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Solution Focused Competency Management
Gwenda Schlundt Bodien en Coert Visser (NL)

On the SOL 2003 conference we did an interactive presentation about how we applied the solution focus in a competency management project. Here is a summary of our workshop. We thought it was an interesting and lively process!
Goal

First, we briefly explained about competency management and about the project. Compentency management is a hype in Western society. The goal is:
–To talk about HOW people do their work, as well as WHAT they do

–To improve people’s effective work behaviour

–To focus personal, team and organisational development

–To improve business results

–To have an integrated set of HR-policies and systems
We were asked to help implement competency management in a large Dutch government organisation. Our challenge and inspiration was to make competency management really work within this organisation and we were anxious to apply the solutions focused approach in doing so.

1. What would solution-focused competency management look like?
We asked the participants in the workshop: What are your ideas on: 1) 
Making competency management work? 2) Doing it solution focused?

In the workshop the participants came up with the following very useful ideas:

· Develop a shared vision, while addressing the client as the expert
· . 
· Apply competency management as a building tool instead of as a measuring tool
· Continuously
 update the system

· Don’t let competency management stop what they are already doing well

· Focus on maximizing competencies that are there, instead of minimizing deficiencies

· Prevent any link with reward

· Focus on the leadership; the leaders in the organisation have an important role in stimulating development of competencies

· Focus on what you CAN do, on the capabilities that are there, on the movement forwards

· Remind people of how good they are and of their successes

We then shared some of our attempts and efforts to make competency management work in this organisation and to do it solution focused:

· Take the strengths perspective: what is going well, what competencies do you already show, 80% of the appraisal conversation should be about strenghts and successes (see this article), build competencies on what is already there

· No generic solutions; each individual gives his/her own flavour to a competency, allow and encourage individualised solutions

· Interactional perspective; competency management is a means to and end, not and end in itself. The interaction between leaders and employees is focused and supported through the competency system

· Goal orientation; give space to individual goals, team goals, organisational goals

· No link to reward; as soon as there is a link to reward developping competencies risks getting less attention, and instead the attention is focused on measuring and on extrinsic motivation. Use the development perspective rather than the reward/measurement perspective

2. How to stay client directed?

Until recently we had been applying the solution focus mainly with individuals and small groups. Now we faced a complex organisation. We wrestled with the following question: Who IS the client in a complex conflicting organisation? How deep can/should you go into the content and into the organisation? How to stay client directed? How to deal with the temptation to: 1) Take the lead (instead of following the client) 2) Apply your expertise (instead of taking an not-knowing attitude)
We often discuss and grapple with the question how to stay as much at the surface of the organisation as possible, while still offering our expertise. We first asked thw workshop participants for ideas, then we presented ours.
The workshop participants came up with the following ideas about these issues:

· Adress the issue of who the client is. Is it the one who pays the bills, is it the end user/the customer of the customer, is it each employee?

· Constantly ask the question how things will be useful to the company as a whole

· Rather ask yourself the question “who is NOT the client”? Basically every employee within the organisation is the client

· Different parties within the organisation might want to use different means, but have common ends. How will using this means be useful to achieving the end goal?

· Love the confusion! Let the client answer for themselves who the client is, make use of the confusion.

We again shared some of our efforts to stay client directed and at the surface:

· Finding common goals, however small

· Install a users group, a group of decision making managers who fight with each other. We ask them solution focused questions about how they would know that competency management contributes to achieving their goals

· Ask people: “Explore what is YOUR goal and how does this relate to the common goal”
· Helping the board to get “off the hook”, making their life easier to use the usersgroup instead of forcing them to take the stand when they are not really interested in the content, but merely in preventing the fighting managers to get on a little better

· Bring the management team together and let them take the lead

Continuation

At this point time in the workshop was up. 
The project goes on (and going well) and the interest in the solution focus is growing. The appraisal process will be influenced significantly by solution focused thinking. Furthermore we will be doing some coaching trainings. No need to explain that solution focused principles will be present there as well (in fact, our client asked us to do that...)
Further suggestions and reactions are very wellcome
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