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Competency Based Planning – An approach to Workforce Planning?

Purpose

Competency based planning is often referred to but there is remarkably little published material to inform discussion.  There is also debate regarding what constitutes competency based planning.  The objective of this paper is therefore to review what developments are taking place both within the UK and internationally and define possible approaches to competency based planning.   

The case for change

At present responsibility for planning workforce requirements is devolved to the workforce development arms of SHAs.  Effectively this is a traditional  ‘bottom up’ approach to workforce planning and broadly consists of three components, measuring supply, identifying demand or need and matching supply/demand which includes making projections and adjusting training programmes.  

Whilst these approaches provide useful information there are some limitations.  There is for example little consistency of approach across the 28 SHAs.  The main vehicle is often solely the DH Local Delivery Planning template.  Increasingly this traditional approach is under strain in a number of ways: - 

· Demand assumptions are often based on historical budgets and as a consequence the impacts of technology, improving standards of care, expanding and changing roles and targets may not be factored in. 

· Profession based or occupation based approaches are being challenged and found wanting.

· An increasing focus on a team based approach to the delivery of care.

· Demographics changes mean that the current configuration of the workforce is unlikely to be sustainable.

· The rates of growth in the funding of the NHS experienced over the last few years will reduce.

· An increasing drive to optimise productivity coupled with the Gershon savings.

The International Position

An Internet search rapidly highlights that this is a position which most of the English speaking nations would recognise and with which they are currently struggling. The search is therefore on to develop further approaches to workforce planning that build on and complement the strengths of traditional approaches.  However, as recently as 2001 an international review of health workforce planning undertaken by the Canadian Department of Health made no reference to competency based planning approaches.  A common theme that was identified in this report was that of norms or defined staffing ratios.  Commonly these means of determining workforce requirements are based on population or patients and are recognisable in some form in most countries included in the study.

It would seem from articles published in the UK nursing press during 2004 that the profession is drawn to fixed staffing ratios.  Approaches used to develop ratios in Australia and the US seem to be particularly favoured.  Whilst defined staffing ratios may have their place the approach is not without risk.  The assumption that

workloads will be reduced presupposes that there will be more qualified staff.  There are also questions of affordability and what would happen when Trusts find themselves unable to match the ratio.

A more recent study of the international scene undertaken by National Workforce Projects to inform this paper has found that the position is beginning to change with a focus on competency based planning beginning to emerge.  This is at an early stage and within healthcare at least is focused on Australia.

In a paper to the 8th international Medical Workforce Collaborative Conference (Oct 2004) the chair of the Australian Health workforce committee outlined experimentation with new approaches to workforce design based on definition of required competencies and skill development.  These developments were being used at a local level to solve recruitment of professional shortage issues and had not, at that point, been incorporated into national workforce planning activities.  Whilst these initiatives seem to be centred on Victoria a paper published by the Royal College of Physicians of the UK in early 2004 refers to a theoretical model for competency and task based approaches to workforce planning that was being piloted in new South Wales though there is little further information available. 

As we have seen in American healthcare norms or ratios seem to be the direction of travel however it has been possible, through a search of US professional journals, to find an example of competency base workforce planning in a large private sector company.  Deregulation of the energy market in the US forced one large power provider to radically rethink is approach to workforce planning.  What emerged was an integrated business/workforce planning process based on skill sets and competencies.   

What is competency based workforce planning

Although competency based workforce planning has been referred to on a number of occasions over the last few years and there is a wealth of material covering both competence and competencies there is remarkably little material discussing competency based workforce planning.  Indeed there is some debate surrounding what is competency based workforce planning.  In this respect Australian models of competency-based workforce planning are useful since they can be broken down into a seven-step approach: -

· Defining services.

· Identify the organisations core functions relative to its objectives.

· Determine the skills and competencies needed to deliver services and perhaps further define these by for example care group.

· Assess organisational competency needs; assess individual competency sets and how these relate to each other.

· Derive numbers and types of staff required to satisfy competencies to deliver services.

· Match actual posts with competencies and identify gaps.

· Make links to training and education strategies.

Interestingly an omission seems to be the role redesign dimension.

Key elements of the approach to competency based planning developed by Duke Power in the US were that it had CEO ownership, was developed by a small project team including HR, business and workforce planning functions with a remit that simplicity was key.  A simplified view of the approach is set out in figure 1.

Figure 1
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In many respects this is little different from approaches to workforce planning with which many are familiar.  However key to the model is a concept called pivotal roles which those seen as essential to the success of the business.  The whole approach was underpinned by company wide skills and competency assessment to determine what is in house already and which might need to be acquired in the future.  Other components of the approach include benchmarking against companies in similar industries.

Although there is a difference in emphasis between these two approaches there are clear similarities.  

Risk

Moving toward a competency-based approach to workforce planning is clearly not without risk.  Some of the potential risk areas are set out below though this is not meant to be exhaustive but rather to give a flavour: -

· A data intensive process so could be bureaucratic.

· Pre supposes that the information required on competencies of the existing workforce is available which is largely not the case.

· KSF thought to be able to provide the data requirement but increasingly this is looking unlikely.

· How do you change the competencies required into commissioning strategies is by no means clear.

· Risks associated with attempting a competency based planning approach across a whole organisation or system perhaps a more pragmatic approach would be to use this approach in discrete arras. 

Conclusion

Profession based or occupation based approaches to workforce planning are being challenged and found wanting.  At the same time throughout healthcare the competencies required to provide effective service delivery are continually utilised.  Many will be common across all disciplines, though the levels of proficiency may vary.  Developing a complementary approach to traditional methods of workforce planning therefore has many attractions.  

However, there are relatively few published models of competency based workforce planning, of the three referred to in this paper only one has been successfully implemented a second would appear to be small scale and a third theoretical.  That said these do help us to define what we mean when we talk of competency-based workforce planning and set out a road map to its development.

At the same time the barriers to successfully achieving a competency-based approach to workforce planning should not be underestimated.  In particular it is questionable whether many organisations have the kind of data required to underpin competency based planning available and furthermore KSF may not be able to support the process.   IT is an area of further weakness.  The infrastructure required to support an audit of skills and competencies will for the most part only be available with the implementation of the Electronic Staff Record over the next 2 to 3 years.  

Lastly, literature searches reiterate the need for labour market information and perhaps beyond that a workforce benchmarking capability encouragingly both areas are work streams identified within the NWP business plan. 

Nigel Burgess

National Workforce Projects

[image: image1.png]



Gap Analysis





Future requirements ‘v’ current assessment


Quantities


Qualifications


Competencies


Diversity





Plans for addressing gaps





Education/development





Succession planning





Redeployment











People Assessment





Pivotal Roles


Required competencies


Universal


Transferable


Leadership


Functional


Technical





Demographics


Age/Service


Education


Diversity


Turnover





Business Assessment





External environment


Regulatory


Technical


Educational


Industry


Demographics





Business plans & strategies





People requirements





Culture/values














