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Introduction
 

It is easy for us to fall into the common competency assessment traps. We can 
commit to assessing so many competencies that we begin to drown in them. We 
can get stuck in the trap of measuring the same competencies year after year. 
And we can become so focused on assessing competencies for the appeasement 
of outside groups that we inadvertently overlook the competencies that are most 
essential for our clients’ safety and well being.

This book offers an effective, efficient, and meaningful approach to com-
petency assessment—one that really focuses on why competency assessment is 
important. We do not assess competency for the sake of outside regulatory agen-
cies like JCAHO, OSHA, and other state and federal agencies. We do com-
petency assessment to assure that we are giving the best possible care to our 
patients, residents, and other customers—and at the same time shine in our 
surveys from outside agencies.

This new approach may require us to “stretch” a bit. It may take some courage 
to not get caught in the old ruts of competency assessment. Competency assess-
ment is not about completing a bunch of competency checklists. If your compe-
tency assessment process is loaded with checklists, you are probably measuring 
many things that focus only on technical skills, and you are likely missing the 
assessment of critical thinking and interpersonal skills.

Having the courage to look at our processes in a thoughtful, critical manner 
is essential to the success of competency assessment. Rather than trying to create 
huge, comprehensive list of skills required for each job and then trying to check 
them off each year, I suggest we focus on the elements that truly relate to compe-
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tency assessment success. Close adherence to the six aspects of meaningful com-
petency assessment listed below, will assure that competency assessment works 
for us, our employees, and our clients. They are:

1. Selecting competencies that matter.

2. Selecting the right verification methods for each competency identified.

3. Clarifying accountability of the manager, educator, and employee in the 
competency process.

4. Utilizing an employee-centered verification process (where the employee 
has choices from a selection of verification methods).

5. Identifying what is a competency problem and what is not.

6. Promptly and effectively addressing competency deficits and employee prob-
lems once they are identified.

Creating a competency process that has all of these six aspects is easier than 
you might imagine. It just takes a shift in thinking. With the plan put forth in 
this book, your competencies lists will be smaller and more meaningful. You’ll 
see that you can assess many skills in daily work, and you’ll even learn how 
you can use competency assessment to motivate, recognize, and create account-
ability in all employees up and down the organizational ladder. 

Even leaving out one of the six aspects can greatly impair our ability to 
move forward with strong, safe, effective health care services. For example, if 
we put everything in place to assess competency, but never follow through with 
problematic employees, we will eventually create an environment that sends 
the message, “Don’t bother to comply; they never do anything about it if you 
don’t!” This attitude will quickly spread throughout the team and eventually 
the organization.

Competency assessment, by its very nature, shapes the environment in 
which it is used. This environment can become functional or dysfunctional, 
depending on how the assessment process is implemented and perceived. If your 
competency assessment process is inefficient, and therefore perceived as an inef-
fective, redundant waste of time, it will serve to create a more dysfunctional 
environment. If competency assessment is meaningful, it will be perceived as a 
tool that helps to ensure efficient, effective care, and will make the environment 
in which it exists more functional.
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Here is Donna Wright’s Competency Assessment Model:

Traditional Competency Assessment vs. Wright’s Competency Assessment Model

Traditional Competency 
Assessment

Wright’s Outcome-focused/
Accountability-based Approach

Competencies are determined by 
leaders (managers, educators, etc.).  
(Often called “core competencies”)

Competencies are identified through 
a collaborative effort between 

managers and staff. (Competencies 
identified in this approach are based 

on “prioritized need.”)

Competency verification is done by 
only a few methods. The two most com-
monly selected verification methods:

• Checklists (“I observe you doing 
this.”)

• Tests (Often online test packages)

Competency verification is done 
through 11 different categories of 
verification methods. These methods 
include:

• Guided, reflective practice 
approaches

• Outcome measurements of 
daily work 

• Verification methods that 
can actually develop critical 
thinking skills

Process-focused Approach Outcome-focused and  
Accountability-based Approach 

Focused on the   
organizational 
mission
Focused on supporting  
positive employee 
behavior

Competencies 
collaboratively 

identified

Reflective of the 
dynamic nature
of work

Verification method 
choices are 
identified and 
appropriately match 
the competency 
categories 

•

•

Employee-centered 
verification

Leaders create a 
culture of success 
with a dual focus.

The Ultimate Guide to Competency Assessment in Health Care
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This outcome focused, accountability based approach to competency assess-
ment may sound like more work, but it isn’t. Rather that more work, it offers a 
new way to think about competencies and how to assess them. With reflection 
on your current systems and a few new tools, the shift to this approach to com-
petency assessment may be easier than you think.

The next six chapters will bring the elements of this model to light. In them, 
we will explore strategies and examples to put these elements into daily work 
and support overall organizational goals.

You will find a variety of forms and examples throughout the book. We 
encourage you to use them to get ideas to enhance your competency program. 
But keep in mind: IT IS NOT ABOUT THE FORMS! The magic of this pro-
cess lies in the way you go about identifying competencies and carrying out the 
assessment process. This is your guide to creating a truly successful competency 
process. It is a guide that will help you reach your goals and create a truly healthy 
work environment.
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chapter one

The Goal of Competency 
Assessment

 Goal of competency assessment

 Incorporating regulatory standards

 Defining competency
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The Goal of Competency Assessment
Organizations engage in competency assessment in order to:

• evaluate individual performance
•  evaluate group performance
•  meet standards set by a regulatory agency (JCAHO1, OSHA2, etc.)
•  address problematic issues within the organization 
•  enhance or replace performance review

No matter what has led your organization to competency assessment, review 
the intent behind these motivating factors and define why your organization will 
support and carry out the process of competency assessment.

The assessments themselves can take many forms and address multiple needs 
for your organization. It is counterproductive to lock your organization into one or 
two methods of assessment, such as checklists or observer reviews. This book will 
help you to see your organization’s competency assessment process more clearly, 
while offering a variety of methods for verifying identified competencies.

Competency assessment is a fluid, ongoing process. It helps identify and 
evaluate the skills necessary to carry out the job now, as well as in the future, as 
the job evolves over time. Competency assessment is only meaningful when it 
reflects the dynamic nature of the job. This means you will not have one list of 
competencies or skills identified for a job that you will simply check off over and 
over each year; instead your competencies will be a collection of skills, abilities, 
and behaviors that address the changing nature of the job for a given period of 
time. These competencies will only be used for an identified assessment period.

Competency assessment can help groups focus on the philosophy and mis-
sion of an organization. Competency assessment can also direct employee par-
ticipation in—and understanding of—the identified organizational goals for a 
given period, as well as help each employee understand and verify his or her 
personal contributions to achieving your organizational goals.

Organizational Evolution and Employee Alignment
Every organization evolves over time to meet the changing needs and demands 
of the health care environment. Competency assessment identifies the specific 
skills required in each job class to make your organizational evolution successful. 
It is prudent to clarify with all employees that their jobs will evolve over time as 

1 Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations
2 Occupational Safety and Health Administration
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