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Competency Modeling
Define what good looks like at every level
WHAT IT IS
A competency model describes the observable behaviors that separate strong performance from average, in a specific role or level. Not personality adjectives. What good actually does. Done well, it answers the question every employee eventually asks: “what does it take to get to the next level here?”
WHY IT WORKS
Without a shared model, promotions run on sponsorship and vibes, feedback stays vague, and every manager invents their own bar. A behavioral model turns “be more strategic” into “raises second-order effects before decisions get made.” That's something a person can practice and a manager can observe. Adjectives are neither.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Start from your best performers. What do the strongest people at this level do that others don't? Collect behaviors, not adjectives.
1. Write competencies as observable behavior. “Communicates clearly” fails the test. “Writes updates a non-expert can act on without follow-up questions” passes.
1. Differentiate by level. The same competency should read differently as people move up: executes the plan, then shapes the plan, then decides which plans exist.
1. Cap it at 5 to 7 competencies. A twenty-competency model is a filing cabinet. Merge and cut until it hurts a little.
1. Use it in the open. One-on-ones, development plans, promotion talks. Its power is being the common language, and it can't be that from a drawer.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Aspirational fiction. Modeling behaviors nobody at your company actually exhibits produces a poster, not a standard.
1. Adjective soup. “Driven, collaborative, innovative” describes everyone and no one. If you can't observe it, cut it.
1. Build it and shelve it. A model that hasn't appeared in a promotion decision within a year is already dead.
Shortcut: for your team's next level-up conversation, write three behaviors that separate the next level from the current one. That's a competency model in miniature.
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Competency Drafting Sheet
One sheet per competency. Draft with 2 or 3 people who know the role well.
Role/level: ______________________   Competency name: ______________________
THE BEHAVIOR TEST
Definition in one sentence (must be observable):
 
 
Test: could a new manager watch someone for a month and know if this is strong? If not, it's still an adjective.
WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE BY LEVEL
At this level, strong looks like:
 
 
At the next level up, strong looks like:
 
 
EVIDENCE FROM YOUR BEST PEOPLE
Real examples of this competency done well (anonymized):
 
 
 
Real examples of the gap (what average looks like):
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