Australia’s HR Professional Competency System
Members of professional associations increasingly expect such organisations to use models of competence which are current, relevant and will have the effect of heightening awareness of and encouraging excellence in their particular professional area.  At least, this is the experience of the Human Resources Institute of New Zealand (HRINZ), which, like its Canadian and German equivalent bodies, has recently been through an evaluation of its competency model. As a result, all services are now being reviewed and redesigned to meet the expectations and drivers for HR success in New Zealand that have been identified in the new model.

The model had been developed largely via a panel of subject matter experts, and concern was growing that perhaps the concentration on technical HR skills underrated the importance of the business as a whole.  “For some years now we’ve been concerned that the profession has been out of touch with what business wants,” HRINZ’s CEO Beverley Main told WorldLink. “HR has been seen more as a centre of compliance than a strategic business partner. So, with growing numbers of senior practitioners now gaining the credibility and experience to join the senior management team, it has become important for us to articulate the types of behaviour and the competencies that make them effective contributors in that broader context. It’s also important for the ongoing development of the profession in our country that less experienced practitioners see what skills and experience they need to be effective at the senior levels. We have a responsibility to our members to help them throughout their HR careers, and the competency model is the building block for that.”

A study started in 2004 by with a study by leading experts of six other HR models from four different parts of the world – the UK and Ireland (CIPD), United States of America (including SHRM), Canada (including the recently developed CCHRA model) and Australia (AHRI). One of the fundamental questions was what role would be played by the professional society.  The roles included becoming   formal certification (or ‘gatekeeper’) body, providing courses and examinations to determine professional membership or whether to be a ‘provider’ of resources’ to members of the profession. 
Eventually it was decided that the New Zealand context still called for the ‘resource provider’ approach.  “We thought the accreditation process could take account of professional qualifications acquired through any of our more than 30 public tertiary institutions. That’s a large number, given our 4 million population base, and we didn’t want to use our members’ resources to reinvent those wheels.”  However, we thought that the competency model should underpin all developmental efforts assist members through their HR career path, and the competency model needed to help us – and them – achieve that. The professional courses we run, our networking opportunities, publications, professional accreditation system – all our services for members had to have this as their heart.”

We discovered that all models, except our previous New Zealand one, recognised that success in HR hinges on more than technical skills and functional knowledge. In particular, most other models covered interpersonal skills, as well as stressing the importance of business understanding and the capacity to operate conceptually at a strategic level.

But the relevance of the New Zealand context could not be underestimated. While many of our challenges are shared by our global colleagues, our labour laws are far-reaching and include agreements based on treaties with the Crown, our governing monarch and the Maori, our native people).  We found that we had to develop a ‘hybrid’ of elements from the international frameworks could be combined with aspects of the local environment to provide the best new model: a five category framework that included competencies identified earlier. We wanted members to see we weren’t throwing out the existing competencies. We were just adding to them in an evolutionary, rather than revolutionary, way.”

These categories are: 

1 Business knowledge focuses on a professional’s understanding of the organisational value chain, how the organisation derives value from it, and how people add value to it; specifically, it covers:  Value chain, Value proposition and People value
2 HR delivery focuses on exactly includes traditional activities such as what it says and includes Managing the HR function, HR planning and staffing, Learning, training and development, Performance management and Change management. 
3 Personal credibility focuses on effective relationships, achieving results and personal communication;

4 Strategic contribution includes the key elements of culture management, change management, strategic decision-making and customer focus and market connection; and

5 Business technology which focuses on the application of technology as a key tool for implementing strategy, including linkage to plans, effective data analysis and facilitation skills.

Like other frameworks, the New Zealand one also has two levels of competency – ‘Advisory and Mastery’. Generally, advisory level competence concentrates on front-line delivery, usually within a very defined context.  Mastery level competence indicates a broader application of skill in a more complicated setting, with a higher level of responsibility.  In the New Zealand context, mastery competence is most

likely to be attained when practitioners are in HR-line management or sole HR manager roles.

Most members will find that they have a mix of competencies at the advisory and mastery levels, but for accreditation we expect to see a higher proportion of mastery achievement.  These upgraded competencies provide the Institute with a transparent standard for what we expect from an HR professional in New Zealand. 
Now that the new framework is in place, all other Institute services are being reconsidered and aligned to make sure members get the best possible benefit.  Three major initiatives relate to the realignment of the accreditation programme, the introduction of a career log, and the piloting of our ‘education endorsement programme’. Each is briefly outlined here.

Accreditation occurs via on-line application, which has to give evidence of qualifications, skills and experience in relation to the five areas of the new framework.  Generalist members can apply for generalist accreditation, and specialist members can apply for accreditation in any of five

Specialities, such as training and development.  Each application is considered by a grading panel

made up of experienced senior practitioners from throughout New Zealand. Referees are contacted to verify the details and claims in the applications. Those who meet the criteria for generalist accreditation can use the initials MHRINZ (Member of the Human Resource Institute of New Zealand) and those awarded specialist accreditation can use SHRINZ (Specialist Member of the Human Resource Institute of New Zealand). Specialist and generalist accreditation are equally valued.

The new competency model means professional accreditation is now more strongly evaluated on a broader basis for both generalist and specialist members. Importance is placed on a practitioner’s wider business acumen and on his or her experience in applying and adapting HR interventions to real business situations – more simply, the extent they are regarded as a partner in the success of the business.  Before applying for accreditation, members can use tools provided by the Institute to compare their experience levels against the competencies, and then benchmark, via a series of scores, how close they are to meeting or exceeding the accreditation requirements. This gives people a very practical sense of where they stand and what they need to aim for to achieve professional membership status.

Another on-line membership service is the career log. This will assist members to plan, track and review their professional development in line with the competency framework. It already has considerable support from the industry and is eagerly awaited by HRINZ’s entry and mid-level practitioners.

Also in relation to this competency model, our organization has been working on educational endorsement. As noted earlier, New Zealand has a host of tertiary institutions delivering HR programmes and many more, including HRINZ, delivering HR short courses. Our tertiary study environment encourages strong industry involvement in curriculum design and in ensuring the relevance of educational programs.  An extensive project conducted this year on how our organization provides effective advice and service for members (and potential members) who are constantly seeking advice regarding which courses to study.

Briefly, tertiary HR education providers can apply to HRINZ for endorsement of their courses, which will be considered against the competency model. The result is a rating for the course regarding its contribution to knowledge and learning at the advisory or mastery levels of the competencies in our

framework. In this way, HRINZ expects to be able to link educational achievement with accreditation requirements without having to design and administer all of the courses from the Institute. The system is in the pilot stage, and expected to be fully launched later this year.

“The examination of our competency model has opened new doors and opportunities for us to improve our services to members in a very focused way,” says Beverley Main.  “We’re thrilled with the results and

possibilities it has revealed.”
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