
Innovations in testing emerging from the competency assessment movement offer

counselors new capabilities in helping their clients to understand aspects of
themselves and their problems, as well as to establish directions for development
and improvement efforts. New types of tests and measures sample actual
behavior more closely than testing instruments previously used: The
characteristics they examine are closely linked to performance in a wide variety of
jobs, and therefore provide increased focus of assessment on life outcomes. With
this new degree of specificity and criterion referencing, implications for
counseling, training, and development efforts emerge more clearly than with

other forms of testing.
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Until recently, information available from tests has
made a limited contribution to the work of the coun-
selor. Such information derives chiefly from tests of
academic ability, vocational interest, or specialized
disabilities. It has limited utility because test perform-
ance does not easily relate to actual functioning in var-
ious jobs, nor does it generally give clues about how
people can be helped to improve their performance on
the job. The competency assessment movement is
opening up new opportunities for the counselor by
providing more information on job-related competen-
cies in a more explicit, clearly understandable way.

What is competency testing? How are competen-
cies defined, measured, and related to job success?
How is the information obtained from a competency
test different from the information obtained, say, from
an ability test? Why is this new type of information of
greater potential use to the counselor? The easiest way
to answer such questions is to outline the step-by-step
procedures followed in determining the competencies
needed for superior performance in a particular occu-
pation. An excellent example is provided by a study by
Boyatzis and Burruss (1977) of the characteristics of
successful alcoholism counselors in the U.S. Navy.
Using this study as an illustration has the added ad-
vantage of suggesting some competencies that gener-
ally characterize good counselors. Listed below are the
five steps in a typical competency assessment process.

FLOW OF THE COMPETENCY ASSESSMENT
PROCESS

First, locate some outstanding and average performers in the
position. Boyatzis and Burruss (1977) followed the usual
practice of asking a number of people who know the

job (e.g., counselors themselves or superior officers) to
nominate some star performers. When this procedure
is followed, inevitably a few people are nominated
over and over again, and others are never nominated.
We have yet to find an occupation where there is no
agreement as to who the really outstanding performers
are. It should be noted that this is an operant technique
in the sense that we do not provide them with names
to rate, but instead we call on them to generate the
names of the superior performers. As we shall see,
operant measures, in which a person must operate in the
sense of producing an answer spontaneously, are gen-
erally more valid and less subject to various testing
response biases than are respondent measures, in which
a person responds to or judges stimuli presented to
him or her.

Second, conduct behavioral-event interviews of a small
sample of outstanding and average performers. The sample
need not be large, because the interviews are simply a
method of generating hypotheses as to how these two
types of people function differently on the job. Boyat-
zis and Burruss interviewed 10 outstanding and 16 av-
erage U.S. Navy alcoholism counselors. These inter-
views begin by asking about job functions, about what
counselors see their job as requiring them to do. They
may even be supplemented with a job element analysis
questionnaire (Primoff, 1973) in which the interviewee
is asked to rate how important various characteristics
are for his or her job.

The main objective of the interview goes far beyond
ascertaining what the person thinks his or her job in-
volves to finding out what actual behaviors—
including actions, thoughts, and feelings—the person
has shown in connection with distinct “behavioral
events.” Ideally the observer would be like a fly on the
wall, so to speak, watching the interviewees function
in their daily work. More than that, it would be nice to
know what was going on inside the interviewees’
heads as they dealt with problems that came up. But
short of that, the behavioral event interview attempts
to investigate what actions, thoughts, and feelings the
person displayed in connection with some vividly suc-
cessful or unsuccessful events in the past few months.
The interviewees are asked to recall particular occa-
sions when they were successful or did their job un-
usually well, or when they did not do particularly well.
They are then asked to describe in detail what gave rise
to the situation, when and where it occurred, with
whom, and how they dealt with it from beginning to
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TABLE 1

Results of a Job Competency Analysis for Navy Alcoholism Counselors

Job Competencies
Hypothesized from

Interviews
Test

Instrument
Test

Variable

Sense of Efficacy

Conceptual ability

Empathy

Genuineness

Desire for Personal Growth

Nowicki-Strickland Locus
of Control

Picture Story Exercise
Test of Thematic Analysis
Programmed Case Analysis
Programmed Case Analysis
Picture Story Exercise
Focusing on Feelings

Exercise
Helping Resources

Internal Locus of Control

Cognitive Self-Definitiona

Thematic Analysisa

Number of Correct Predictionsa

Improvement Scorea

Caring Motive Profilea

Focusing Abilitya

Willingness to Seek Counsel
Use of Counsel

aSignificantly associated with job success, indicated by work performance ratings, of counselees 6 months after treatment.

end. In short, the interview is investigative. The inter-
viewer is trying to get as complete a picture as possible
of the way the person goes about doing his or her job.
Usually about six such episodes, described in detail,
are obtained from each person interviewed.

Third, conceptualize the competencies that differentiate
superior from average performers. In the course of the in-
terviews, it becomes clear that the superior performers
are reporting different kinds of episodes and different
ways of responding to them. The task of the psycholo-
gist is one of concept formation: What characteristics
are shown by superior performers that are not shown
by average performers? These traits are called com-
petencies because they are characteristics of actual job
performance that differentiate superior from average
performers.

readily make visits to different parts of the city. We
know of at least one civil service jurisdiction (and there
are probably many others) in which a test of the ability
to read bus schedules is used in such a way that those
who can read them faster and better are selected for
the job. Yet there is absolutely no evidence that
superior human service workers are those who can
figure out a bus schedule faster than their peers. In this
instance a threshold skill was illegitimately converted
into what we call a competency, a behavioral character-
istic that differentiates superior from average perform-
ers.

In defining these competencies, it is very important
to also keep firmly in mind the problem of finding a
way to measure them. For example, it would not be
particularly useful to characterize the superior coun-
selors as “more dedicated” than the average coun-
selors, because psychologists do not have readily
available means of measuring degree of dedication.
The competencies must also be generic, in the sense of
encompassing a wide variety of specific behaviors, and
at the same time measurable or potentially measurable.
Therefore, we define a competency as a generic body of
knowledge, motives, traits, self-images, social roles,
and skills that are causally related to superior or effec-
tive performance in the job.

To return to Table 1, from comparing behavioral
event descriptions, it was hypothesized that the
superior Navy alcoholism counselors had demon-
strated (a) a greater sense of efficacy; (b) a greater con-
ceptual ability to think in terms of causal patterns in a
patient’s behavior; (c) more empathy or sensitivity to
verbal and nonverbal cues given by a patient; (d) more
genuineness in the sense of being aware of their own
feelings in a counseling situation; and (e) a greater de-
sire for personal growth.

Table 1 summarizes the results of the job compe-
tency assessment analysis carried out for Navy al-
coholism counselors. It is shortened somewhat for the
sake of simplicity. Notice, first of all, that what might
be called threshold skills are not listed in the table. A
threshold skill is a minimum skill required for the job. In
the present instance, for example, it is obvious that the
Navy counselors would have to able to read and write,
speak English, be loyal to the United States, et cetera.
These skills do not differentiate superior from average
performers and therefore we do not refer to them as
competencies. In the past, threshold skills have often
been treated as competencies, and people were
selected as better qualified for a job if they had more of
these threshold skills, even though more than a certain
amount of these skills did not make them better at the
job. For example, consider the position of the human
service worker. A threshold skill needed for this job is
the ability to read bus schedules so that the worker can

The fourth step in the process is to find or develop meas-
ures for the competencies that differentiate superior from av-
erage performers. One possibility is to develop formal
coding systems for each of these competencies and use
these coding systems to score interviews with new job
occupants for any of the competencies. These coding
systems must be objective enough so that two judges
reading the same interview can come up with the same
scores. They can be used to cross-validate the initial
competencies identified by blindly coding a new set of
interviews with superior and average performers. In
the case of the U.S. Navy alcoholism counselors, codes
were not developed because the test of the hypotheses
about competencies shown was carried out through
choosing test instruments designed to measure each of
the competencies. They are listed on the right-hand
side of Table 1.

The sense of efficacy was measured through a
well-known internal locus of control scale (Nowicki &
Strickland, 1973). It was also measured through a code
that was developed by Stewart and Winter (1974) to
score spontaneous stories written to pictures (a version
of the classic Thematic Apperception Test) for cogni-
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tive self-definition, or the tendency to think of persons
in the story as actively influencing what happens
rather than being victims of events. Conceptual think-
ing was measured by a test of thematic analysis in
which the test-takers are presented with two different
groups of data. They are asked to determine and de-
scribe the differences and similarities between the two
groups of data as best they can. The data employed in
this study were two sets of three counseling situations
derived from the interviews. The quality of the concep-
tualizations arrived at to show similarities and dif-
ferences among the situations is scored according to a
standard and highly reliable system (Winter & McClel-
land, 1978).

Empathy was measured in two ways. The Pro-
grammed Case (Dailey, 1977) is an indication of the
extent to which a person can begin to understand
another person as more and more information about
that other person is revealed. It consists of a series of
21 episodes from a true life history. Each episode is
accompanied by a set of four possible responses that
could have been made, only one of which actually was
made. Test-takers select the response they think the
person made. A specially designed answer sheet indi-
cates whether they are right or wrong, and they are
instructed to keep guessing until they find the correct
alternative. They are then presented with a new
episode and asked what the person did in that situa-
tion. Because respondents have more information as a
result of each guess, they should improve in their abil-
ity to predict what the person will do as they proceed
through the case, if they really begin to understand or
have empathy for the individual. The number of cor-
rect predictions on this test is used as a measure of the
respondent’s ability to conceptualize the psychologi-
cal characteristics of the case. Similarly, the degree of
improvement from the beginning to the end of the
case is considered a rough measure of the ability to
empathize with the individual.

Another aspect of empathy is the extent to which a
person “feels for” another. To measure this kind of
empathy, we used a particular type of motive profile
(drawn from the Thematic Apperception Test), which
consists of a high score on the Need for Affiliation (see
Shipley & Veroff, 1952) and a high score for control or
inhibition of activity (see McClelland, 1975). This is
called the Caring Motive Profile, because people with
these motives generally like being with other people,
but in a controlled rather than impulsive way.

Genuineness was measured by a scale for focusing
ability, which was a modified version of an instru-
ment designed by Gendlin, Beebe, Cassens, Klein,
and Oberlander (1968). Prerecorded instructions ask
respondents to explore their feelings about a problem
over a 10-minute period. At the end of the 10 minutes,
they are asked to answer into a tape recorder specific
questions about the experience. Their answers are
scored corresponding to the degree they have been
able to focus on their own feelings during the 10-
minute period. This was considered to be a measure of
genuineness, on the assumption that people cannot be
honest or real in their behavior unless they are able to
readily experience and describe their own feelings.

Finally, the desire for personal growth was mea-
sured by two questions in which respondents were
asked how likely they would be to consult each of 11
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different sources of help in case of need and how
much they had actually made use of any of these
sources of help within the past month, six months, or
year.

The fifth step in the process is to administer the tests
supposedly measuring the competencies to a new group of
individuals rated for job success to see if the tests dif-
ferentiate the more from the less successful. In the case of
the U.S. Navy alcoholism counselors, it was easier
than usual to get a measure of job success because the
U.S. Navy keeps track of whether those who have an
alcoholism problem are able to return to duty or must
be discharged. Further, the U.S. Navy monitors the
quality of their work once on duty. The score for each
counselor was the average work performance ratings
of his counselees six months after the counseling had
terminated. Twenty-nine counselors whose success
ratings were available in this form took the battery of
tests described in Table 1. The superior counselors
scored significantly higher than the less effective
counselors on six instruments measuring 4 of the 5
competencies. Although 87% of the counselees of the
15 superior counselors returned to duty and received
satisfactory work performance ratings, only 70% of the
counselees of the 14 average counselors had the same
success rates. Furthermore, of the superior counselors,
11 had 4 or more of the competencies in high degree,
compared with only 2 of the average counselors. In
other words, the competencies hypothesized on the basis
of the behavioral event interviews proved for the most
part to differentiate the superior from the average coun-
selors as expected, using most of the particular mea-
sures chosen to represent those competencies.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE COMPETENCY
ASSESSMENT PROCESS

There were some exceptions, in which tests did not
differentiate performers. The measure of locus of con-
trol did not differentiate superior from average coun-
selors. In this respect the result is similar to results
obtained on other occasions. The locus of control is a
respondent measure and therefore is much more likely
to be influenced by the person’s self-image or by so-
cial desirability set than is an operant measure such as
cognitive self-definition. In the latter instance, the
person is simply writing a story and is less able to
control his or her response in a way that will make a
good impression. Four of the six measures used in this
study that proved valid involved operant responses,
in which the counselor had to generate the response
that was scored. The other measure that did not prove
valid involved self-reports of willingness to seek help
to develop counseling skills.

An important point that emerges from studying
Table 1 is that the measures are, in many cases, very
close to the competencies themselves. The thematic
analysis measure involves precisely the kind of psy-
chological conceptualization of behavioral events that
a counselor ought to be able to carry out if he or she is
functioning well. Similarly, the Programmed Case
calls for abilities to understand an individual and to
foresee what a person is likely to do based on past
behaviors. And focusing ability is a direct measure of
the degree to which a counselor is in touch with his or
her own feelings.
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Thus competency testing comes very close to sam- the desirable behavior, it can also be used to develop
pling the actual behavior required on the job. In this training objectives. Once such objectives are concep-
respect, it differs markedly from most traditional test- tualized, specialized training programs can be devel-
ing. For example, consider an ability test item such as oped and evaluated with greater ease than previously
making a correct analogy. It has always been difficult as a result of the specificity and clarity regarding the
to understand how being able to complete an item like desired behavior.
“Bird is to tree as duck is to ________” is somehow re- Furthermore, there is considerable evidence that
lated to performance as, say, a bank teller, policeman, many of the competencies that have been identified
or counselor. Vocational interest tests have the same can be directly influenced by education. For example,
drawback: As counselors have long known, it is very Winter, McClelland, and Stewart (1980) have recently
hard to see how answers to specific items in the test completed a major research study of how liberal arts
are related to the vocational preferences they indicate. colleges are effective in developing a number of com-
That is, test item answers do not have “face validity,” petencies, such as the one involved in thematic
and they have little utility in counseling. How does analysis. Here again we note a difference from tradi-
one explain to a counselee that “disliking people with tional testing, in which the goal has been to identify
false teeth” means that he or she is likely to be happy stable abilities or preferences, which are relatively un-
as, for example, a musician or real estate salesman? influenced by education or other environmental
For most traditional tests, going over actual test re- events.
sponses is of little help in the counseling situation. The job competency analysis for alcoholism coun-
The opposite is true with competency testing because selors in the U.S. Navy is just one example. Many such
very often the test behaviors represent the competen- analyses have been made for various occupations, and
cies themselves. a whole new generation of measures of these com-

A further implication of the fact that test behaviors petencies is in the process of being developed and
represent competencies is that competency assess- tested. Table 2 has been prepared to suggest what a
ment measures often provide specific directions and few of these other occupations and measures might
guidance for improvement through counseling or be. McClelland and Klemp (1974) identified com-
training. In other words, the situation is more like petencies needed for human service work. They de-
taking a driver’s test because the test involves using signed a special “scenarios test,” which consists of a
the actual skills that the driver must have to drive well. number of taped interviews of human service workers
Thus there is a collaborative relationship between the with typical clients. Test-takers listen to the inter-
tester and the testee because failure on the test iden- views, observe some pictures of the interviewees, and
tifies corrective actions to be taken. Thus, for someone attempt to report correctly what happened in the
training to be a counselor, it may make a lot of sense to interview and what advice they would give on a vari-
keep performing Programmed Case analyses until that ety of occasions. They are also asked to rate the charac-
person becomes really good at understanding people teristics of the interviewee; a special “positive bias”
and predicting what they will do. It may make good subscale of these adjectives clearly differentiated out-
sense to practice the thematic analysis exercise on dif- standing from average human service workers. Fur-
ferent materials until one can clearly conceptualize thermore, a version of the Profile of Nonverbal Sen-
similarities and differences among groups of people. sitivity, developed by Rosenthal, Hall, Dimatteo, Rog-

Because the competency measure, in assessing the ers, and Archer (1979), also differentiated superior
behavior itself, usually provides a clear description of from average human service workers. Superior human

TABLE  2

Some Representative Competency Measures Associated With Job Success

Associated Measure
Competency Identified (validated against

Occupation From Interviews job success)

Human service worker Faith in client’s ability to change Scenarios Test: Positive bias subscale
Ability to observe and Scenarios Test: Casework subscale

diagnose human problems Sensitivity to Nonverbal Cuesa

U.S. Navy Picture Story Exercise:
Commanding and Use of socialized power Leadership Motive Profileb

Executive Officers Plan, formulate policy Skill-in-Scheduling Test
Optimize results in conflict Managerial Style Test:

situation Optimizes
Organizational Concept formation ability Learning Style Inventory and

consultant Test of Thematic Analysis
Empathy Picture Story Exercise:

Caring Motive Profile
Foreign Service Information Officer Political judgment Critical Decisions Test

Empathic sensitivity Sensitivity to Nonverbal Cuesa

aCorrectly diagnosing emotions presented in content-filtered, taped speech segments, from Rosenthal et al.‘s Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity (1979).
bAlso shown to significantly differentiate superior from average managers in industrial organizations and other public sector organizations ( N = 450) (Boyatzis, in
preparation).
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service workers were better able to diagnose what
emotions were being expressed in a short taped
speech fragment, even though the words could not be
understood.

To shift to a different example, among U.S. Navy
commanding and executive officers as well as mana-
gers in large corporations, it has repeatedly been
found that the Leadership Motive Profile is more char-
acteristic of the more successful managers. This profile
shows a high Need for Power (Winter, 1973), higher
than the Need for Affiliation, and a high index of
self-control or activity inhibition (Boyatzis, in prepa-
ration). In other words, successful managers must be
interested in influencing others, not too easily side-
tracted by their liking for others, and have good con-
trol over themselves. Furthermore, superior U.S. Navy
commanding and executive officers show greater skills
in scheduling and in managing in ways that optimize
the outcome in a conflict situation.

In a competency study of organizational consul-
tants, McClelland (1975) reported that the more effec-
tive consultants showed a greater ability to detect the
problems in a client organization than did their less
effective colleagues who examined the same informa-
tion. This ability was assessed through the Learning
Style Inventory (Kolb, 1976) and the Test of Thematic
Analysis (Winter & McClelland, 1978). The superior
consultants also showed a greater concern for their
clients as measured through the Caring Motive Pro-
file.

As a final example, McClelland and Dailey (1973)
reported that superior U.S. Foreign Service Informa-
tion Officers show greater political judgment as indi-
cated by making the right responses to a series of criti-
cal episodes drawn from behavioral event interviews.
They also show greater sensitivity to paralinguistic
cues in the auditory research of the Profile of Nonver-
bal Sensitivity, like the superior human service work-
ers mentioned above.

THE VALUE TO COUNSELORS OF THE
COMPETENCY ASSESSMENT PROCESS

The examples discussed in this article have been taken
from a much longer list, but they should be sufficient
to indicate that the competency assessment movement
is in fact spreading a fairly wide net. It is covering
more and more occupations and developing a longer
and longer list of competencies that can be assessed
through either interviews or tests. These competency
measures should be particularly valuable to counselors
for a variety of reasons. In the first place, they are
more clearly job-related than are most traditional tests.
They should be of particular value in vocational coun-
seling because many of them involve generic skills,
such as the empathy measures, that are required for a
number of different occupations.

In the second place, the new competency measures
provide a much wider variety of test types and re-
sponses than do the traditional paper-and-pencil
multiple-choice tests. Thus the counselor has a much
longer list of valuable types of information about how
the counselee is behaving in a variety of situations.

In the third place, the new competency measures
include many operant measures. These measures

seem to be more valid in making critical distinctions
regarding performance in jobs in a nondiscriminatory
manner than many other types of tests.

In the fourth place, the counselor is in a better posi-
tion to feed back useful information to the counselee
than with traditional types of test scores. The informa-
tion is directly helpful in defining what new responses
the counselee should learn if he or she is to gain the
competence in question. For example, it is now
known that there are particular psychological educa-
tion courses that increase a variety of competencies,
such as self-definition (deCharms, 1976), achievement
motivation (McClelland, 1972), nonverbal sensitivity
(Rosenthal et al., 1979), thematic analysis skills (Win-
ter, McClelland, & Stewart, 1980), and so on. As we
become more knowledgeable as to just what com-
petencies are needed for various positions, it will be
easier to design special courses aimed at teaching
them.

It is our feeling, in short, that the competency as-
sessment movement will greatly increase the variety
and precision of the psychological assessment devices
available to counselors, who will then be able to do
their job much better and play an increasingly impor-
tant role in the educational process.
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