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Creating effective job descriptions is more than just listing responsibilities and
qualifications. To build a strong workforce and a thriving organizational culture,
organizations must go beyond defining what a job entails and focus on how it
should be performed. This means incorporating competencies and core values into
job descriptions, ensuring that employees not only complete their tasks but also
demonstrate behaviors and attitudes that align with the organization’s mission.

This approach is especially critical for supervisors and managers, as their lead-
ership shapes team dynamics and organizational success. By clearly defining the
competencies required for a role, organizations can improve hiring decisions,
enhance employee development, and set clear performance expectations.

Competency Categories

Using a framework developed and used by the Society for Human Resource Man-
agement,' competencies are comprised of two categories:

Technical Competencies

These reflect the specific knowledge required for a particular role. For example, the
Ohio Library Council 2 has identified technical competencies such as Acquisition,
Cataloging and Metadata, Patron Awareness, and others, as necessary for one to
perform the specific technical aspects of a given job. Technical competencies are
usually role-specific; not all technical competencies apply to all roles.

Behavioral Competencies

These describe the traits and behaviors deemed critical to doing the job in accor-
dance with the organization’s values. Again, using the Ohio Library Council’s
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model examples include Adaptability, Communica-
tion, Customer Service, Innovation, Leadership, etc.
Behavioral competencies can be role-specific or
apply to all jobs.

When competencies are not integrated into job
descriptions or when expectations are set, the
emphasis on getting things done irrespective of how
it gets done can lead to a lot of collateral damage to
the organization. The salesperson who exceeds their
goals at the expense of collaboration with their inter-
nal teams and the customers often leads to low cus-
tomer retention rates. The autocratic executive who
rules by fear, even if they meet the letter of their job
duties, leaves nothing but stress and disharmony, and
increases turnover, lowers performance, and under-
mines the culture. If you're new to working with
competencies, begin by grounding them in your
library’s strategic plan and core values.

Defining Your Core Values

To strengthen our workplace culture and align our
mission with the right employees, the Upper Arling-
ton (OH) Public Library (UAPL) embraced the
“Building a Culture of Distinction” framework.?
Through this initiative, we identified our intrinsic
values, ensuring they align with our mission and
guide our recruitment, staff development, and daily
operations. This approach allows us to attract and
retain individuals who share our commitment to
excellence and service.

Our core competencies are:

Respect: We create a friendly, inclusive, and
professional workplace where contributions are val-
ued, differences are respected, and staff have the
resources they need.

Positivity: We maintain a can-do attitude,
embrace change, and seek proactive solutions to
challenges.

Collaboration: We share ideas, support each
other, and work together to meet community needs.
Communication: We prioritize timely, honest,
and clear communication, actively listening, and

providing constructive feedback.
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Accountability: Staff receive clear guidance on
expectations and goals and are held responsible for
results.

Adaptability: We continuously adjust our ser-
vices and spaces to meet evolving community needs.

The Role of Competencies
in Job Descriptions

Competencies refer to the skills, behaviors, and
attributes required to perform a job effectively.
While traditional job descriptions focus on job
duties and qualifications, a competency-based
approach ensures that employees also exhibit the
right workplace behaviors to be successful.

UAPL defined a list of core competencies and
uses them for job descriptions, job postings, and
interview questions. Examples of some of our foun-
dation core competencies include accountability,
conflict management, customer focus, dealing with
ambiguity, interpersonal savvy, managerial courage,
motivating others, peer relationships, problem solv-
ing, and understanding others.

Having the same behavioral competencies for
everyone makes it easier to communicate them,
develop standards or expectations around them,
and differentiate how the employee is demonstrat-
ing them.

Emphasizing competencies in job descriptions
helps organizations in several ways:

At UAPL, our interview questions align with
core competencies, emphasizing behavioral met-
rics. We ask candidates to share examples of past
decisions and what they learned (accountability/
decision quality), describe experiences working
with individuals with differing perspectives (peer
relationships), and explain how they developed an
idea and persuaded others to support it (motivat-
ing others).
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Benefit

For staff

For managers

Clarifies performance expecta-
tions

Employees understand not just
what they need to do, but how
they are expected to perform
their job.

Managers learn to reinforce the
culture and articulate that
achievement is measured both in
terms of how it gets done and
what gets done.

Enhances hiring, selection, and
retention

Candidates and staff know what
you value, and if it aligns with
their values.

Recruiters and hiring managers
can assess candidates for behav-
ioral fit, not just qualifications and
experience.

Improves performance manage-
ment

Staff who understand and demon-
strate the appropriate behaviors
and are aligned with the organi-
zation are more productive and
effective.

Competencies provide measur-
able criteria for evaluating
employee performance, guiding
professional development.

Strengthens organizational cul-
ture

Staff know what to expect,
develop trust, and see alignment
between what is said and what is
done.

When job descriptions highlight
competencies aligned with orga-
nizational values, they help rein-
force a shared workplace culture.

Supports career development and
succession planning

Clearly defined competencies
allow employees to progress
within the organization, offering a
roadmap for professional growth.

It also helps the organization
prioritize its training and devel-
opment resources by focusing on
what behaviors need to be
enhanced across the organization.

Defining Competencies

m Proficiency levels: How expectations differ

in Job Descriptions

For competencies to be meaningful in job descrip-
tions, they must be clearly defined and aligned with
the role. It is not sufficient to simply state ‘commu-
nication’ and leave it at that. The competency needs
to be clearly described in terms of what it means in
your organization. This may necessitate a separate
guide or policy that can be linked or referenced to
the job description.

A well-defined competency should include:

® A description of the behavior or skill: What the
competency means in a workplace context.

B Practical examples: How the competency is
demonstrated in day-to-day responsibilities.

depending on job level or seniority.

For example, if communication is one of your
competencies:

m A frontline employee may be expected to effec-
tively relay information to customers and col-
leagues.

B A supervisor may need to facilitate team discus-
sions and communicate organization policies
clearly.

B A senior executive may be required to deliver
compelling presentations to stakeholders and
represent the organization publicly.
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An organization’s core values, mission, and vision
serve as a strong foundation for identifying the
competencies most essential for success. Core val-
ues define the guiding principles that shape organi-
zational culture and decision-making, while the
mission outlines the organization’s purpose, and the
vision sets its long-term aspirations.

For example, UAPL provides diverse collections,
engaging programs, accessible technology, inviting
spaces, and user-friendly services while fostering
positive interactions and adapting to community
needs. To live these values, we need staff who are
collaborative, positive, innovative, adaptable, and
people-oriented.

Other places you can look to as a starting point for
determining what competencies to use for your
library include:

B Your state library

B Your state library association

® Role-specific professional associations such as
Society for Human Resource Management, Gov-
ernment Finance Officers Association, Associa-
tion of Public Treasurers, etc.

B American Library Association*

You can also use this as an opportunity for
team-building and leadership development. It’s easy
to create surveys that gather input from staff and
managers on the behaviors they consider most
important in your library. During staff development
days or your management team meetings, you can
facilitate focus groups to learn more about what is
important to them. Soliciting feedback from your
Trustees or when collecting community input
during strategic planning are other ways of inform-
ing your process to identify competencies, espe-
cially the behavioral ones.

By aligning competencies with these founda-
tional elements, organizations ensure that employ-
ees not only possess the necessary technical skills
but also demonstrate behaviors that reflect the
organization’s identity and strategic goals. For
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example, an organization that prioritizes customer
satisfaction in its mission may emphasize customer
service and problem-solving as key competencies,
while an organization focused on innovation might
prioritize adaptability and strategic thinking. When
competencies are directly tied to these organiza-
tional pillars, they help cultivate a workforce that
actively contributes to the organization’s long-term
success while reinforcing a strong, unified culture.
While there are numerous competencies that can be
included in job descriptions, organizations should
prioritize the most relevant ones.

Common workplace competencies include:

m Adaptability: The capability to adjust to changing
circumstances and remain effective in dynamic
environments.

B Communication: The ability to convey informa-
tion effectively to different audiences.

® Customer service: The ability to understand and
meet the needs of customers by providing timely,
professional, and high-quality service.

® Leadership: The ability to inspire and guide
teams toward achieving organizational objec-
tives.

® Planning and execution: The ability to set clear
objectives, develop actionable plans, and effi-
ciently manage resources to achieve goals.

® Problem-Solving: The capacity to analyze situa-
tions and develop effective solutions.

m Teamwork: The ability to collaborate effectively
with others to achieve common goals.

In the case of the Leadership competency, you
may decide that it is only applicable to those who
directly supervise employees, or you can include it
for everyone with the implication that anyone has
an opportunity to demonstrate leadership, whether
they supervise or not. For example, even if a person
does not directly supervise people, they can still
informally influence others by role modeling the
core competencies, volunteering to lead task forces,
or seeking ways to improve processes.

If you are just getting started using competen-
cies, start with a few like the list above. Eight to ten



is an optimal number. Once there is a clear under-
standing of what the competencies look like in your
organization, adding two to three additional ones
can foster additional organizational development.

Some organizations have six to eight competen-
cies for all staff, and an additional three to four that
apply to managers because of the unique responsi-
bilities managers have for leading change, interact-
ing with external stakeholders, or demonstrating
tact and political savvy.

Differentiating Proficiency
Levels in Competencies

To ensure that competency expectations are appro-
priately scaled for different job levels, organizations
should define proficiency levels. This helps set clear
expectations for employees and provides a struc-
tured approach to career progression.

Basic [Entry-Level Proficiency]

® Understands the competency conceptually.
® Applies it in routine situations with supervision.
® Requires guidance and training to develop further.

Intermediate [Fully Competent]

® Applies the competency independently in various
situations.

® Can troubleshoot problems and adjust approach
as needed.

® Can coach or train others in this competency at a
foundational level.

Advanced [Expert-Level Proficiency]

B Demonstrates mastery and innovation in apply-
ing the competency.

® Can develop strategies, solve complex challenges,
and lead teams.

B Serves as a mentor or subject-matter expert.

For example, if “problem-solving” is a compe-
tency:
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® Basic Level: Identifies routine problems and fol-
lows established procedures to resolve them.

B Intermediate Level: Analyzes problems, proposes
innovative solutions, and makes independent
decisions.

B Advanced Level: Leads high-level problem-solv-
ing initiatives, anticipates challenges, and drives
organizational improvements.

Avoid the tendency to rate people at the highest
level simply because they are performing ade-
quately, and not exceptionally. Try to accurately
assess the level of competence so that you can hire,
coach, and provide feedback effectively. Don’t be
surprised if getting supervisors to assess people
accurately takes time to properly calibrate. We
know that managers sometimes conflate compli-
ance or ‘doing the job’ as being the same as superior
performance. We live in a world in which it is con-
stantly reinforced to rate things “five stars out of
five’ or strive towards one hundred percent/A-plus
in school-based grading systems. Our experience
has shown it can take several years for managers to
become comfortable rating people accurately.
Explaining the intent behind accurate performance
and competency ratings in terms of what and how
expectations are met or exceeded makes helping
employees get the help they need to grow more
effective.

Implementing a Competency-
Based Approach

To integrate competencies effectively into job
descriptions and workplace processes, organiza-
tions should follow these steps:

m Identify key competencies.

® Engage department heads and team leaders to
define the most relevant competencies.

m Align competencies with organization’s goals and
culture.

B Incorporate competencies into job descriptions.

® Include a competency section in each job
description.

VOLUME 64 NUMBER 4 PUBLIC LIBRARIES 33




BEYOND DUTIES

® Indicate where to find more information on the
competency and how it looks in your organiza-
tion. To prevent your job descriptions from get-
ting too bloated and wordy, simply state the name
of the competency and reference where to find
more details on it such as in your job description
policy or guide.

B Use competencies in performance management.

® Align performance reviews with competency
expectations.

® Provide employees with feedback based on how
they demonstrate competencies in their work.

B Train Hiring Managers and HR teams.

® Educate recruiters on assessing competencies
during interviews.

® Train managers on coaching and developing
employees based on competency levels.

B Support employee development.

m Offer training programs that help employees
develop key competencies.

Integrating competencies and core values into
job descriptions is a strategic approach that
enhances hiring, performance management, and
employee development. By defining how work
should be done, not just what needs to be done,
organizations create clear expectations, improve
cultural alignment, and support employee growth.

Differentiating proficiency levels ensures that
competencies remain relevant across different job
levels, helping employees progress in their careers
while meeting organizational needs. Organizations
that adopt a competency-based approach to job
descriptions build stronger teams, drive perfor-
mance, and create a workplace culture that thrives
on shared values and behaviors. By taking the time
to refine job descriptions with competencies and
clear behavioral expectations, organizations posi-
tion themselves for long-term success in attracting,
retaining, and developing top talent.

After UAPL defined the key competencies, we set
out to incorporate those competencies in perfor-
mance evaluations, and trained managers on three
main areas: our culture and values and how to live
them (Building a Culture of Distinction);
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appreciative and generative inquiry (Conversations
Worth Having) and change management (Managing
Transitions).

Refining Competencies Over Time

Successfully embedding competencies into job
descriptions requires continuous refinement to
ensure they remain relevant, measurable, and
reflective of organizational needs. To refine compe-
tencies effectively over time, organizations should
follow these key steps:

1. Regularly Review Strategic Alignment

Competencies must consistently align with the
organization’s evolving strategic goals and core
values. Regular reviews, ideally conducted annually
or in conjunction with strategic planning processes,
ensure competencies remain relevant and effec-
tively drive desired behaviors and outcomes.

2. Solicit Stakeholder Feedback

Organizations should proactively engage employ-
ees, managers, and stakeholders to gather insights
into the practical application of competencies. Sur-
veys, focus groups, and structured interviews can
reveal which competencies are impactful, which
need adjustments, and any emerging competencies
critical for future success. Engaging diverse groups,
including frontline staff, managers, and trustees,
ensures comprehensive and balanced perspectives.

3. Monitor and Evaluate
Competency Application

Implementing clear metrics to assess competency
effectiveness allows organizations to track their
practical impact. Performance appraisals should
explicitly reference competencies, enabling manag-
ers to identify patterns, strengths, and development
needs. Collecting and analyzing this data provides a
foundation for refining competency descriptions
and proficiency levels.



4. Adapt Proficiency Levels

Competency proficiency levels—basic, intermediate,
and advanced—must accurately reflect job require-
ments and employee capabilities. Over time, these
levels should be reviewed and adjusted to account
for changes in role complexity, technological
advancements, or organizational priorities. Organi-
zations should regularly recalibrate expectations,
ensuring clarity and consistency across all roles.

5. Integrate Competencies into
Professional Development

Professional development programs must evolve
alongside competencies. Organizations should regu-
larly update training offerings to address identified
skill gaps and align training opportunities with the
competencies most critical to organizational suc-
cess. Tailored coaching, workshops, and mentoring
programs further reinforce competency develop-
ment and help employees achieve proficiency mile-
stones.

6. Facilitate Managerial Calibration

Given the tendency of managers to conflate ade-
quate performance with exceptional performance,
ongoing training and calibration sessions are neces-
sary. Organizations should provide regular manager
training focused on accurately assessing competen-
cies. Calibration meetings help managers consis-
tently apply competency criteria across teams,
enhancing objectivity and fairness in performance
evaluations.

Competency-based job descriptions are not static
documents; their effectiveness hinges on ongoing
evaluation, adaptation, and refinement. Organiza-
tions that embrace a competency-based approach
must remain agile, consistently aligning competen-
cies with strategic objectives, soliciting stakeholder
feedback, and recalibrating proficiency levels. By
embedding competencies deeply into recruitment,
performance management, and professional devel-
opment processes, organizations foster clarity, rein-
force culture, and enhance employee engagement.
This iterative approach ensures that job
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descriptions remain powerful tools for attracting,
developing, and retaining talent capable of driving
sustained organizational success.
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