included in the competency 
model for this job? 

Quick Tips.... 
Do... 
Base recruitment and selection activities on a 
competency model developed specifically for 
the job or a group of related jobs and focused 
on the requirements for the position. 
 
Don’t... 
Use a competency model that was built for a 
different job. 

How are competencies used in recruitment? 

A way to enrich the job ad 

OPS job ads typically include a preamble that describes what’s involved in the role and 
a section that lists qualifications for the job. Qualifications are taken directly from the job 
description and are the focus of the merit-based selection process. The preamble, 
however, often incorporates additional descriptors of the work environment (e.g. “fast-
paced”), the role (e.g. “a challenging opportunity”), or the attributes of the candidates 
being sought (e.g. “an enthusiastic, highly-motivated individual”). 

 

A reference to key behavioural competencies for the 
job can easily be incorporated into the preamble of a 
job ad. 
 
As employees become familiar with competency 
descriptions for the OPS workforce, descriptors such 
as “a customer service-oriented individual” may be 
more meaningful than adjectives such as 
“enthusiastic.” 

 
In the previous section, we introduced two behavioural competency models: a model for 
a policy advisor job and a model for a group of related customer service roles. We’ll 
refer to these examples as we look at incorporating competencies into the selection 
process. 
 

How are competencies used in selection activities? 

A screen for selected applicants 

Applications for advertised OPS jobs are 
screened to determine whether or not an 
applicant qualifies for an interview on the 
basis of knowledge, skills and work 
experience. 
 
Behavioural competencies are 
demonstrated through action and cannot 
be assessed on paper. However, 
screening interviews can be used to 
assess and screen candidates for key 
competencies prior to a traditional panel interview. 
 
A behavioural event interview (BEI) is a rigorous, intensive one-to-one interview that 
can be used to assess an individual against the competencies and targeted levels in a 
competency model for a particular job. A BEI must be conducted by a trained specialist 
who is skilled at establishing a picture of the individual in action on the job. To do this, 
the interviewer must: 
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§ have a thorough understanding of competencies and be able to recognize each 

competency and its behavioural indicators in action 

§ plan and ask questions that will encourage the interviewee to describe a situation 
that demonstrates his or her use of the target competencies 

§ probe the interviewee’s responses to focus the individual on relevant details of 
thoughts and actions 

§ establish and maintain rapport throughout the process 

§ write comprehensive and accurate notes on what the interviewee says 

§ extract evidence of demonstrated competencies and behavioural levels from the 
notes 

§ report to the client on the results. 

 
Learning to conduct behavioural event interviews involves hours of practice under 
supervision. The methodology cannot be learned in a single workshop.  Behavioural 
event interviews are resource-intensive and require a substantial time commitment from 
the interviewee. A BEI to screen a candidate for a job takes between 90 minutes and 
several hours (approximately 30 minutes per competency assessed).  
 
We do not recommend using BEIs in routine recruitment and selection. BEIs can be 
worth the investment when recruiting for influential roles or when considering external 
candidates for senior professional positions. 
 
A part of the panel interview 
A full behavioural event interview requires a trained specialist and is resource- 
intensive. Behavioural competencies can be assessed through simpler means, 
however, including the familiar panel interview. 
 
Traditional interview questions ask candidates to summarize their knowledge in a 
particular area, describe their relevant work experience or solve hypothetical problems. 
These types of questions may tell you what a candidate knows or believes, but do they 
give you any information about how the candidate actually approaches the work? 
Competency theorists tell us that past behaviour is a strong indicator of future behaviour 
in similar situations. Questions that ask for a detailed description of past behaviour in a 
specific work situation enable interviewers to gain a better idea of how the candidate 
would do a similar job in the future. 
 
These types of questions are called behaviour-based questions. Behaviour -based 
questions give candidates an opportunity to describe, through stories, how they do their 
work and achieve results. These stories provide information about how the candidate 
thinks, communicates and interacts with others. 
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When combined with questions about knowledge, skills and work experience, 
behaviour-based questions help you develop a more complete picture of the person on 
the job. Written assignments, skill tests and presentations can add to this picture by 
showing the person in action on a particular task. 
 

For Example… 

Imagine that you are interviewing candidates for a project manager position.  You ask a 
candidate to describe the life cycle of a project. The answer is a textbook description of 
the stages of a project 

You then ask, “Have you ever managed a project through all these stages?” The candidate 
replies, “Yes, I’ve managed several projects from beginning to end. The largest project took 2 
years and cost more than a million dollars. I finished each stage on time and within budget.” 

You conclude the series of questions by asking “What would you do if an important decision 
was unexpectedly delayed?” The candidate begins to reply by saying “If that happened, I 
would...” 

The candidate speaks confidently, sounds knowledgeable and claims related work 
experience. But are you getting a picture of the candidate in action? Remember, past 
behaviour is an indicator of future performance in a similar situation. 

Now consider a slightly different approach. 

After asking for a description of a project’s life cycle, ask the candidate, “Please tell us 
about a project that you managed from beginning to end. Describe in detail what you did 
at each stage and what results you achieved.” Listen for evidence that the candidate has 
managed a project through all the stages, using the competencies you have identified as 
important for the project manager position. 

Then ask: “Please tell us how you have dealt with a situation in which an important decision 
was unexpectedly delayed. Who was involved? What did you do? What was the outcome?” 

Are you more likely to get a picture of the candidate in action using these behaviour-based 
questions? 
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Quick Tip.... 

Before you start to write your 
questions, read the behavioural 
indicators for the competencies you 
have selected. What would the 
behaviour look like on the job?  
How will you recognize it in the 
candidates’ responses? 

Quick Tip.... 

There isn’t enough time in a 
standard 45-60 minute interview 
to ask questions that address all  
of the competencies in a 
competency model, so select 
only those competencies that 
make a significant difference in 
how the job is done. 

Incorporating behaviour-based questions into an interview 

In Section IV, we introduced a competency model for customer service roles at 
Government of Ontario Information Centres. The model identifies seven behavioural 
competencies that contribute to effective functioning in the role, including Customer 
Service and Communicating Effectively. We’ll use these competencies as examples 
here. 
 
To assess competencies by incorporating behaviour -based questions into an interview, 
you’ll need some preparation, including: 
 
§ building a competency model for the job under 

recruitment 

§ focusing on several key competencies from the 
model 

§ writing behaviour-based questions related to the 
selected competencies 

§ developing probes or supplementary questions 
to encourage candidates to provide more detail 

 
§ noting expected responses related to the 

selected competencies and targeted levels 
for the job 

 
§ coaching your panel in the use of behaviour-

based questions 
 
§ preparing candidates to respond to 

behaviour-based questions. 
 
A typical behaviour -based question begins: “Tell us about a time when you.…..  
 
The general, open-ended format gives candidates the opportunity to describe 
themselves in action on the job. Additional probing questions encourage the candidate 
to focus on details that are related to the competencies and behavioural indicators for 
the job. 
 
Like other types of interview questions, behaviour-based questions are designed to 
gather information relevant to the job qualifications. When you ask behaviour-based 
questions, you want to encourage candidates to identify what they actually did in similar 
situations. This includes: 

§ the particulars of the situation, task, or problems; 
§ the actions that the candidate took, or failed to take, in response; and  
§ the outcome of the actions taken or not taken. 
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Quick Tip.... 

Prepare a few probes or follow-up 
questions in case the candidate 
doesn’t give enough details. 
§ What was your role? 
§ What did you do? 
§ What were you thinking? 
§ What did you say? 
§ What was the outcome? 

For example, you might begin by asking: 
“Tell us about a time when you had to deal 
with an angry customer. What was the 
situation? What did you do?” 
 
As the candidate’s story unfolds, you might 
probe for details, using questions such as: 
“What did you actually say that caused the 
customer to...” or “What were you thinking 
when you... “ 
 
Avoid expressing assumptions about what the candidate might have thought or felt (e.g. 
“You must have been frightened when that customer started pounding on the counter!”) 
Instead, use a probing question to reveal what the candidate was thinking or feeling at 
the time. This may give you insight into motives and traits. 
 
You may be concerned that behaviour-based questions invite candidates to embellish 
their experiences or tell polished stories. In fact, research shows that it’s difficult to 
provide the level of detail required by a behaviour-based question without actually 
having experienced the situation. If you find a story to be too rehearsed or doubt a 
candidate’s candour, use probing questions to encourage more spontaneous and 
detailed descriptions or reveal the candidate’s lack of recent, relevant experience. 
 
You can easily combine different aspects of the 
required knowledge, skills, experience and 
behavioural competencies into one set of 
questions. For example, a series of questions for 
a customer service role might include:  “What is 
good customer service to you? How do you know 
when you are providing it?” and “Tell us about a 
time when you provided good customer service.” 
 
These questions allow you to assess a number of things, including each candidate’s: 
 
§ knowledge of customer service practices, 
§ personal beliefs and attitudes about customer service, 
§ awareness of customer expectations and OPS quality service standards, 
§ self-awareness and commitment to continuous self-improvement, and 
§ demonstrated customer service behaviours. 

Quick Tip.... 

In an hour-long interview, plan to 
ask no more than five questions, 
two or three of which are behaviour-
based.  
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Sample Interview Questions For A Customer Service Role 

If you were hiring a customer service representative, what would you look for in the person? 
Based on that, please give us an example of a time when you provided good customer service.  
What is good customer service to you? How do you know when you’re providing good 
customer service? Please tell us about a time when you provided good customer service. 

Information Seeking 

Tell us about a time when you had to gather some information that was important to the 
success of a project or a task. 
In a work environment where information is constantly changing, can you tell us what you do to 
stay current?  What do you do to ensure information in your office is updated regularly? 

Communicating Effectively 

You may have encountered members of the public who don’t know what they need or what 
kind of help you can give them. Please tell us about a time when you realized that what a 
customer was asking you for was not what he/she really needed. What did you do or say to 
understand his/her real needs? 

Political Acuity 

Please tell us about a time when you had to contact someone you didn’t know to get 
information or solve a problem. What did you do? 

Teamwork 

Tell us about a time when you were working as part of a team and had difficulties with one of 
the members. How did you resolve your differences? 

 

Identifying expected responses 

Effective preparation for any interview includes identifying the types of responses you’d 
expect to get from candidates who are qualified for the job. When using behaviour -
based questions, the expected responses must be related to the selected 
competencies, targeted levels and behavioural indicators for the job’s competency 
model. 
 
On the scoring sheet for the interview, note for each question: 
 
§ the definition of the competency or competencies that the question addresses 

§ the target level and behavioural indicator for each competency addressed 
§ examples of expected responses, based on the target level and the requirements of 

the position 
 
This will remind you and your interview panel of the behavioural competencies that will 
be demonstrated by qualified candidates. It will also help you to coach panel members 
in the use of behaviour-based questions.  
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Sample Interview Question and Responses Customer Service  

Customer Service (CS) implies a desire to identify and serve customers or clients. It 
means focusing one’s efforts on discovering and meeting the customer or client’s 
needs. 
 

Interview question 
What is good customer service to you? How do you know when you’re providing good 
customer service? Please tell us about a time when you feel you provided good 
customer service. 
 
Level / Behavioural Indicators Some things to look for in responses 
CS Level 1: 
Follow up. 
Follows through on customer inquiries, 
requests, and complaints.  Keeps customer 
up-to-date about programs of projects. 

§ Follows up promptly on inquiries, requests 
and complaints 

§ Keeps customer informed about status of 
request, including delays 

CS Level 2: 
Maintains clear communication. 
Maintains clear communication with customer 
regarding mutual expectations; monitors client 
satisfaction.  Distributes helpful information to 
clients.  Ensures friendly, cheerful service. 

§ Provides knowledgeable, prompt, 
accurate service with a positive attitude 

§ Presents information in a useful way (from 
customer point of view) 

§ Recalls customer comments and ensures 
courteous and professional service 

CS Level 3: 
Takes personal responsibility. 
Takes personal responsibility for correcting 
customer-service problems. Corrects 
problems promptly and undefensively. 

§ takes personal responsibility for resolving 
problems promptly 

§ offers responsive support to customer 

§ shows sense of personal satisfaction in 
being of assistance 

§ does not react defensively when criticized 
by customer 

CS Level 4: 
Takes action for the customer. 
Makes self fully available, especially when 
customer is going through a critical period.  
For example, takes actions beyond normal 
expectations or may change the process to 
ensure accessibility to information or 
assistance. 

§ Responds quickly to meet a stated 
customer need 

§ Devotes extra attention to the customer 
until need is met 

§ Goes “the extra mile” and provides 
additional assistance 

§ Shows initiative 

CS Level 5: 
Addresses underlying customer needs. 
Knows the customers’ issues and/or seeks 
information about the real underlying needs of 
the customer, beyond those expressed 
initially.  Matches these to available (or 

§ Anticipates what customer will need or 
what issues may be encountered 

§ Uses listening skills and probing 
questions to identify the real issues 

§ Adjusts or tailors service to meet 
particular needs 
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customized) services 

CS Level 6: 
Uses a Long-Term Perspective. 
Works with a long-term perspective in 
addressing a customer’s problem.  May trade 
off immediate costs for the sake of the long-
term relationships.  Looks for long-term 
benefits to the customer.  Acts as a trusted 
advisor; becomes involved in customer’s 
decision-making process.  Builds an 
independent opinion on client’s needs, 
problems or opportunities and possibilities for 
implementation.  Acts on this opinion (e.g. 
recommends approaches that are new and 
different from those requested by the client). 

§ Develop alternative ways of looking at 
customer service problems 

§ Evaluate your contribution to customers  
§ Get to know your customers and their 

underlying needs from a longer-term 
perspective 

§ Publicly recognize individuals/groups who 
have clearly exceeded expectations for 
customer service 

§ Enlist the support needed within you 
organization to improve customer service 
be encountered 

§ Uses listening skills and probing 
questions to identify real issue 

§ Adjusts or tailors service to meet 
particular needs 

 
An example of candidate responses to a question about Customer Service Orientation 
is shown below. Note that more than one competency is demonstrated in each 
response. 
 

For Example.... 
Imagine that you’re interviewing candidates for a customer service role. Customer Service 
Level 5 and Communicating Effectively Level 3 have been identified as key competencies. 
If you ask the question “Tell us about a time when you provided good customer service,” you 
would be looking for responses that: 
 
Demonstrate Customer Service Level 5 (addresses underlying customer needs) by: 
§ recognizing customer needs that aren’t expressed directly; 

§ seeking additional information about the customer’s needs; and 

§ offering customized services or additional assistance to the customer. 

Show Communicating Effectively Level 3 (understands unexpressed meanings or concerns ) 
by: 

§ referring to what a customer might be thinking or feeling that wasn’t expressed. 

You might get candidate responses that include: 

§ “I showed her the form and suggested she fill it out at home. I could tell she didn’t really 
understand what she had to do, but there were a lot of people waiting and I try to give 
everyone the same amount of time and attention.” 

§ “I asked him why he wanted this particular form, then realized he’d come to our counter 
by mistake. He didn’t say anything, but I knew he was worried about finding city hall. I 
drew him a little map and then called over to find out which floor he had to go to and 
whom he needed to see. 

What’s the difference between the two answers? Which response suggests both competencies 
at the targeted levels? 
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Quick Tip... 
Invite each candidate to come 15 
minutes before the interview starts.  
Upon arrival, give the candidate a 
copy of the interview questions. This 
helps a candidate focus answers and 
recall relevant examples. Collect the 
questions at the end of the interview. 

Quick Tips... 
Do... 
Provide encouraging feedback to an 
anxious candidate by saying: “That’s 
the kind of story that helps us picture 
you in action on the job.” 
Don’t... 
Suggest success in the competition by 
declaring: “That’s a great story — just 
what we’re looking for!” 

Quick Tip.... 
Score behaviour-based questions 
on the basis of how closely a 
candidate’s responses match the 
level and behavioural indicators for 
the targeted competencies. You will 
probably find evidence of more than 
one competency in each answer. 

 
Preparing candidates for behaviour-based questions 

Interviews that include behaviour-based questions may be a challenging, new 
experience for candidates. Preparing candidates to expect and respond to behaviour-
based questions will help the interview go more smoothly for candidates and 
interviewers. 
 
Set a relaxed and friendly tone for the interview 
from its very start. You might begin the 
interview by saying: “This interview will be a 
little different from the interviews you’re 
probably used to. We’ll be asking about the 
skills and knowledge that you’d bring to this 
position. We’ll also ask about your recent 
experiences and how you have achieved 
results in similar situations. We’re interested in 
stories that provide a picture of you in action on 
the job. Please refer to yourself and what you 
have done, using detailed examples.” 
 
Some candidates find it difficult to speak about 
themselves in the first person 
(“I”) and repeatedly refer to what we did. Help 
the candidate feel more comfortable by gently 
saying that it’s important to the panel to 
understand the individual’s unique role and 
contribution. 
 
Ask (more than once if necessary): 
“What was your particular role in achieving these results?” A candidate who cannot 
answer with the help of such probes may not have had an active role. 
 
Scoring behaviour-based questions 

Scoring behaviour-based questions is no 
different than scoring any other interview 
question. 
 
Just as the job description provides you with 
knowledge and skill requirements, a competency 
model provides you with competencies, targeted 
levels and behavioural indicators. 
 
Make sure that your panel is familiar with the competencies, target levels and 
behavioural indicators. Include on the scoring sheet for the interview examples of 
expected responses, based on the target level and the requirements of the position. 
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Listen carefully to each candidate’s responses and make detailed notes so you don’t 
forget any important information when you start to score. Remember that you’re scoring 
candidates against the requirements for the job, not against one another. 
 
Gathering information on competencies through reference checks 

Behaviour-based questions can also be incorporated into reference checks. The most 
useful information is that which indicates to what extent, in the past, the candidate has 
demonstrated the competencies being assessed. Reference checks can help to 
establish a pattern of evidence. Isolated or infrequent demonstrations of a competency 
should not be given as much weight as well-supported descriptions of the behaviours 
that are typically demonstrated. 
 
You wi ll want to know not only what the candidate was capable of doing in a particular 
situation, but also what he or she typically did over a period of time. 
 
A thorough description of the candidate in action includes not only what the individual 
did or did not do, but also the context in which the behaviour occurred and the impact or 
outcome of the behaviour. To determine the kind of questions that you might pose, think 
about: 
 
§ In what kind of situations would the candidates have had the opportunity to 

demonstrate the competency? 
 
§ What do people who demonstrate the competency at this level do compared to 

people who don’t demonstrate it? 
 
Plan your reference check questions to get a picture of the candidate in action: 
 
§ Confirm what the candidate told you in the interview. For example:  

“She reported that she had researched, developed and made a presentation to 
your senior management committee that resulted in additional funding for this 
project. Can you tell me how she went about this? Did you get the result you 
were looking for?” 
 

§ Check the candidate’s past performance in similar situations. For example: Has 
he ever had a difficult deadline to meet? Please describe the situation, what he 
did and what resulted.” 

 
§ Ask questions about a competency that may have been hard to assess in the 

interview. For example: 
“Can you think of a time when this individual had to get something done that was 
outside the scope of her formal authority? Please describe the situation, what she 
did and what resulted.” 

 
Don’t ask directly about a competency (i.e. “Is he results-oriented?”). You’ll get more 
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information if you ask about a situation and what the candidate did. 
The candidate’s immediate manager or supervisor is a valuable source of information. 
You might also consider requesting a reference from a colleague, a subordinate and/or 
clients since these people may have different experiences of the candidate in action on 
the job. In some cases, a colleague or a client may have more insight into how a 
candidate approaches his or her work. The manager may be more aware of outcomes. 
 
Making the hiring decision 
At the end of a competency-based selection process, one of four basic situations is 
likely to be revealed: 
 
§ Exceeds targeted levels: An individual who is assessed as being consistently 

exceeding the targeted competency levels for differentiating competencies may be 
able to apply knowledge or skills effectively in the job, but is likely to become 
dissatisfied or frustrated in the job. 

§ Below targeted levels: An individual who is assessed as being consistently below 
the targeted competency levels for differentiating competencies may not be able to 
apply knowledge or skills effectively in the job. 

§ Close to targeted levels: An individual who is assessed as being close to the 
targeted competency levels for differentiating competencies may be able to apply 
knowledge or skills effectively in the job if appropriate learning supports are provided 
to address the gap 

§ Matches targeted levels: An individual whose assessment consistently matches 
the targeted competency levels for differentiating competencies is likely to be able to 
apply knowledge and skills effectively in the job. 

In many cases, a candidate will be assessed as demonstrating a mix of levels against 
the competency model, with some competencies matching or exceeding the targeted 
levels and others below. The best-qualified candidate will have the knowledge, skills 
and experience required for the position and will demonstrate most behavioural 
competencies at the target level. 
 
This section has focused on how to use competencies to identify the best-qualified 
candidate for a job. We conclude the section with a summary example that outlines the 
competency-based recruitment and selection process used for the policy advisor 
positions described earlier. 
 

 

For Example... 

The policy advisor positions described in the last section were advertised internally and 
externally. More than 150 applications were received; most were from outside the QPS. A 
multi-stage screening and selection process was designed to ensure that the selection panel 
only interviewed the best-qualified candidates. 
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Stage 1: Screen Applications 

The first stage was a standard screen of applications, based on the qualifications for the job. 
Ten applicants whose stated knowledge, skills and experience best matched the requirements 
of the job were offered screening interviews. 

Stage 2: Screen for Key Competencies 

Eight candidates accepted the invitation to participate in 90-minute behavioural event 
interviews with an external consultant. These interviews were designed to screen for three key 
competencies at the targeted levels for the policy advisor job. When all the interviews were 
complete, the consultant submitted a brief report on the assessed level of each candidate in 
the three competencies selected. The five candidates who demonstrated the targeted levels of 
the competencies were offered an opportunity to move to stage 3, which was the start of the 
selection process. 

Stage 3: Test for Technical Competencies 

The five candidates completed a written assignment based on a real-life problem likely to be 
faced by a policy advisor in the branch. The written assignment, as the first part of the 
selection process, was scored against criteria. (Stages 1 and 2 were screens and not scored) 

Stage 4: Panel Interview and Reference Checks 

One candidate accepted a job elsewhere. The remaining four candidates participated in panel 
interviews that included questions about knowledge, skills and demonstrated experience in 
applying these to achieve results. Behaviour-based questions encouraged candidates to 
describe themselves in action on the job, demonstrating the competencies in the model for the 
job. For example, one question asked: “Tell us about a situation when you had no direct 
authority but had to influence a group to get something done. What did you do? What were the 
outcomes?” Interviews were scored against criteria. Reference checks included questions 
about demonstrated competencies. 

At the end of the process, the two top-scoring candidates were offered jobs, which they 
accepted. The manager was pleased with the results and the candidates remarked on the 
“best practice” process and noted that it added favourably to their impression of the OPS as an 
employer. 

 
In the next section, we’ll look at using competencies to develop employees. 
 
Reminder... 
Hiring in the OPS is based on merit. Hiring decisions should not be based solely on an 
assessment of behavioural competencies. 
A behavioural event interview can be an effective way to screen interview candidates for 
influential roles or senior professional positions. 
Behaviour-based questions can easily be incorporated into a panel interview to help you 
develop a picture of the candidate in action in similar situations. 
Remember that you’re scoring candidates against the requirements for the job, not against one 
another. 

Behaviour-based questions can be used in reference checks to confirm what the candidate has 
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told you, check past performance in similar situations or get additional information about a 
competency that was hard to assess in the interview. 
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VI. Competencies In Learning And Development 

How are competencies used in employee development? 

Encouraging continuous learning 

In the past, many public sector employees expected to remain in one job or one  area of 
work in a single ministry for the duration of their careers. Present-day careers in the 
OPS are more likely to encompass a variety of roles in different ministries. Even when 
an individual remains in a single job, the job itself continually evolves as ways of doing 
work change. Employees in any organization today must be able to adjust to changing 
circumstances and be motivated to learn continuously. 
 
An effective learning environment stimulates and supports continuous learning by 
integrating learning opportunities into daily work. Learning is focused on what 
employees need to know or be able to do to contribute to achieving business goals. 
 
Competency-based human resource management practices facilitate employee 
development by: 
 
§ describing in a competency model what’s involved in doing a job effectively; 

§ summarizing in a competency profile requirements for a group of related jobs or an 
area of work; 

§ assessing what an individual brings to the job; 

§ identifying knowledge, skill and capability gaps in i ndividuals, work groups and 
organizations; and  

§ providing learning strategies, activities and tools to address the gaps. 
 
Competency-based learning and development starts with assessment of the 
competencies required in a job or a changing organization and assessment of 
competencies demonstrated by an individual or a group. 
 
Starting with assessment of the organization’s requirements 

Much work has been done to assess and describe competencies required by the OPS 
as an organization. Through the HR Strategy competencies refresh project, a dictionary 
of 30 behavioural and 3 technical competencies has been created for the OPS 
workforce outside the senior management group. As we note in Sections III and IV of 
this guide:  
 

§ The dictionary lists the competencies tha t the OPS workforce needs and must 
demonstrate, as a whole, to support achievement of business goals. 

§ Profiles describe subsets of 5 -10 behavioural competencies that contribute to 
effective functioning in broadly-defined areas of work. 
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§ A competency model can describe the competencies that contribute to effective 
functioning in a particular job. 

 
The competency profiles provide a sound foundation for planning to meet the learning 
needs of employee groups and for developing generic self-assessment tools. If a 
competency model has been developed for a particular job, it allows the learning needs 
of an individual to be assessed in relation to the job’s competency requirements. 
 
Providing for individual and group assessment 

Assessing the competencies demonstrated by an individual or group can be done 
through one of the following methods, described in more detail in Section IV.  
 
§ A behavioural event interview (BEI) is a one-to-one interview, conducted by a trained 

interviewer that assesses an individual against the competencies and targeted levels 
for a particular job. 

 
§ A competency questionnaire gathers data from one or more raters on the 

competencies and levels typically demonstrated by an individual. 
 
§ A self-assessment tool allows an individual to assess his or her demonstrated 

competencies.  One such tool is My Learning Wizard.  To access My Learning 
Wizard, you need to login to MyOPS at intra.myops.gov.on.ca using your  secure 
Entrust password and click on the My Learning Wizard Services Shortcut icon.  

 
§ A survey of workforce competencies assesses the demonstrated competencies of a 

group of employees. 
 
Time and cost factors constrain the routine use of individual assessments, such as 
BEIs, to plan learning and development in the OPS. Competency self-assessment tools 
and workforce surveys, however, provide more cost-effective means of assessing 
individuals and groups for the purposes of planning learning and development. 
 
Making use of self-assessment tools 

Completing a competency self-assessment will help you articulate your key strengths 
and areas for learning and growth.  It will also help you determine the competencies you 
need to focus on in your learning plan and where to begin discussions with your 
manager. 
 
Self-assessment tools can provide employees with information about: 
 
§ what is expected of them in their jobs 

§ what competencies are associated with other roles of interest to them 

§ whether or not they typically demonstrate key competencies at the required level for 
their jobs or other roles 
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Quick tip... 
It’s not enough to read the behavioural 
indicators listed on a self-assessment 
worksheet and pick the level that seems to 
apply to you. 
 
Taking the time to describe a past example 
that demonstrates how you use the 
competency and what the competency looks 
like on the job will make this a worthwhile 
assessment process and is essential in 
developing a meaningful learning plan. 

Quick tip... 
Don’t use self-assessment tools in 
screening or selection activities. 

§ where to focus learning and development activities for on-the-job or career-related 
results. 

 
My Learning Wizard is a self-
development tool which houses a 
number of broadly defined OPS 
corporate roles through the Corporate (OPS-wide) channel.  Employees can self-assess 
against any of these competency profiles or select a job or role from one of the ministry 
of occupational group channels.  The competency self-assessment is simply a tool 
designed to help you rate yourself using behavioural and technical competencies. 
 
When completing an online self-
assessment, ask yourself some of the 
following questions to help you start 
thinking about how you demonstrate a 
competency on your job. 
 

§ Do I have the opportunity to 
demonstrate this competency 
regularly? 

§ When the opportunity arises, do 
I consistently demonstrate the 
competency at this level? 

§ Can I think of specific times when I demonstrated the competency at this level in 
the past 12 months? 

§ Have I received feedback from a manager, co-worker or customer that 
acknowledges my use of the competency at this level? 
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Example: My Learning Wizard’s Online Competency Self-Assessment using the 
Impact and Influence competency  

 
Think about the times when you built support, agreement or commitment by persuading 
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or influencing others to adopt a course of action that you wanted them to take.  What did 
you do? 
 
Briefly describe the situation; who was involved; your role/what you actually did, said or 
thought that made a difference, and the outcome. 
 
What were the circumstances? 

My co-workers and I were frustrated with the number of trips we had to make between 
the counter and the storage closet to get forms and brochures.  I wanted to get a 
combined storage and display unit, but the manager said we had no money for furniture.  
I was determined to solve the problem so I thought about how my manager likes to use 
numbers and always asks us for ideas, and… 
 
What did you do, say, think about? 

§ Listed all the different brochures and forms that we stock and kept count of how 
many we used each week.  Did this for a month.  Also posted a sheet and convinced 
co-workers to note whenever they went to the storage closet and how long it took to 
find what they needed.  Some people didn’t want to do it but I told them we solved 
the problem if we all worked together. 

§ One of my co-workers discovered the library had an old storage/display unit in their 
basement and we got them to agree to lend it to us if we displayed posters o f their 
programs. 

§ At the end of the month, I listed the brochures and forms that we use the most and 
totaled the amount of time staff spend going to the storage closet for these items. 

§ Took the data and the idea about the library to the manager, who was surprised that 
staff spent so much time going to the storage closet for just a few things.  Manager 
appreciated how I’d presented the problem and a solution instead of just 
complaining – liked the idea of borrowing a storage/display unit and agreed to buy 
paint from the budget if we agreed to paint it. 

 
What was the outcome?  What feedback did your receive? 

Now we have a handy place for the materials we use most.  Staff don’t argue as much 
about whose turn it is to go to the storage closet.  Best of all, lots of our customers don’t 
even have to wait at the counter for help now, they just find what they are looking for on 
the display. 
 
Example: Impact and Influence Self-Assessment Results 

Once you have completed the on-line self-assessment, a Competency Assessment 
Results summary will be generated.  Based on the job or role you have assessed, the 
summary will identify the required levels, assessed levels and whether or not any 
competency development is needed. 
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Example: My Learning Wizard’s online Competency Assessment Results  

 

 
 
My Learning Wizard Competency Self-Assessment “Help” section will help you 
understand what your assessed competency levels mean.  The Learning Plan section 
provides an on-line database of level specific competency learning activities to choose 
from that you can undertake to develop with competency. 
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Quick tip... 
Employees are more likely to be honest 
and thoughtful in their self-assessments 
if they are well informed about 
competencies, understand how the 
self-assessment will be used and trust 
that individual results will be 
confidential. 

Surveying the competencies of our work group 

A survey of workforce competencies can be used to assess the demonstrated 
competencies of a group of employees against a competency model for a particular job 
or a profile for a group of related jobs. 
 
A workforce survey may require the 
involvement of an external consultant. Self-
assessment tools completed by an 
informed, motivated work group will provide 
information suitable for planning learning 
and development needs for the group. 
 
Self-assessments are likely to be more 
accurate when employees are invited to contribute anonymously to a summary of the 
work group’s results, rather than being asked to disclose individual results. 
 
Creating learning plans for individuals and organizations 

Learning plans for individuals and organizations are created for different reasons. 
 
§ An individual learning plan focuses on meeting the development needs of an 

employee in the context of a particular job. It may be a required component of an 
annual performance plan, an important part of becoming oriented to a new job or a 
critical step in addressing skill or competency gaps. Using competencies to develop 
your individual learning plan has been made easy using the My Learning Wizard 
website.  On the website you can view the competencies needed for a job, do a self-
assessment, as well as develop and explore ways to action your learning plan.  Step 
by step, the Wizard helps you look at your learning needs and builds a plan along 
with you. 

 
§ An organizational learning plan is intended to address the common development 

needs of a work group or an organization. It supports employee performance in a 
changing work environment, demonstrates commitment to investing in learning and 
can be a powerful lever for cultural change. 

 
Learning objectives in individual or organizational plans should be clearly linked to 
business, operational and performance goals. Preparation of a learning plan is a 
process rather than a single activity.  It requires self-assessment, reflection, research, 
information sharing with others, and discussion with a supervising manager or 
executive.  
 
The following questions can help you develop a learning plan, as an individual 
employee or a work group: 
 

§ What performance objectives do I/we have to achieve this year? What kind of 
learning support would help me/us achieve these objectives? 



A Guide to Competencies in the OPS 2004  46 

Quick tips.... 
There is no single “right way” to develop 
or format a learning plan. 
 
An effective learning plan is one that is 
acted on by managers and employees. 

§ What competencies do I/we want or need to develop? Based on assessment of 
current competency levels, which level(s) should I/we  focus on developing? What 
type of learning opportunity would support me/us to develop this competency? 

§ What professional qualifications or accreditation do I/we need to maintain? 

§ How is my/our work changing? What do I/we need to learn in order to do work 
more effectively in this changing environment? 

§ How long have I/we been working in this job? What learning will stimulate fresh 
thinking? What learning will support orientation to a new or changing role? 

§ What are my career objectives? What kind of learning would support my career 
aspirations? 

 
Also consider ways in which you prefer to learn. 

§ Do you prefer classroom-based learning or a less formal situation? 

§ Do you like to be coached by an expert or are you a hands-on learner - someone 
who enjoys experimenting? 

§ Do you seek information through self-directed research or do you prefer to 
exchange ideas with others? 

 
Learning plans for individuals and groups can be formatted in various ways. Whatever 
the format, a learning plan should answer the following questions: 

§ What do I/we want or need to learn? 

§ Why is this learning important to me/us on the job? 

§ How will I/we demonstrate that learning objectives have been attained? 

§ How will I/we accomplish this learning objective? 

§ When will I/we undertake this learning? 

 
An example of a learning plan template is 
shown below with tips on completing the 
form. This template can be adapted for 
individuals or work groups. 
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Learning Plan Template 

Learning 
Objectives 

Purpose for 
Learning 

Success 
Indicators 

Learning 
Strategies / 
Resources 

Target 
Date 

Result 

What am I going to 
learn? 

Why do I want 
or need to learn 
this? 

How will I 
demonstrate 
that I have met 
my objectives? 

What learning 
methods or 
resources will I 
use? 

When? What did 
I do? 

Quick Tips… 
Complete this 
sentence, using 
active language: 
“I am going to 
learn…” 

 
Think about 
business and 
performance 
goals that give 
direction to your 
learning 

 
Complete this 
sentence, using 
active 
language: 
“I will be able 
to…” 

 
Consider your 
preferred 
learning style.  
Think about 
time and 
budget. 

 
Be 
specific 

 
Report 
on what 
you 
achieve 

For Example… 
How to make 
presentations to 
decision-makers 
e.g. my senior 
managers. 
 
(Impact and 
Influence Level 3) 

 
To help achieve 
our goals for 
improved 
service by 
getting approval 
for information 
technology 
supports. 

 
Present our 
customer 
service data to 
management 
committee and 
receive 
approval for 
investing in new 
IT supports. 

Quick Tip… 
Make sure that your learning plan is 
SMART! 
 

Specific 
Measurable 
Achievable 
Realistic 
Timely 

 
Developing the “learning competencies” 

Using a competency model for a job helps managers and employees understand where 
to focus learning activities to get results on the job. The “learning competencies” help 
managers and employees learn how to learn. 
 
The 2003 OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary describes three behavioural 
competencies associated with learning and development: 
 
§ Learning from Experience involves proactively taking actions to improve personal 

capability. It also involves being willing to assess one’s own level of development or 
expertise relative to one s current job, or as part of focused career planning. 

§ Commitment to Continuous Learning involves a commitment to think about the 
ongoing and evolving needs of the business and to learn how new and different 
solutions can be utilized to ensure success and move the business forward. 
Commitment to Continuous Learning is an enterprise competency. 

§ Coaching involves a genuine intent to foster the long-term learning or development 
of others through expressing a positive regard for an individual’s capacity to learn.  
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Quick tip... 
According to the American Society for Training and 
Development: 
50% of workplace learning occurs informally 
25% occurs through coaching or mentoring 
25% occurs through formal classroom training 
The Manager’s Guide to Learning and Development 
(2004) provides ideas about encouraging on-the-job 
learning without a big investment of time or money. 
 

The goal of coaching is to encourage others, transfer knowledge, develop skill 
and/or develop the understanding of an individual 

 
Individuals and their managers must demonstrate all three competencies if a climate for 
continuous learning is to be created in a workplace.  Use of these competencies will 
support action consistent with the HR Strategy’s key principles for investing in learning: 
 

• Investment in employee learning and development is an essential investment 
in the future of the OPS. 

 
• Managers have the responsibility to foster a climate of continuous learning and 

to ensure access to learning and development opportunities 
 
• Employees have primary responsibility for managing their own careers and for 

investing effort in their own development. 
 
Providing opportunities for self-directed learning 

Behavioural competencies are 
complex combinations of 
knowledge, skills and other 
attributes, such as attitudes and 
motives. Competencies take time 
to develop. Some experts suggest 
that it can take 6-12 months to 
develop the capabilities needed to 
move from one level of a 
competency to the next. 
 
While training or classroom-based learning can contribute to the understanding and use 
of competencies, behavioural competencies are developed primarily through active 
learning. Active learning requires an individual to engage in self-directed learning, which 
includes experimenting and reflecting on the results. 
 
A self-directed learner selects learning approaches that fit his or her preferred learning 
style and controls the pace and timing of learning activities. 
 
Access to self-assessment tools and resources for self-directed learning is important 
supports for self-development and continuous learning. The Learning Plan section of My 
Learning Wizard provides a wealth of self-directed learning activities that the user can 
undertake to develop each level of a competency.   
 
Through your self-assessment, you can identify the level of each competency that you typically 
demonstrate on the job.  You can also compare the results of your self-assessment to the 
competency levels associated with the competency model or profile that most closely resembles 
your job.  Completing your self-assessment will give you some insight into areas of capability 
and areas for development.   
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Quick tip.... 
Keeping a written log of your 
progress can help to motivate 
you whenever you reach a 
plateau or to remind you of 
times when you demonstrated 
relevant behaviours. 

 
1. Begin by looking at your Self-Assessment Results.  Which competency do you want 

or need to focus on first? Select only one competency at a time.    
 
2. Which level do you demonstrate consistently now? Focus on the competency level 

that is one above this. 
 
3. Find the competency learning activities listed under the Learning Plan section of My 

Learning Wizard.  Read the section on “What this competency is — and what it is 
not”. Think about how this competency is used in your work or in a role to which you 
aspire. 

 
4. Look through the learning activities listed for the competency level you want to 

develop and choose one or two ideas. An extensive list of learning activities is 
presented for each level of the competency.  Don’t try to do all of the activities listed 
for each level. Just pick one or two ideas that you think will be the most helpful for 
you, or that you’ll be able to do in your present 
job. 

 
5.  Stick with the learning activities for a while 

before deciding they are not helpful or 
experimenting with something else.  It takes time 
to get results. 

 
Self-directed learning activities are available for each competency in the OPS dictionary 
and can be found in the Learning Plan section of My Learning Wizard. The learning 
activities appeal to a variety of learning styles and are intended to encourage the user to 
develop a specific level of a particular competency. An external consulting firm, based 
on their work with public and private sector organizations, has identified these activities 
that have been adapted for the Ontario Public Service. 
 
Planning formal and informal learning activities 

Learning and development needs can be met through a variety of formal and informal 
activities. Refer to the list below for ideas about learning outside the classroom. Some 
of these activities are described in greater detail in the Manager’s Guide to Learning 
and Development: Making It Happen Outside the Classroom, 2004.   
 
§ Acting Assignment: taking on temporary responsibility for a job. 
 
§ Apprenticeship: learning a trade or a skill by being employed in it for a period of 

time. 
 
§ Coaching: having someone demonstrate a skill and provide feedback. 
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§ Communities of Practice:  an informal learning and support network for solving 
commonly experienced problems and creating new ideas, insights and knowledge 
related to a particular subject or business issue.   

 
§ Computer-Based Training: receiving instruction and feedback from a commercial 

software program or a customized on-line tutorial. 
 
§ Conference: attending an organized gathering to hear from expert speakers, review 

latest research and learn about new practices. 
 
§ Consultation: asking for an expert’s opinion, ideas or feedback. 
 
§ Debriefing: learning by reflecting with others on what happened. 
 
§ Demonstration Project: showcasing or testing a process or product in a real 

situation on the job. 
 
§ Distance Learning: learning from a person or through a facility that is physically 

located elsewhere (e.g. via correspondence, Internet, audio or video conferencing). 
 
§ Experimental Labs: learning and practicing skills in a setting that doesn’t affect on-

the-job outcomes. 
 
§ Field Trip: going out on location to see how something is done. Independent Study: 

researching a subject on your own. 
 
§ Job Enlargement: adding new tasks or responsibilities to provide the opportunity to 

master new skills. 
 
§ Job Shadowing: developing awareness of what’s involved in someone else’s job by 

following him or her around. 
 
§ Learning Network: establishing a group with common learning objectives to share 

information, reflect together, problem-solve, and learn from one another’s research 
or experience (e.g. community of practice). 

 
§ Mentoring: learning from an experienced, well-respected individual. 
 
§ Multi-Skilling: increasing your range of skills by rotating through a variety of jobs at 

the same level. 
 
§ Partnering: working closely with other people, teams, work units or organizations to 

get something done. 
 
§ Peer Learning: learning from your co-workers. 
 
§ Reading Resources: using written or on-line resources to acquire information. 
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For example... 
A new project management workshop for 
policy analysts is based on two case 
studies that are directly related to policy 
work. 
 
The course teaches basic project 
management practices and skills in the 
context of a policy analyst’s role, which 
requires effective use of competencies 
such as Strategic Orientation and Impact 
and Influence. Course activities and 
discussions emphasize understanding and 
use of these competencies along with 
project management practices. 
 

Quick tips for managers.... 
Do... 
Learn to recognize competencies in action. 
Look for opportunities to acknowledge staff 
for demonstrating relevant behaviours. 
 
Don’t... 
Wait until a formal performance review to 
talk about how you expect to see particular 
competencies used. 
 

 
§ Temporary Assignment: using a task or a project within the scope of one’s usual 

job as a learning opportunity (e.g. committee work). 
 
§ Tutoring: learning new knowledge or skills through one-on-one teaching. 
 
Incorporating Competencies into learning programs 

Formal training or classroom-based 
learning can contribute to the development 
of some behavioural competencies, 
although it is less effective for other 
competencies. 
 
For example, changing behaviours and 
attitudes associated with a competency 
such as Drive to Deliver Results is a more 
complex undertaking than learning to apply 
new skills associated with Information 
Seeking. 
 
In both cases, a combination of classroom-
based and on-the-job learning is most likely 
to yield the desired results. 
 
In the OPS, we recognize the need to develop behavioural and technical competencies 
associated with particular jobs. To support this, Shared Services Bureau (SSB) has 
linked the various behavioural competencies associated with their course offerings to 
further promote the development of knowledge, skills and behavioural competencies.   
 
Assessing progress towards learning goals 

Competencies are developed through 
focused practice and perseverance. 
Assessing progress towards learning goals 
helps individuals maintain their focus and 
motivation to learn. There’s no need for 
formal evaluation, particularly where self-
directed learning is involved. 
 
Below are some of the tips you’ll find in the 
Learning Plan Help Section of My Learning 
Wizard to help you maintain and assess 
your progress. 
 
§ “While completing a learning activity, think about how you can apply the experience 

in your current work. 
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Reminder.... 
 
§ Competency-based learning and development starts with assessment —assessment 

of the competencies required in a job or a changing organization and assessment of 
competencies demonstrated by an individual or a group. 

§ Competency self-assessment tools and workforce surveys provide a cost-effective 
means of assessing individuals and groups for the purposes of planning learning and 
development. 

§ My Learning Wizard provides access to self-assessment tools and resources for self-
directed learning and is a support tool for self-development and a continuous learning 
organization.  

 
§ Look for opportunities to practice the knowledge, skills and behaviours associated 

with the competency level you’re developing. 
 
§ Ask your manager, or co-workers who demonstrate the competency, about how they 

use the competency and how you could apply it in your current work. 
 
§ Ask your manager or co-workers for feedback on your progress. 
 
§ Re-assess the level at which you perform the competency behaviours after you’ve 

completed some learning activities.” 
 
At some point, an individual will recognize that he or she has considerably narrowed the 
gap between the target level of the competency and his or her ability to demonstrate 
those behaviours consistently. That’s the time to re-assess competency development 
needs, so new learning and development goals can be identified and pursued. 
 
In the next section, we summarize the benefits of competency-based management 
practices and provide tips for implementing competencies successfully. 
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VII. An Integrated Approach To HR Management 

How do competencies add value? 

A common language linked to business goals 

Contemporary use of competencies focuses on providing a common language to 
describe the knowledge, skills and behaviours that contribute directly to achieving an 
organization’s vision and business goals. 
 
Competencies related to vision and strategy emerge from an understanding of current 
and future challenges and what employees will have to do to meet them. Role-related 
competencies help employees to understand what’s expected of them in their particular 
jobs. Using role-related and strategic competencies to describe work encourages 
employees to apply knowledge and skills to meet both job requirements and business 
goals. 
 
To be effectively linked to business goals, competencies must be future-oriented; 
defined to fit the vision, culture, business needs, and work of an organization; and used 
as an integral part of human resource management. 
 
A deeper understanding 

The fundamental purpose of establishing any competency system is to gain a better 
understanding of the dynamic interaction of structure, infrastructure and people. In the 
past, the work of an organization was portrayed through organization charts and 
descriptions of jobs and their component tasks. Our changing organizations and 
demanding environments require a language for work that goes beyond the static 
terminology of jobs and tasks. 
 
Behavioural competencies add a new dimension that expands our ability to understand, 
describe and influence how individuals and groups achieve work outcomes. These 
competencies focus on how effective performance of a  job is achieved, rather than on 
the description of tasks associated with the job. 
 
The dynamic language of competencies allows us to establish human resource 
management practices that acknowledge and accommodate the changing needs of our 
organization and the changing nature of our work. 
 
A common thread 

Behavioural competencies have the potential to add value to various human resource 
management processes and practices in the OPS, including: 
 
§ recruitment and selection 
§ learning and development 
§ strategic HR planning and career planning 
§ succession management 
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In other words… 

“…using a common language increases the 
transparency of the HR process and invites 
employees to play an active role in individually 
shaping their own competencies, and collectively 
shaping the competencies of the organization 
 
Public Service Commission of Canada, 1996 

§ performance management 
§ team building 
§ organizational development 
§ change management 
§ pride and recognition 
 
The benefits of a competency system are more fully realized when competencies 
become a common thread that links a number of human resource management 
activities. It’s more effective to integrate a consistent set of job-related competencies 
into the recruitment, selection, development, and management of employees than to 
use different criteria and approaches for each activity. 
 
Competency-based HR 
management is based on principles 
and practices that are similar to 
those in common use today.  
Nevertheless, it will take time for 
the OPS to fully understand and 
integrate the use of competencies 
into our HR management systems. 
 
This guide has introduced behavioural competencies for the OPS workforce and 
suggested ways of using competencies to recruit, select and develop employees. Over 
time, MBS will explore integration of competencies into other HR management activities 
and provide best practice frameworks for their use. 
 

What are the success factors in using competencies? 

Think about critical success factors 

Our research into the use of behavioural competencies revealed ten success factors 
common to many organizations in the public and private sectors. These conditions 
contribute to the successful implementation of competency-based human resource 
management practices. 
 
1. A clear vision from the employer about how human resources will be managed in the 

future. 
 
2. Executive interest in and support for the introduction of competency-based human 

resource management practices. 
 
3. A well-defined link between competencies and the vision and business goals of the 

organization. 
 
4. Common application of consistent competency definitions that are meaningful to the 

organization and its employees. 
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5. A centralized source of information about competency-based HR management 

practices. 
 
6.  Access to training, resources, tools and guidance for managers and HR 

practitioners involved in competency work. 
 
7.  Simplification of the organization and work structures where possible (e.g. 

developing a model for a group of related jobs or using profiles). 
 
8. A focus on actively using competencies to support achievement of business and 

performance results rather than on describing competencies and building 
competency models that aren’t used. 

 
9. Emphasis on the competencies that differentiate superior performers when using 

competencies in succession planning or selection. 
 
10. Communication with and involvement of line managers and employees in all stages 

of the process of introducing competencies. 
 

What’s next? 

Educate yourself 

You don’t have to be an expert to begin making good use of behavioural competencies. 
With a little guidance and the right tools, managers and human resource specialists can 
quickly develop the skills to build competency models and incorporate competencies 
into routine HR management activities. 
 
This guide provides you with simple, well-tested techniques and tools. Read this guide 
and find opportunities to discuss competencies with others who are using them. 
Additional tools and resources are available on the HR OpenWeb . 
 
Check your readiness to use competencies 

Take time to plan how you will use behavioural competencies before you begin 
experimenting. The questionnaire on the next page will help you think about: 
 
§ what experience you and your organization have in using competencies 
§ how you intend to use competencies 
§ what supports and resources are available to you. 
§  

Experiment with competencies 

Plan ahead. Start small. Refer to My Learning Wizard  Help sections and make use of 
the Competency Guide and other resources to help you prepare communications with 
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staff. Check to see if your ministry has competency practitioners who can provide you 
with assistance. 
 
Consider hiring a consultant skilled in the use of competencies if you have a large 
project or are undertaking recruitment and selection associated with restructuring. 
Remember to specify that the consultant must use the OPS Competency Refresh 
Dictionary, 2003.  Remind the consultant that this dictionary is to be used only in the 
OPS. 
 
Staff in the HR Strategies Branch consult on large competency projects and provide 
resources, learning supports and guidance to HR specialists and managers. We won’t 
be able to work with you on every competency-based activity, but we’ll do our best to 
provide timely and helpful advice. 
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Are you ready? 

A checklist for managers and HR specialists 

 
I know how my organization uses behavioural Competencies and what I want to 
achieve by using them. 

1) Have competencies been used before in your organization? For what 
purpose? What were the outcomes? 

 

2) How do you plan to use competencies?  

3) What do you want to achieve by using competencies?  

I’m prepared to use competencies. 

4) What is your role in working with competencies? What do you know 
about competencies? How have you been involved in the use of 
competencies? 

 

5) For which specific roles or jobs are you planning to use 
competencies? Do you have accurate, up-to-date job descriptions for 
these jobs? 

 

6) Are you familiar with My Learning Wizard?  Have you taken the time 
to check out the site to see what competency models and profiles you 
can start using right away instead of developing new ones?  Are you 
planning to build any new competency models or profiles? 

 

7) Are you planning to build competency models or profiles?  

8) How will you use the models or profiles? e.g. development, selection, 
self-assessment and self-development, clarifying role or job 
expectations. 

 

9) What will you say to employees about your plans for using 
competencies? What concerns might they have? 

 

I know what supports are available to me and where to get help. 

10) Who supports and is involved with your use of competencies? 
Describe how each is involved: e.g. senior management, human 
resource specialists, colleagues, employees, local union 
representatives. 

 

11) Are you planning to use an outside consultant to guide your process? 
Is the consultant familiar with OPS competency definitions? 
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Appendix I: Corporately Defined Competency 
Profiles For The Ops 

What competencies are associated with corporate profiles? 

Competency profiles for corporately defined areas of work 

To help ministries begin to use competencies and the 2003 OPS Competency  
Refresh Dictionary, HR Division has provided a number of corporately defined My 
Learning Wizard under the Corporate (OPS-wide) channel.  To access My Learning 
Wizard you need to login to MYOPS at intra.myops.gov.on.ca using your secure PKI 
password and click on the My Learning Wizard Services Shortcut icon. 
 
Under the corporate channel, each profile describes roughly 5-10 behavioural 
competencies that apply to a broad area of work, such as policy development. If your 
job fits into one of these broad areas of work you’ll get an idea of the types of 
behavioural competencies associated with a job from the profile.  If you don’t find what 
your are looking for in the corporate (OPS-wide) channel you can select either the 
Ministry or Occupational Group channels to view a wide variety of ministry and 
occupational jobs and roles.   
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Do many organizations use 
competencies? 
67% of 1,030 companies surveyed in the 
USA and Canada said they had some 
competency-based programs, although 
not all used rigorous practices. 

Watson Wyatt Canada, 1998

Appendix II:  Background On Competencies 

How do other organizations use competencies? 

A brief history of competencies 

The term “competency” may appear to be a 
relatively new addition to the vocabulary of 
human resources management. For more 
than a century, however, industrial 
psychologists have been attempting to define 
the relationships among organizational 
structure, job design, work processes, 
individual attributes and behaviours, and work outcomes. 
 
The work of Harvard University psychologist David McClelland is widely recognized as a 
key influence on the current use of behavioural competencies. McClelland, a founder of 
the Hay-McBer company, researched factors that could predict the aspects of job 
performance, which could not be attributed to intelligence, knowledge or skill. His 1973 
article in the journal American Psychologist established competency methodology as an 
alternative to IQ testing in recruitment and selection. 
 
In the mid-80s, efforts to describe “an effective leader” and “a good manager helped to 
shift interest in behavioural competencies from academic settings to the domain of 
management consultants and human resource specialists. Interest in competency-
based human resource management continues to grow in private and public sector 
organizations. 
 
A way to support added value 

The ability of an organization to identify, describe, build and sustain core competencies 
is widely recognized as a strategic success factor today. 
 
Watson Wyatt, an international consulting firm, recently researched the use of 
competencies by more than 1,000 companies in Canada and the USA. As a result of 
this research, Watson Wyatt proposes a model that describes the continuum of “value 
creation” or how an employee contributes to an organization’s strategic and business 
goals. 
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A summary of the model is shown below. 
 

    Value Creation Continuum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An individual’s ability to add value is not necessarily related to his or her position in the 
hierarchy of the organization. The value continuum recognizes the need to develop 
employees to the highest possible level of contribution, given individual capability and 
scope of the job. It also recognizes that competencies play an important role in adding 
value. 
 
Watson Wyatt’s research showed three categories of competencies: individual 
“Behavioural”, “Role/Functional” and cross-functional “Business” competencies. Role-
related competencies decrease in importance as a role becomes more strategic in 
nature. At the same time, behavioural and business competencies become more 
important, as shown below. 
 
Competency Continuum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Learner 
Helper 
Assistant 

Individual 
contributor 
Specialist 

Expert 
Analyst 
Professional 

Manager 
Coach 

Strategist 
Change agent 
“Pathfinder” 

 
Contributing 
with Assistance 

 
Contributing 
Independently 

 
Contributing 
through Expertise 

 
Contributing 
through others 

 
Contributing through 
Vision / Strategy 

Contributing 
with Assistance 

Contributing 
Independentl
y 

Contributing        
through Expertise 

Contributing 
through others 

Contributing through 
Vision / Strategy 

Working under close supervision 
Acquiring knowledge and skills  
Using knowledge and skills to satisfy 
customer needs and deliver results  
Achieving today’s goals 

Influencing direction 
Creating new knowledge and acquiring 
knowledge from outside 
Transferring new knowledge through the 
organization 
Applying new knowledge to satisfy customer 
needs  

Individual “Behavioural” Competencies 

Role/Functional competencies 

Cross-Functional “Business” 
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In Other Words.... 

Organizations surveyed “...are 
clearly not throwing away their 
existing systems, they are using 
competencies as a way to clarify 
what performance matters.” 

For example... 
The federal Personnel Renewal Council, an inter-
departmental committee, has recently developed and 
published a directory of competencies for the human 
resources community. 
 
The directory describes four roles: strategic, functional, 
relations with people, and agent of change. It contains 
15 competencies, each having 3-4 behavioural 
indicators described according to four degrees of 
complexity: point of entry, operational, expert, and 
decision-maker. 
 
The directory includes a total of 45-60 behavioural 
indicators for each of the four roles. 

Watson Wyatt’s findings about these categories of competencies are consistent with the 
findings of the HR Strategy’s competency research project, which is described in 
Section III: Competencies for the OPS Workforce.  
 
Use of competencies by private sector organizations 

A Watson Wyatt study on competencies showed key differences in the use of 
competencies by top-performing companies and others. In general, top-performers 
demonstrated more effective implementation of competencies. 
 
Top-performing firms: 
 
§ use competencies as a communications tool to describe how employees can 

contribute to achieving the organization’s strategic goals; 
 

§ integrate competencies into all aspects of HR management; and 
 

§ provide access to competency-based learning opportunities, more through support 
for on-the-job development or self-directed learning than through classroom-based 
training. 

 
An American Compensation Association 
survey showed that competency-based 
practices are typically added on to existing 
human resource management systems — 
they are “evolutionary rather than 
revolutionary.” 
 
The survey also noted that competency descriptions tended to highlight organizational 
behaviours rather than job-related skills. 
 
Use of competencies by the federal public service 

Our research revealed that public 
sector organizations in Canada and 
worldwide show increasing interest 
in and use of competencies, 
although application is generally 
less comprehensive than in many 
private sector organizations. 
 
A survey of 57 federal organizations 
by the Public Service Commission of 
Canada (PSC) showed that more 
than 30 of the organizations had 
competency projects underway, with 
most developing their own 
competency descriptions in a wide 



A Guide to Competencies in the OPS 2004 62 

variety of formats. Few are in an “advanced stage” of developing competency models or 
using competency-based practices. The main applications are in learning, career 
development and selection. 
 
An explicit link between competencies and the organization’s mission, values and 
business plan was noted as a key factor in success by more than half of the federal 
departments with competency projects. 
Most departments are focusing on behavioural competencies, although some have 
comprehensive projects ongoing to describe both behavioural and technical 
competencies. 
 
A Wholistic Competency Profile developed by the PSC, lists dozens of individual 
competencies organized into eight categories, each with a set of clusters. The PSC, a 
central agency, has recently made competency consulting services available through its 
Personnel Psychology Centre. 
 
The PSC survey reports that federal departments are calling for central direction on the 
use of competencies, including reconciling the various approaches and providing 
information on best practices and consulting expertise. At the same time, departments 
also noted the need for flexibility to tailor competency models to “recognize and 
reinforce their unique cultures and mandates.” They called for central agencies to be 
facilitative rather than restrictive. 
 
Use of competencies by other public sector organizations 

The provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan have introduced behavioural competencies 
as a strategic component of public service renewal. Both provinces use competency 
descriptions based on the HayGroup’s data base. 
 
The Alberta public service has defined core functions of government, employee roles 
resulting from those functions and core competencies required by every public service 
employee. The core competencies are: 
 
 
Organizational Awareness 
Organizational Commitment 
Strategic Thinking 
Communication 
Client Focus 
Relationship Building   
Teamwork  
 

 
Service Facilitation 
Leadership 
Innovation 
Results Orientation 
Self-Management 
Impact and Influence 
Resource Management 
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A Preferred Future for the Alberta Public Service....  
“The Alberta public service is respected for its attitudes, knowledge and skills, its effective 
management of public policy, and its dedication to achieving quality,  affordable services 
for Albertans. 

Achieving the Preferred Future 
Organizational supports are needed in four strategic areas: 
Alignment: We need to ensure the goals and behaviours of individual employees  are aligned 
with department and government goals. 

Commitment: We need to introduce processes that build employee commitment  to 
government goals and values.  

Competence: We need to make sure the organization has the knowledge, skills and  
abilities to accomplish current and future business plan goals.  
Versatility: We need to introduce processes for rapidly adapting and transforming  the 
organization to meet changing needs.”  
 
Corporate Human Resources Plan, Alberta Public Service, 1999  

The competencies are described in the corporate human resources plan and   linked 
directly to the Alberta Public Service’s vision for the future. 

 
An example of a comprehensive tool for competency development  

An interesting example of competency use in the broader public sector comes  from 
the College of Nurses of Ontario (CNO), which “regulates nursing to protect public 
interest.” As part of its quality assurance program, the CNO requires that nurses 
formally examine their nursing practice to ensure ongoing   competence. This 
“reflective practice requirement” includes doing a self-assessment, obtaining peer 
feedback and developing and taking action on a   learning plan — annually. 
 
The self-assessment and learning plan are for the individual nurse’s professional 
development. Although the quality assurance program is required under legislation, 
nurses are not asked to share the self-assessment with their  employers or to submit it 
to the CNO, unless randomly selected for audit. 
 
The CNO’s Self-Assessment Tool is one of the many options available to nurses to 
meet reflective practice requirements. The goal of the Self-Assessment Tool is to 
stimulate learning by helping individuals reflect on their nursing practice. 
 
The tool is based on the CNO’s professional standards: 
§ knowledge, 
§ application of knowledge, 
§ ethics, 
§ professional service to the public, 
§ continued competence, and 
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In Other Words.... 
“Increasing our insight into our 
behaviour provides 
opportunities to grow 
professionally, which benefits 
consumers.Self-Assessment 
Tool 
Ontario College of Nurses 

§ professional behaviour, accountability and responsibility. 
 
Professional standards are competency 
statements. Behavioural indicators have been 
identified for each one. 
 
The Self-Assessment Tool provides a set of 
competency questionnaires tailored to 
behavioural competency indicators for four 
dimensions or roles in nursing: Direct Practitioner, 
Administrator, Educator and Researcher. 
 
Nurses are encouraged to select the most relevant questionnaire and complete it by 
selecting the descriptive statement that best applies to their professional practice. They 
are then asked to incorporate peer feedback to confirm and enhance the self-
assessment. The final steps involve developing and acting on a learning plan. 
 
The CNO’s Self-Assessment Tool is a user-friendly tool that encourages “learning how 
to learn” as well as development of professional competencies. 
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Appendix III: Words You Need To Know 

What new terms have been introduced in this guide?  

A glossary of words about competencies 

behaviour-based question 
An interview or reference check question that asks for a detailed description of past 
behaviour in a specific work situation; enables interviewers to get a picture  of how the 
candidate does his or her work and achieves results. 
 
behavioural competencies 
Generic knowledge, skills and attributes that underlie performance or observable 
behaviour on the job; describes the “how” of the work; incorporates references to an 
individual’s deep and enduring attributes such as self-concept, traits and motives. 
 
behavioural event interview 
An intensive one-to-one interview, conducted by a trained interviewer: 

• to build a competency model for a particular job by determining the competencies 
and behavioural levels used by a top-performer in the job, 

or 
• to assess an individual against the competencies and behavioural levels in a 

competency model for a particular job. 
 
behavioural indicators or levels 
A set of statements that follows the basic definition for each competency in the  OPS 
dictionary; expands on the definition by providing a scale that represents increasing 
complexity of behaviours or breadth of impact. 
 
benchmark report  
A listing of competencies associated with similar jobs in other organizations, based on 
an established database of competency models. 
 
competencies 
Specific and observable knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours associated with 
effective functioning in a job; see also “behavioural competencies” and “technical 
competencies.” 
 
competency model 
A set of competencies clearly based on and linked to the accountabilities in a current, 
accurate job description; focuses on and describes 5-8 competencies and behavioural 
indicators that are associated with effective functioning in a particular job; supplements 
the job description. 
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competency profile 
A set of competencies based on general or common accountabilities for a group of 
related jobs or a broadly defined area of work; describes 12-15 competencies and the 
range of behavioural levels associated with the area of work, e.g. policy development. 
 
competency questionnaire 
Instrument for gathering information about the competencies and behavioural levels that 
are typically demonstrated by an individual; includes up to 100 statements, usually 
presented in random order, each of which describes a work-related behaviour 
representing a specific level of a competency. 
 
critical competencies 
Competencies and behavioural levels that are most important to effective functioning in 
a particular job. 
 
differentiating competencies 
Competencies and behavioural levels that differentiate superior performers from others 
in a particular job. 
 
enterprise competencies 
Five behavioural competencies (common to all functional areas of work and roles 
throughout the organization) that are considered essential to achieving OPS business 
goals and directly support effective response to change in the 
OPS. 
 
expert panel 
A group with expert understanding of a job or group of jobs that is convened to develop 
a competency model or profile by identifying relevant competencies and behavioural 
levels for the job or jobs; usually facilitated by a competency practitioner. 
 
focus group  
A group of job incumbents or others who understand the role that is convened  to 
provide feedback on a draft competency model or profile; usually facilitated  by a 
competency practitioner. 
 
job description  
Specifies the duties and responsibilities involved in a job, along with the knowledge, 
skills and qualifications (which may include technical  competencies) that the work 
requires; describes the “what” of the work; provides information about the job, not the 
employee who does the work; provides the basis for job classification and 
compensation. 
 
job family 
A group of related jobs with similar accountabilities or duties. 
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learning plan 
A plan that identifies the objectives, purpose and results of learning; an  individual 
learning plan focuses on meeting the development needs of an employee in the context 
of a particular job; an organizational learning plan  addresses the common 
development needs of a work group or organization.  
 
self-assessment tool 
An instrument that enables individuals to assess their own demonstrated competencies 
by considering their typical behaviours at work and providing an example of the self-
assessed competency level. 
 
survey of workforce competencies 
A method of assessing demonstrated competencies of a group of employees against a 
competency model for a job or a profile for related jobs; uses the results of a multi-rater 
questionnaire or a self-assessment tool to summarize the   strengths and 
developmental needs of employees. 
 
target competencies and target levels 
Competencies or competency levels that are desired or needed as the work  
changes. 
 
technical competencies  
Knowledge and skills relating to the occupational requirements or the technical  
aspects of a particular job. 
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Appendix IV: Resources 

What resources will help me use competencies? 

Resources, tools and supports in the OPS 

My Learning Wizard is a learning and development website where employees can view 
the competencies needed for a job, do a self-assessment, develop their learning plan 
and explore new ways to learn…all online!  The site is available to all employees 
through My Learning Wizard through MyOPS homepage.  This site has been developed 
collaboratively by Human Resources Division, the Office of the Chief Information Officer 
and the OPS Competency Community of Practice.  To access My Learning Wizard 
employees login to MyOPS at intra.myops.on.ca using their secure PKI password and 
click on the My Learning Wizard Services Shortcut icon. 
 
The HR Strategies Branch, Human Resources Division also provides guidance, 
consulting support, resources, and tools to help managers, human resource specialists 
and employees use competencies effectively. 
 
§ Call (416) 325-3352 for information about our services. 

 
Check the Human Resources Strategy for the OPS at 
http://intra.hropenweb.gov.on.ca/mbsflframe.htm for tools and resources and MyOPS at 
intra.myops.gov.on.ca for current information about scheduled learning programs. 
 
Resources currently available through the HR OpenWeb: 
 
§ Building Tomorrow’s Workforce Today: A Human Resources Strategy for the OPS 
§ OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary, 2003 
§ A Guide to Competencies in the OPS: Developing Workforce Capabilities 
§ Guide to Branch-Level Learning Plans: Planning to Invest in Learning and 

Development 
§ A Manager’s Guide to Training and Development: Making it happen Outside the 

Classroom (2004) 
§ Planning Employee Learning for Results: A Manager’s Guide to Learning and 

Development Plans (2004) 
 

As well your ministry may have competency practitioners available to provide guidance 
on the use of competencies  
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Appendix V: OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary, 
2003 
 
A brief description of the Dictionary 

The OPS Competency Refresh Dictionary, 2003 lists 30 behavioural and 3 technical 
competencies that can be applied to roles outside the senior management group 
throughout the Ontario Public Service (OPS). 
 
How to access the Dictionary 

The Dictionary is available on the HR OpenWeb at: http://intra.hropenweb.gov.on.ca 
and on the My Learning Wizard website through MyOPS.  To access My Learning 
Wizard employees login to MyOPS at intra.myops.gov.on.ca using their secure PKI 
password and click on the My Learning Wizard Services Shortcut icon. 
 


