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An underlying assumption of human resource
practice is that HR interventions are supported
by empirical evidence. We expect that applica-
tions be based on a sound empirical base. We
expect, and are expected to show, that HR
interventions that have an impact on careers or
entry to occupations are defensible with respect
to legal requirements. That is, we expect practi-
tioners to apply solutions that have a solid “sci-
entific” grounding. Regrettably, HR practice
often runs ahead of research and leads to the
adoption of interventions that do not have
empirical support, or do not have support for
the specific purposes for which they are used.
In arguing for a new mandate for HR, David
Ulrich, writing in the Harvard Business Review,
put it this way:

“Should we do away with HR?…The debate
arises out of serious and widespread doubts
about HR’s contribution to organizational per-
formance. …I must agree that there is good
reason for HR’s  beleaguered reputation. It is

often ineffective, incompetent, and costly; in
a phrase it is value sapping. Indeed, if HR
were to remained configured as it is today in
many companies, I would have to answer the
questions above with a resounding ‘Yes-abol-
ish the thing’ (Ulrich, 1998; p. 124)”

There are two cases which demonstrate Ulrich’s
point:  the widespread acceptance of compe-
tency–based selection and performance 
systems and the growing interest in and use of
“emotional intelligence” as part of interven-
tions. Many organizations have developed 
competency profiles for their employees, which
are related to the organization’s mission or
goals and which are believed to be crucial to
success in the organization. Many consulting
firms and organizations have developed 
“competency dictionaries” to help identify 
requisite competencies. Practitioners offer 
training seminars on how to identify 
competencies and on how to develop compe-
tency based selection and performance
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systems. Competency-based systems are “hot”. Emotional
Intelligence (EI) is a more recent phenomenon, in part, develop-
ing as a backlash to the emphasis on general cognitive ability in
selection. In fact, one of the leading proponents of EI, Daniel
Goleman claims it is more important than IQ (Olive, 1998) and a
whole industry has developed around this concept with many
consulting companies offering workshops on identifying and
developing EI in organizations. Will competency-based selection
and EI become the new graphology? If you recall, some HR prac-
titioners used graphology or handwriting analysis to select can-
didates for executive positions before empirical evidence dis-
credited the procedure. If you examine the research databases
with respect to competency-based selection and EI, you will dis-
cover some distressing facts. 

Lack of Agreement on Definition

First, there is no agreed upon definition of what constitutes
“competency” or “emotional intelligence”. Boyatzis (1982), who
is credited with popularizing the term, suggested that a compe-
tency was a combination of a motive, trait, skill, aspect of one’s
self-image or social role, or a body of relevant knowledge. In
other words, a competency is any characteristic of an individual
that might be related to successful performance. Boyatzis’ defin-
ition of competency left much room for debate over its applica-
tion to performance. Zemke’s (1982) comments at that time on
the definition of competency remain valid today:

“Competency, competencies, competency models, and compe-
tency-based training are Humpty Dumpty words meaning only
what the definer wants them to mean.The problem comes not
from malice, stupidity or marketing avarice, but instead from
some basic procedural and philosophical differences among
those racing to define and develop the concept and to set the
model for the way the rest of us will use competencies in our
day-today training efforts.” ( Zemke, 1982, p.28)

Competency definitions tend to reflect either individual or spe-
cific organizational concerns. Over time, competencies have been
variously (and inconsistently) defined as the knowledge, skills,
abilities, and other attributes required to perform desired future
behaviour (Blancero, Boroski, & Dyer, 1996, p.387); an individ-
ual’s demonstrated knowledge, skills, or abilities (Ulrich,
Brockbank, Yeung, & Lake, 1995. p.474); a characteristic and
measurable pattern of knowledge, skill, behaviours, beliefs, val-
ues, traits and motives which underlies, and drives superior per-
formance in a defined job context (Linkage, Inc., 1996, p. 6);
skills and traits that are needed by employees to be effective in

a job (Mansfield, 1996); those behaviours and characteristics
necessary for top performance (Hay/McBer, undated); knowledge
and skills that underlie effective performance (McLagan,1996);
knowledge, skills, abilities and behaviours  required for success-
ful performance of job duties (Mirabile, 1985, p.13); an underly-
ing characteristic of an individual which is causally related to
effective or superior performance in a job (Mitrani, Dalziel, & Fitt,
1992); the aptitude necessary to enhance basic abilities and to
raise job performance to a higher level (Miyawaki, 1996); an
underlying characteristic of an individual that is causally related
to criterion-referenced effective and/or superior performance in a
job or situation (Spencer & Spencer, 1993); and behaviours that
superior performers exhibit more consistently than average per-
formers (Klein, 1996).  The Public Service Commission of Canada
defines  competencies as the characteristics that underlie per-
formance or behaviour at work (Slivinski and Miles, 1996). 

In fairness, there may be more agreement among these defini-
tions than is apparent. Each definition tends to be a partial def-
inition. They generally contain parts of three elements. First,
most suggest that competencies are the knowledge, skills, abilities,
and other traits or factors (KSAOs) that underlie effective or suc-
cessful job performance; second, the KSAOs must be observable
or measurable; and third, the KSAOs must distinguish among
superior and other performers. Perhaps competencies, then, can
be defined as  measurable attributes that distinguish outstanding
performers from others in a defined job context (Catano,
Cronshaw, Wiesner, Hackett, & Methot, 2000).

There is a similar lack of agreement on what constitutes “emo-
tional intelligence”. Goleman (1995, 1998) defines emotional
intelligence (often abbreviated as EQ, for emotional quotient) as
a set of abilities that include self-control, zeal and persistence,
and the ability to motivate oneself along with the ability to per-
sist in the face of frustration; to control impulse and delay grat-
ification, to regulate one’s moods and keep distress from
swamping the ability to think, to empathize and to hope
(Goleman, 1995). Mayer and Salovey (1997), who had developed
the concept of EQ, proposed that emotional intelligence repre-
sents a group of abilities that are distinct from the traditional
verbal-propositional/spatial-performance dimensions of intelli-
gence. They defined EQ as: 

the ability to perceive accurately, appraise and express emotion;
the ability to access  and/or generate feelings when they facili-
tate thought;  the ability to understand emotions and emotion-
al knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions to promote
emotional and intellectual growth (Mayer & Salovey, 1997  p.6).



Goleman’s (1995) and Mayer and Salovey’s (1997) definitions are
not the same. As well, people working in this area have a ten-
dency to change the definition of EQ to suit their purposes. There
is also disagreement about whether emotional intelligence is
more an inherent potential, or whether it is a set of learned “abil-
ities”, “competencies” or “skills.” Polednik and Greig (2000) argue
that EQ, as defined by Goleman, represents different personality
traits or characteristics. This lack of agreement makes it difficult
to know what is really meant by the construct and, more impor-
tantly, to identify it as a job requirement. 

Lack of Agreement on Methodology

Second, there is no agreed upon methodology for identifying
competencies, or of measuring emotional intelligence. The
methodology used to determine the competencies generally fol-
lows the procedures outlined by Dubois (1993) and involves:

1. selection of a criterion group which includes both high and low
performers within each job;

2. collection of data from the criterion group on how it performs
the target job through observation and interviews (including
information on how individuals act, think, and feel while doing
their jobs); and

3. identification of patterns within the data that differentiates high
and low performers.

There is, however, considerable variation from this methodology.
For example, the Public Service Commission of Canada (Slivinski
and Miles, 1997) proposes the following model for use in identi-
fying competency profiles:

1. Consider the level at which the work is performed
2. Consider the role
3. Consider the stage of organizational development
4. Consider other relevant contextual variables
5. Identify relevant competency categories and competency clus-

ters
6. Select individual competencies
7. Collect additional supporting information
8. Review, customize, finalize
9. Establish the relative importance and level of mastery of each

competency
10. Create behavioural indicators 

Noticeably absent from this model is any concern with identifying
competencies which  separate superior from average performers
or any indication that the selection of the competencies is based
on anything other than a manager’s opinion. The application of

the competency model in this Public Service model, as well as in
others, has become divorced from the original competency theo-
ry of David McClelland (1973).

In the case of EQ, lack of agreement on methodology is reflected
in the failure to establish a sound measure of EQ that is directly
related to the construct. Bar-On’s (1997) EQi is the oldest and
arguably the most commonly used measure of EQ. The factor
structure of the EQi does not appear to be related to either
Goleman’s or Mayer and Salovey’s conceptions of emotional intel-
ligence. In fact, the EQi subscales have moderate to high correla-
tions with the Big Five personality measures (Newsome, Day, and
Catano, 2000). Whether newer measures of EQ that are based
more closely on either Mayer and Salovey’s or Goleman’s concep-
tions of EQ have more success remains to be determined.

Lack of Empirical Evidence

There is little, if any, research that has critically examined the bot-
tom-line effectiveness of competency–based systems or emotion-
al intelligence. There is little, if any, research that validates the
relationship of either competency-based systems or emotional
intelligence to performance or organizational effectiveness.
Proponents of both competency models and emotional intelli-
gence argue that people high in selected competencies or in emo-
tional intelligence have a positive effect on an organization’s bot-
tom line. Goleman is quoted as saying, “In top management
posts, emotional intelligence abilities like initiative and self-con-
fidence or collaboration matter twice as much as IQ. And the high-
er you go in the organization, the more EQ matters. For the top
leaders, its about 85% of what characterizes the star per-
former”(Olive, 1998). Where is the empirical support for Goleman’s
position? The research literature convincingly demonstrates that
cognitive ability (IQ) is one of the best, if not the best, predictor
of job performance. Utility analysis shows that cognitive ability
adds significantly to a company’s “bottom line” (Schmidt and
Hunter, 1998). The identification of KSAOs through job analytic
procedures has a long-established track record of leading to the
selection of the most appropriate job applicants from a larger
pool. Can the same be said for competency-based systems?
Where is the evidence? Noticeably absent from the Public Service
competency model is any requirement for the user to establish
the effectiveness of the resultant competency profile. How does
the Public Service know that the competency model is producing
more productive employees or a more effective organization? 
The few studies that have addressed these questions produce
either inconsistent results or results that do not support



either competency-based models or the use of EQ in selecting job
candidates (Catano et al., 2000). Despite the lack of empirical
research on these topics, both competency models and EQ have
had an impact on HR practice, even though those practices may
not be legally defensible and may prove problematic to the client
should a rejected applicant proceed to court or a human rights
tribunal. 

HR Science vs HR Practice

The competency and EI literature illustrate the need for better
linkages between research and practice in human resources.
Other practices could have served this purpose equally well; e.g.
the use or misuse of 360-degree feedback. HR practitioners and
HR researchers should appreciate the need for greater dialog
between “scientists” and “practitioners”. Practitioners must
understand the need to base interventions on empirical evidence;
scientists must understand the need for research to solve imme-
diate, practical problems. These linkages will become ever more
important as the field of HR moves to establish itself as an inde-
pendent profession. The first steps are being taken towards this
end through establishing a credentialing system. Regulatory sys-
tems, as they do in other professions, exist to ensure the protec-
tion of the welfare of the public and clients of the practitioner and
to guarantee that the practitioner operates in accordance with
accepted standards of professional ethics and practice guidelines.
The process does not end with the first step of certifying the pro-
fessional’s credentials. Practitioners in other disciplines are expect-
ed to provide interventions that not only “do no harm” but actu-
ally provide benefits to the client.

Empirically Supported Interventions

The HR profession should consider following the lead of other
disciplines that have a practice component. In clinical psycholo-
gy, the branch of psychology that uses interventions to deal with
individual problems is moving toward practice guidelines that
state practitioners should use only those interventions (i.e.,
treatments) which can be supported through empirical evidence.
Clinical psychology is moving away from accepting a practice as
valid because a practitioner claims it is effective through the
administration by the practitioner with a specific client. Only
those interventions that can be supported through empirical evi-
dence are accepted as meeting a practitioner’s ethical obligations
to the profession. The American Psychological Association (APA)
has announced to the public and to third-party payers (insurance
companies and HMOs) those psychological interventions that are
supported by empirical research as effective in the treatment of
mental disorder and psychological problems. The identification of
these accepted practices has had a tremendous influence on both
the training and provision of service in clinical psychology
(Hunsley, Dobson, and Mikail, 1999). 

As you might imagine, this has not been a process without con-
troversy. It is a process accepted by many as heralding a bright
future for professional psychology and rejected by others as a dan-
gerous and misleading process. Regardless of individual reaction, it
is very unlikely that the process of endorsing professional prac-
tices based on empirical evidence will disappear (Hunsley, et al.,
1999). What are the criteria for accepting a professional practice
as being one that has beneficial outcomes 

Table 1.  Criteria for Empirically Supported HR Treatments

AA.. WWeellll--EEssttaabblliisshheedd  TTrreeaattmmeennttss

I. At least two good between group design experiments demonstrating efficacy in one or more of the following ways:
a. Superior (i.e., statistically significantly ) to a control condition or to another treatment.
b. Equivalent to an already established intervention in experiments with adequate sample sizes.

OORR

II. A large series of single case design experiments (n > 9) demonstrating efficacy. These experiments must have:
a. Used good experimental designs and
b. Compared the intervention to another treatment as in Ia.

FFuurrtthheerr  CCrriitteerriiaa  ffoorr  bbootthh  II  aanndd  IIII::

III. Experiments must be conducted with manuals outlining the steps involved in the intervention.
IV. Characteristics of the client samples must be clearly specified. 
V. Effects must have been demonstrated by at least two different investigators or investigating teams.

BB..  PPrroobbaabbllyy  EEffffiiccaacciioouuss  TTrreeaattmmeennttss

I. Two experiments showing the treatment is superior (i.e., statistically significantly) to a waiting-list control group.
OORR

II. One or more experiments meeting the Well-Established Treatment Criteria Ia or Ib, III, and IV, but not V.
OORR

III. A small series of single case design experiments (n > 3) otherwise meeting Well-Established Treatment Criteria II, III, and IV.

Adapted from Hunsley, et al. 1999.



for the client? Clinical practices were placed into two categories,
“Well-Established Treatments” or “Probably Efficacious
Treatments” if they met a set of criteria based on scientific
research. The criteria presented in Table 1 are those adopted by
the APA but modified slightly to place them in an HR context.

The criteria outlined in Table 1 represent a research agenda for
establishing the efficacy of HR interventions. Those familiar with
research designs and protocols will recognize that these criteria
are not onerous. At the minimum, the criteria say that before an
intervention can be used, there must be at least two, well-
designed studies that meet acceptable research standards and
show that the treatment is at least equal, if not statistically supe-
rior to another practice. Regrettably, both competency models
and emotional intelligence research fail to meet these minimal
standards. Research conducted in-house by consulting companies
or test developers does not qualify. The research must be open
to peer review and published in respectable scientific journals.
This does not mean that either competency models or emotional
intelligence may not be effective treatments; it means that the
well-designed research has not been done to substantiate their
effectiveness as organizational interventions. The HR profession
has an obligation to ensure that the practices it sanctions meets

criteria such as those presented in Table 1. HR practitioners have
an obligation to ensure that the interventions they propose to
clients meet acceptable professional standards. HR scientists
have an obligation to do the empirical research in support of HR
interventions.

Conclusion

Ulrich (1998) proposed new initiatives to ensure the relevancy of
HR’s mandate. I would argue that regardless of its mandate, HR
risks being marginalized unless it makes a concerted effort to
develop and implement only those interventions that are sup-
ported by empirical evidence. This is the practice being followed
in psychology, health and medicine. Adopting empirically-based
criteria to judge the efficacy of HR practices and treatments will
require the HR profession to deal with the issues of training, cre-
dentialing, practice, and research. As a profession it will have to
establish a national infrastructure to coordinate these ventures
and to consult, inform, and educate HR scientists and practition-
ers. Unless the HR profession holds itself accountable for the
practices it offers to clients and to the public it will indeed
become an irrelevant profession, much like the practice of
graphology.

Dr. Victor M. Catano is Professor and Chairperson of Psychology at Saint
Mary’s University, Halifax, NS. He is a registered psychologist in Nova
Scotia and has extensive consulting experience in personnel selection
and assessment. His clients have included the department of National
Defence and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, among others. He has
published over 150 scholarly articles, conference presentations and tech-
nical reports. He is first author of Recruitment and Selection in Canada.
He is the current editor of Canadian Psychology, the flagship journal of
the Canadian Psychological Association and a member of the editorial
Board for Advances in Organizational Behavior.

References

Bar-On, R., 1997. Emotional quotient inventory:  Technical manual. Toronto:
Multi-Health Systems.

Blancero, D., Boroski, J., & Dyer, L. (1996). Key competencies for a trans-
formed human resource organization: Results of a field study.  Human
Resource Management,35, 383403.

Boyatzis, R.E. (1982). The competent manager: A model of effective perfor-
mance. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Catano, V.M.,  Cronshaw, S. , Wiesner, W.H., Hackett, R. D., & Methot, L.
(2000). Recruitment and Selection in Canada, 2nd Ed.. ITP Nelson:  Toronto.

Dubois, D. (1993). Competency-based performance: A strategy for organiza-
tional change.  Boston, MA: HRD Press.

Goleman, D. 1995. Emotional intelligence. New York:  Bantam Books.

Goleman, D. 1998. Working with emotional intelligence. New York:  Bantam
Books.

Hay/McBer (Undated). Human resource planning and development. Toronto:
Hay Group.

Hunsley, J., Dobson, K. S., Johnston, C, and Mikail, S. (1999). Empirically sup-
ported treatments in psychology:  Implications for Canadian professional psy-
chology. Canadian Psychology, 40, 289-305.

Klein, A.L. (1996). Validity and reliability for competency-based systems:
Reducing litigation risks. Compensation and Benefits Review, 28, 31-37

Linkage, Inc. (1996). Building competency models:  How to make the right
choice among alternative methods and approaches. Participant guide.
Lexington:  Linkage, Inc.

Mansfield, R.S. (1996). Building competency models.  Human Resource
Management, 35, 718

McClelland, D.C. (1973). Testing for competence rather than intelligence.
American Psychologist, 28, 1-14. 

Mayer, J.D., & Salovey, P. (1997).  What is emotional intelligence?  In P. Salovey
and D. Sluyter (Eds.) Emotional Development and Emotional Intelligence:
Implications for Educators.  New York: Basic Books

McLagan, P. (1996).  Great ideas revisited.  Training and Development, 50, 60-
64.

Mirabile, R.J. (1985). A model for competency-based career development.
Personnel, 62, 30-38.

Mitrani, A., Dalziel, M., & Fitt, D. (1992). Competency-based human resource
management:  Value-driven strategies for recruitment, development and
reward. London:  Kogan Page Ltd.

Miyawaki, A. (1996). Competency model: learning from high performers.

http://www.aea.or.jp:80/news/1196hrcoloumn.html.

Newsome, S., Day, A., & Catano, V.M. (2000). Assessing the predictive validity
of  emotional intelligence. Personality and Individual  Differences, 29. 1005-
1016.

Olive, D. (1998). EQ, not IQ, is ticket to top for psych guru. Financial
Post/National Post November 23, C12.

Polednik, L., & Greig, E. (2000). Personality and emotional intelligence. The
British Journal of Administrative Management 19,  9.

Schmidt, F.L., & Hunter, J.E. (1998). The validity and utility of selection meth-
ods in personnel psychology:  Practical and theoretical implications of 85 years
of research findings. Psychological Bulletin, 124,  262-274.

Slivinski, L. and Miles, J. (1996). The wholistic competency profile:  A model.
Part 1:  Introduction. Ottawa:  Public Service Commission of Canada

Slivinski, L. and Miles, J. (1997). The wholistic competency profile:  A model.
Part 2:  Building Competency Profiles. Ottawa:  Public Service Commission of
Canada

Spencer, L. M., & Spencer, S. M. (1993).  Competence at work.  NY: Wiley.

Ulrich, D. (1998). A new mandate for human resources. Harvard Review of
Business, January-February, 124-135.

Ulrich, D., Brockbank, W., Yeung, A.K., & Lake, D.G.  (1995). Human resource
competencies: An empirical assessment.  Human Resource management, 34,
473-495

Zemke, R. (1982). Job competencies: Can they help you define better training.
Training, 19, 28-31.



The Personal is Canada's largest provider of group home and auto insurance benefits to corporate employees and members 

of leading organizations. Today we service over 400 organizations nationally.

We wrote the book on group insurance over 25 years ago, and we've been perfecting it ever since.

To reach our Business development area, please call 1 800 430-5103.

www.thepersonal.com

IAHRR wishes to acknowledge the support of HRPAO for research in human resources management.

The Personal 
 INSURANCE COMPANY OF CANADA 

™

Who are we? The International Alliance for Human Resources Research is just that: a global alliance of HRM experts, 

including academics, associations, executives, and HR professionals, who support research in human resources management. 

We are the catalysts for the discovery, dissemination and application of new knowledge about HRM.

Our Vision To be the first choice for those seeking valid, research-based knowledge about the management of human resources.

Our Goals To create new knowledge about human resources management, thereby facilitating the achievement of employee and

organizational goals.

To distribute this knowledge in many ways to academics, students, HR professionals and executives. 

To foster a dialogue between researchers, HR professionals, and policy makers in order to unite research with practice.

The International Alliance for Human Resources Research
Room 256, Atkinson Faculty of Liberal and Professional Studies

York University
4700 Keele Street

Toronto, Ontario, Canada M3J 1P3

Phone:  1 (416) 736-2100 x 66626
Fax:  1 (416) 736-5121

E-mail:  hrresall@yorku.ca
Web-site:  www.yorku.ca/hrresall


