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In order to achieve this testing phase aimed at analysing the relevance and practical feasibility of the
previously designed competence profiles for two specific metal-working positions, a series of
interviews has been conducted in enterprises.
These interviews have been carried out using two techniques: through face-to-face meetings
(duration: approximately 2h30) and through Internet with a questionnaire, sent by e-mail to several
enterprises.
In both cases, a set of documents making up the interview had previously been sent to the company
(prior to face to face meetings or to filling in the questionnaires electronically). This set included:
-

a short introduction to the project, its objective and above all, the specific objectives of the
interviewing process;
the interview guide itself with questions, translated into French;
the competence grids, designed and developed for France for the metal-cutting technicians
and the electro-mechanical technicians (later on referred to as “instruments”).

It is to note that the making-up of the sample of companies has been purposely carried out with
enterprises that had not been participating in the project before, for other on-the-field research. This
bias was purposely used to avoid getting erroneous feedback from people which would have
possessed a prior knowledge of the evaluated instruments and thus, preconceived ideas about them.

1. The context
a. Basic facts about the sample of companies
-

Five different companies, active in the metal-working field and located in the Rhône-Alpes
region (France) have been interviewed;
The interviewees were either head managers or production managers (none of the
companies had a person dedicated to human resources – HR – management);
All five companies were SMEs, comprising from 15 to 72 persons
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b. Identity of the interviewed enterprises
Company
N°1

Interviewee
Production manager

N°2

Head manager

Activity
Manufacturing of precision sheetmetal
Stamping, cutting and tool making

N°3

Head manager

Precision machining

N°4

Head manager

Manufacturing of moulds and models

N°5

Production manager

Manufacturing of injection tools

Staff
72 (inc. 40 in
production dpt.)
20 (inc. 18 in
production dpt.)
32 (inc. 26 in
production dpt.)
15 (inc. 12 in
production dpt.)
22 (inc. 15 in
production dpt.)

c. Difficulties met while trying to make companies taking part in the interviews
In the current situation of crisis experienced by all enterprises and more specifically SMEs, it is even
harder than usual to make the latter accept to participate in an initiative dealing with the issue of
human resources, which they often consider as a secondary issue. We had to contact many
companies in order to find five of them accepting to take part in the interviews.
Many times and because of the pressure and uncertainty dictated by the changing and demanding
environment in which they evolve, the strategies of industrial SMEs are confined to the very shortrun and they don’t have time or resources to think of future and more specifically, to optimize their
human resources, and to work on the competences they need.
In spite of their relative hesitation to take part in the interviews, it is to note that all interviewed
individuals expressed, at the end of the interviews, the significant interest they had had in
participating in this phase of the project. According to them this period of time allowed them to raise
questions and issues they had not thought of before and to make a first diagnosis on their situation
regarding competences. They also mentioned that these interviews enabled them to perceive new
approaches or ways to do things within their daily activities.

2. Overview of the results
a. About the spheres of activity
On the basis of the two available competence grids, interviewees were asked on the appropriateness
of the design and segmentation of the “spheres of activity”. The spheres of activity constitute the
first “reading key” of the competence grid. It allows separating the description of competences,
depending on the nature of undertaken activities. This idea was built on the assumption that within a
job, one person has to carry out a series of activity that have different natures and thus, call on
different types of competences.
The sphere of activities developed for France, were the following:
For the metal-cutting technician:
- Sphere of activity 1: Preparing tools
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-

Sphere of activity 2: Setting-up and implementing the production system, performing,
checking and treating the hazards linked to the whole production system
Sphere of activity 3: Elaborating the operating process from numerical definitions and with
the help of computer-aided manufacturing software
Sphere of activity 4: Choosing the equipment for measuring and controlling
Sphere of activity 5: Carrying out the first level maintenance for the whole production system

For the electro-mechanical technician:
- Sphere of activity 1: Installing and launching equipment
- Sphere of activity 2: Programming machines
- Sphere of activity 3: Elaborating mechanical mounts
- Sphere of activity 4: Providing technical assistance to manufacturing departments
- Sphere of activity 5: Maintenance and repairing of equipments

Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
Most interviewed companies expressed their agreement
with the proposed spheres of activity, both regarding the
concept and the contents.
The spheres of activity represent a good presentation of
activities, by nature, because:
-

-

The word cloud
drawn from the
answers

They allow to present a clear expression of the roles and tasks held by one employee;
The spheres of activity apply very good to technicians who, due to their function, have to
take care of several types of activities;
This presentation in spheres of activity allows to start from the company’s activity and
process instead of starting from the individual himself/herself;
It allows to separate activities that are of different nature and thus, call for different types of
competences;
The concept of sphere leaves room for interaction and overlapping areas between several
activities: it corresponds to the reality of enterprises; it introduces a non-linear approach of
work;
It leaves more flexibility for adaptability: one employee can be fully skilled for one position
and also for parts of other positions.

Suggestions for improvement:
-

This variety of activity does not really apply to staff like operators who often take care of
single activities (for example: producing).

b. About the phases of a complete action
On the basis of the two available competence grids,
interviewees were asked on the appropriateness of
splitting down all activities into phases (analysing,
planning, performing, checking, documenting and
evaluating).
The word cloud
drawn from the
answers
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Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
Most interviewed companies expressed their agreement with the proposed segmentation into
phases.
According to them, it is an interesting way of approaching a sphere of activity, because:
-

It allows dealing with all aspects of the job, even those that are most of the time left out
from job descriptions (documentation, control, etc.);
If we extend this presentation to lower profiles like unskilled operators, this segmentation
into phases is also interesting in order to see the phases in which people do not act at all
(reflection on the company as a whole: opportunity or interest of having people acting
mainly in the performance phase while workshop managers are thus confined to controlling
their work, tasks with low added-value).

Suggestions for improvement:
-

These different phases do not apply to all spheres of activity for both the electro-mechanical
technician and metal-cutting technician.
 Example: metal-cutting technicians are not in charge of controlling their parts: there
is a quality control department; their quality assessment role is very limited.
 Proposal: limit the phase description (or project mode description) to the sphere of
activities where it is relevant. For metal-cutting technicians, only the sphere of
activity 2: “setting-up and implementing the production system” can be described,
according to phases.

-

The descriptions inside the different boxes are sometimes not accurate enough, especially
when it comes to social and personal competences that are similar for all phases of the
activity.
 Proposal: introducing more details;
 Examples:
 in the analysis phase for the metal-cutting technician: replace “able to
establish relationships with people inside and outside the company” by “able
to communicate on a plan”;
 in the planning phase for the metal-cutting technician: “able to manage
relationships with sheet metal suppliers”, etc.

c. About the feasibility of competence dimensions
On the basis of the two available competence grids,
interviewees were asked about the feasibility and
relevance of the competence dimensions as proposed in
the grids (specialist competence, methodological
competence, social competence, personal competence).

Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
According to companies, this is both a feasible and
realistic way of splitting competences, because:

The word cloud
drawn from the
answers
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-

The concept of competence is essential to enterprises: it encompasses more than abilities,
by taking into account know-how and know-how-to-be;
By splitting them in this way, we can see a complete picture of the required knowledge and
abilities to hold a position;
Methodological competences are very important since they imply a structured thought, a
capacity for the technician to make decisions and arbitrate between several options within a
given scope.

Suggestions for improvement:
-

-

Interviewees had problems to distinguish methodological competences from specialist
competences. According to some of them, they are strongly linked to each other and thus
can only be observed together;
The capacity to evolve and adapt to changes was not presented in both competence profiles:
it was underlined by several interviewed enterprises as a critical competence for technicians.

“The more specialized employees are – such as technicians, the less flexible to change they are: it is
critical to assess those dimensions of their personality, as allowed by the competence profiles.”(an
extract from the interview of the first company, manufacturing precision sheet-metal)

d. About the competence dimensions of the competence profiles vs. another proposal
On the basis of the two available competence grids, plus
an extract from the designed “Sectoral Qualification
Framework” where another way of presenting
competences used; interviewees were questioned about
their preferences with regard to both options.
Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
No specific or clear preferences came out of the answers
given by interviewed companies.
-

-

-

The word cloud
drawn from the
answers

Both segmentations offer a clear and comprehensive picture of necessary competences,
beyond the scope of technical skills – which is particularly interesting for SMEs which don’t
have enough resources to have a department dedicated to HR;
They both integrate the crucial dimension of “social competences” or capacity to work inside
a group, competences which are very important for many HR-related activities:
 Managing recruitments
 Assessing people
 Managing careers
 Etc.
The evolution from craftsmanship to industrial organisation induced to switch from a focus
on the person and its knowledge and know-how to a focus on the group, so that “the whole
becomes more that the sum of its parts”. As a consequence, enterprises have to find a
balance in new industrial organisations, between technical and specialised competences, and
social competences (capacity to cooperate, work together in a context with rules and
borders). Both competence dimension approaches allow going in that direction.
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e. About the applicability of competence profiles
Still on the basis of the two available competence grids, interviewees were questioned about the
possible applications they could make out of the proposed instruments: competence profiles.
It is to note that in all interviewed companies, the certificate supplement of the EUROPASS was
absolutely unknown. They had never heard of this initiative and could thus not comment on the
applicability of competence grids to the device.
Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
Many possible applications have been expressed by the
interviewees, which are all related to managing HR issues.
Examples of application expressed by the enterprises:
-

Preparation of job descriptions
Design and implementation of recruitment
processes
Career management
Design of training plans
Decision making process for all humanresources related topics
Etc.

The word cloud
drawn from the
answers

Obstacles to the use of the competence profiles
expressed by the enterprises:
-

If we describe the whole competence profile for one position that-is-to-say for all
spheres of activity, it would mean a total of 120 descriptions (6 phases of the complete
activity, 5 spheres of activity for both technicians, 4 types a competence dimension): this
is too much for allowing an easy use of the tool.

f.

About using the competence profiles

On the basis of the two available competence grids plus
an extract from the designed “Sectoral Qualification
Framework”, interviewees were questioned about their
preferences with regard to both, instruments and their
capacity and willingness to use them or a combination of
them.
Ideas expressed by the interviewees:
The word cloud
drawn from the
answers

The main idea that came out of this question is that, if the
companies had to use these instruments, they would
concentrate their efforts on the adaptation of the Sectoral Qualification Framework tool to their
reality, and neglect the competence profiles. According to most of them, the latter require to
dedicate a lot of time on them while the benefits are not so high; since companies often already have
job descriptions.

6

Sectoral Qualification Framework and competence profiles: an answer to 2 different types of needs
-

-

Competence profiles: a tool for describing jobs, very interesting for its processorientation, i.e. link with the manufacturing process (through the description according
to phases), it offers a more detailed perspective;
Sectoral Qualification Framework: a tool for evaluating the individuals within the
production line, it offers a very useful overall picture, helpful for taking all kinds of HRrelated decisions.

Suggestions and ideas:
-

If combining both approaches, it would be good to share the same competence
dimensions:
 The Sectoral Qualification Framework dimensions allow separating the knowledge
from the abilities (practical and cognitive). They are more appreciated by most
interviewed enterprises, even though they are quite similar;
 In a perspective of a combination of both approaches, it would be good to simplify
the competence profiles, because they involve too many descriptions for each
position (time consuming).

If enterprises had to choose between both options, they would only decide on the Sectoral
Qualification Framework tool since it offers a global picture that cannot be replaced by existing job
descriptions (that are quite similar with regard to the competence profiles). It offers thus a more
innovative dimension.

This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This communication reflects the views only of the
author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein.
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