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COMPETENCY MODELING: A MIXED METHOD, REPLICABLE APPROACH

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
In 2014, the Cooperative Extension System (CES) will be celebrating its centennial. Those in leadership roles are challenged with charting the course for Extension organizations in the next 100 years. As a result of increasingly complex social, environmental, and economic conditions, the landscape of CES today includes reduced budgets and increased competition; changing structures; changing clientele needs; and increased accountability (ECOP, 2010). In several recent reports, The Extension Council on Organization and Policy (ECOP 2007, 2010) has pointed out a need to focus on the quality and skills of Extension personnel and on staffing patterns that are more trans-disciplinary and flexible. 

A number of authors have suggested that the same forces described above have converged, making a competency-based approach an important strategy for strengthening human resource (HR) processes, aligning talent and strategic objectives, improving effectiveness and productivity, and driving organizational change (Dubois et al., 2004; Lawler, 1994). Competency-based approaches to human resource management are built around a competency model, which includes a narrative description of the critical competencies required for fully successful performance in a job, role, or organization (Dubois et al., 2004; Zemke, 1982). Competency models are designed to meet the needs of an organization; a full model includes a list of competencies, definitions, and behavioral indicators that can be used in multiple applications.

In reviewing the literature, we found few other sources with detailed descriptions of how other organizations, especially Extension organizations, had conducted competency studies with similar objectives. The focus of this poster is to describe an innovative approach to competency modeling, which was developed based on current and emerging practices in the field.
 
How It Works/Methodology
We designed a research process as action research (Noffke & Somekh, 2005; Patton, 1990) with a series of highly participatory approaches used to engage employees in developing, refining, and validating a competency model for a state Extension organization. Mixed methods were used with an emphasis on qualitative approaches. Peer debriefing and survey research were used to validate and further refine the results. Purposeful sampling was used to select various groups of employees for participation as key informants; they participated as members of Administrative Cabinet, a Competency Project Team (CPT; composed of exemplary performers and key internal stakeholders), focus group participants (drawn from exemplary performers), and survey respondents (a census of the exemplary performer criterion group). 

Research design included multiple cycles of data gathering, analysis, integration, and peer debriefing in four phases. In Phase I, existing data were reviewed and assembled for use in the study, including research on competency-based HR management and competency modeling, data on external forces and internal context for the state Extension organization, and existing competency models. A criterion group of exemplary performers were identified using peer nominations, supervisory nominations, and performance data. New data were gathered on context, competencies, and organizational alignment using interviews and member checks as well as a CPT session using modified nominal group technique. During Phase II, initial drafts of two documents Trends and Implications Draft 1 and Competency Model Draft 1, were constructed using data from Phase I. New data from group interviews and focus groups were used to develop Trends and Implications Draft 2 and Competency Model Draft 2 and 3. 

In Phase III, a questionnaire was developed using content from Trends and Implications Draft 2 and Competency Model Draft 3. Respondents from a pool of exemplary performers completed the survey, which included importance ratings for trends, competencies, and key actions. Survey data were analyzed and integrated to create Trends and Implications and Competency Model Final Draft. Finally, Administrative Cabinet and the CPT reviewed the Competency Model Final Draft and provided feedback through group interviews that was then used in a final data integration step to develop the final Competency Model. 

Results to Date/Implications
As a result of the modeling process described above, a model was developed that identifies and describes a set of core competencies (including definitions and key actions that further illustrate each), that are relevant across job groups, and that are important now and in the future for the state Extension organization (Insert author citation). Results from the research using the process described documented that the model created reflects organizational preferences, has high face and content validity, and has catalytic validity. The competency model is now being used in professional development and has been integrated into the organization’s performance management system, including performance review tools. 

Based on the literature and our experience with the modeling process described here, some general implications include the following. The nature of the research process described is aligned with current and emerging practice in the literature. Employees’ participation in the process and a future orientation were particularly important. Finally, results from our work support action research as an approach where participants learn from the process itself and are likely to be interested in what happens next (Somekh et al., 2005).

Future Plans/Advice to others
As CES looks toward the next 100 years with a focus on staffing the organization with employees who are prepared to work in a changing environment, competency modeling may be a more valuable tool than ever for state Extension organizations and the Extension system. Researchers helping state Extension organizations develop and apply competency models should use a comprehensive approach aligned with current and emerging practice. The competency modeling process described here is replicable and could be used by other organizations to create, update, or refine their competency models. 

Costs/Resources Needed
The modeling process took place over a nine-month time period and was conducted using internal resources (e.g., leadership from a faculty member in lieu of consultants). One faculty member devoted much of his time to the project during the nine months. Employees contributed time to the project including CPT members, Administrative Cabinet, focus group participants, and survey respondents.  The project budget for direct costs, including transcription and travel and meal expenses for CPT members and focus group participants, was $7,000. 
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