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SKILLS AUDITS

By Heather Watson (The Skills Framework)

“A key piece of information an organisation needs to improve is to know what skills and knowledge the organisation requires and what skills and knowledge the organisation currently has’ (www.cognology.biz/sawhatis.htm).

1. Introduction

What is a Skills Audit?
A skills audit is essentially a process for measuring and recording the skills of an individual or group. The main purpose for conducting a skills audit in an organisation is to identify the skills and knowledge that the organisation requires, as well as the skills and knowledge that the organisation currently has. 

Skills audits are also usually done to determine training needs so an organisation can improve its skills and knowledge. However skills audits are also completed for other reasons such as restructuring and deployment. A skills audit gathers more information than simply your current qualifications level. It firstly identifies the skills matrices for the organisation and then delves into what the current competencies are of each individual against this predefined set of skills required to fulfill a specific role. 

The outcome of the skills audit process is a skills gap analysis. This information will enable the organisation to improve by providing the appropriate training and development to individuals to cater for the identified skill gaps. The skills audit process will also provide information which can be used for purposes such as internal employee selection and to ensure that the correct person is deployed in each position. 

2. Benefits of Skills Audits in the Workplace

The key piece of information an organisation needs to improve and to deliver to its Mission Statement and strategy is to know what skills and knowledge the organisation requires and what skills and knowledge the organisation currently has. RTO consultancies (www.rtoconsultant.com) claim that the skills audit “provides a snapshot of the organizations skills base” that allows identification of specific training needs, prioritization of training and meeting of employee desires and aspirations.

This information is essential for a number of reasons: 

· Without this information you don't know where to improve. 

· With this information your training and development will be better planned and more focused. 

· Recruiting needs are better defined and more likely to result in the most appropriate candidate.

· Placement decisions are easier with knowledge of current competence levels.

· Career pathing and succession planning is assisted with accurate information on individuals.

Therefore the key benefits of a skills audit are: 

· Valid and valuable Workplace Skills Plans.

· Improved skills and knowledge. 

· Lower training and development costs because development efforts are more focused. 

· Acquisition and use of information that can be used for purposes such as internal employee selection and placement. 

· Increased productivity as people are better matched to their positions. 

The results of a skills audit can be reported for each division to show individual and divisional competency gaps against competency needs. This in turn, assists with the collation of a Workplace Skills Plan that complies with the provisions of the Skills Development Act and Seta regulations. Lancaster, Mabaso and Meyer (2001, p86) claim that “the skills plan can only be produced after the organisation has conducted a skills audit and a comprehensive needs analysis”

Furthermore, certain Setas, such as the Bankseta, have included skills auditing as one of the requirements for the discretionary grant. This means that organisations that conduct skills audits in a structured manner, may submit levy claims against Grant D of the skills development regulations.

3. Techniques for Conducting a Skills Audit

There are numerous techniques to conduct a skills audit based on the context and strategy of the organisation. It is vital that the first step in implementing a skills audit is to analyse the organisational context and strategy in relation to the objectives of the skills audit. The context of the organisation may be identified based on time available, logistical issues, primary reasons for the skills audit and the prevalent socio-political environment. The organisational strategy provides the basis for alignment of skills to current and future organisational needs. This alignment is essential to ensure consistency with business strategy and value of skills audit results.

The process to be followed essentially consists of the following:

	
	There are three key stages to a skills audit. The first is to determine what skills each employee requires. The second stage is to determine which of the required skills each employee has. The third is to analyse the results and determine skills development needs. The outcome of the skills audit process is usually a training needs analysis, which will enable the organisation to target and also provide information for purposes such as recruitment and selection, performance management and succession planning.


a. Determine skills requirements

In order to determine skills requirements, an organisation should identify current and future skills requirements per job. The end result is a skills matrix with related competency definitions. Definitions can be allocated against various proficiency levels per job, such as basic, intermediate and complex.

b. Audit actual skills

The actual skills audit process is outlined below and involves an individual self-audit and skills audit. Results are collated into reporting documents that may include statistical graphs, qualitative reports and recommendations.

c. Determine development needs and plan for training/restructuring

Once skills audit information has been collected, an analysis of the results may be used for planning purposes relating to training and development and other Human Resource interventions. Recommendations are then discussed and agreed actions are implemented.

The Central Queensland TAFE state that “a skills audit is a process where skills held by employees are identified and compared with skills required now and in the future so that the skill shortfall or surplus can be determined. This skill shortfall forms the basis of a Training Needs Analysis (TNA) so that the company can reach the desired skill base amongst its employees” (www.cquit.net).

To fully comprehend the skills audit process, an overview of competence is useful. In order to understand the notion of competence, it is useful to examine SAQA’s definition of applied competence.

“Applied Competence is the union of practical, foundational and reflexive competence” (Source: Guidelines for the Assessment of NQF Registered Unit Standards)

· Practical Competence

The demonstrated ability to perform a set of tasks in an authentic context. A range of actions or possibilities is considered and decisions are made about which actions to follow and to perform the chosen action.

· Foundational Competence

The demonstrated understanding of what the learner is doing and why. This underpins the practical competence and therefore the actions taken.

· Reflexive Competence

The learner demonstrates the ability to integrate or connect performance with understanding so as to show that s/he is able to adapt to changed circumstances appropriately and responsibly, and to explain the reason behind an action.

Thus competence is understood as including the individual’s learning, understanding and ability to transfer and apply learned skills and knowledge across a wide range of work contexts.

4. Current Strategies for Skills Audit Implementation

Skills audits may be conducted in various ways. Current approaches to skills audits include the following:

a) Panel approach

b) Consultant approach

c) One-on-one approach






	A panel is normally made up of managers, Subject Matter Experts and HR experts. The skills audit form is completed through discussion, and includes one-on-one feedback with the employee.
	External consultants interview both employees and managers, and may review performance and related documentation to establish an individual’s level of competence.
	This is similar to a performance appraisal, except that an individual is rated against a pre-defined skills matrix instead of his/ or her job profile. The employee’s manager will hold a discussion with the employee to agree on skills audit ratings.


The panel approach is regarded as the most valid and fair method of conducting a skills audit as it involves individuals who know the employee, subject matter experts and Human Resources personnel. The audit must be conducted in a fair and open fashion, where the employee is provided with ample opportunity to provide evidence and discuss the findings, in relation to their own self audit.

Skills Audit Rating Scale

The skills audit rating scale allows for statistical analysis of the results of the skills audit. An individual or panel rating for each skill listing is allocated and then various calculations are made to interpret and collate skills audit reports. Each rating allocation requires a description and definition. 

An example of a Skills Audit rating scale is:

	Rating
	Description
	Definition

	0
	No evidence of competence
	An individual does not currently display any form or level of competence in the skill listed. He or she may require formal training and exposure to the skill in the workplace.

	0.25
	Some evidence of competence
	The individual may demonstrate part competence, but definitely needs formal training and exposure to the skill in the workplace.

	0.5
	Evidence of competence, needs further training
	An individual is competent, but needs to improve. Training is the most effective solution. The individual may be at a lower level than the position requires, i.e. at linear, instead of complex level. 

	0.75
	Evidence of competence, needs more exposure to the skill
	The individual is competent and has undergone training. Further exposure in the workplace would ensure improvement and full competence. The individual may be at a lower level than the position requires, i.e. at linear, instead of intermediate level.

	1
	Full evidence of competence
	The individual is competent in the skills at the level allocated to his/ her position.


Evidence


Evidence of performance and competence should be made available in the following cases:

· Where an employee deems it necessary to prove competence, and

· Where a panel team deems it necessary to request further evidence of competence

There are three types of evidence that may be presented in various formats:

1. Direct evidence – Evidence produced by the employee

2. Indirect evidence – Evidence produced about the employee

3. Historical evidence – Evidence about the employee’s past performance

Evidence may be in the form of documents, work-in-progress, training certificates, witness testimonials and/ or videos.

Evaluation of evidence

If and when employees provide evidence of competence, such evidence should be evaluated. The evaluation of evidence should be undertaken against the following:

· Validity

How valid is the evidence in respect to the competence in question?

· Authenticity

Is the evidence authentic? Did the employee produce the evidence him or herself?

· Consistency

Is the evidence proof of consistent performance of the competence in question?

· Currency

Is the evidence proof of current competence?

· Sufficiency

Is the evidence sufficient to make a rating decision?

A useful acronym to use for the above is VACCS.

Pitfalls to Avoid in Conducting a Skills Audit

· The Halo Effect

· Perfectionism/Non-Perfectionism

· External Factors

· Self-perception

The Principles of Skills Audits


The principles of skills audits form the foundation upon which skills audits are conducted. They should be strictly adhered to ensure a fair and valid process.

a) Fairness

b) Validity and Reliability

c)
Transparency/ Openness

d) Constructive feedback

Reporting Skills Audit Results

The results of skills audits provide information to collate various reports. These reports are vital as they may be used to inform organisational training and development strategy, Workplace Skills Plans, individual development plans and performance management interventions, amongst others. These reports must be stored in a manner that respects the confidentiality of individual employees. It is therefore important to agree on and communicate who has access to skills audit results, and how these people may use the results upfront.

Skills audit reports may take on a number of forms. It is vital however that the following information can be extracted from the reports:

· Individual competency profiles (see example of report below)
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· Divisional radar report (see example of report below)
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· Organisational pie chart (see example below)
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5. Case Study

A large agricultural bank implemented the entire skills audit process utilising the panel approach in late 2001. The project took place over a period of 5 months and was implemented by internal staff who were trained and provided with advice from external consultants. The scope of the project included over 900 employees in 329 sites across the country. 

The process involved the following steps:

· Development of skills matrices per department: Starting with skills matrix training, competencies and related definitions per job were identified along with allocation of proficiency levels. This was verified with managers in each department.

· Skills audit training for panel members (managers in each department)

· Individual self-audit: Each job incumbent received instructions from their manager and completed an individual self-audit against the specific competencies for their job.

· Panel skills audit: A panel per department agreed and allocated skills audit ratings per job incumbent.

· Rating verification: Skills audit ratings were verified through a process of comparing and calculating an average between individual and panel skill ratings. Where ratings differed substantially, further discussion between panel members took place and evidence was re-evaluated, upon which agreement was reached on a rating.

· Individual feedback: Managers provided individual feedback to job incumbents on the results of the skills audit. Discussions on training and development per individual substantiated the results.

· Skills audit analysis and reporting: Aggregated ratings were then transferred onto graphs for reporting purposes. Graphs included individual and departmental competency profiles, as well as an organisational competency profile. On analysis of these reports valid training and development plans were produced and used to collate the company’s Workplace Skills Plan.

Results from the skills audit project were presented to the organisation’s management committee and the related Workplace Skills Plan was implemented. Feedback from the organisation indicated the value of training and development was substantially more valid due to the implementation of an effective skills audit process. The skills audit procedure is now in place and is used on an ongoing basis for various purposes, including re-structuring interventions and skills planning.

6. Skills Audit Implementation in Different Organisations

Implementation of skills audits in different types and sizes of organisation need not vary in terms of steps to be followed. The primary distinction between skills audits in the SMME versus larger employer organisation relate to project timeframes and costs. During project planning, timeframes and costs are established by identifying number of departments, number of jobs, number of individuals, purpose of the skills audit, skills audit approach and whether external consultants are to be used or not. In smaller organisations, the most basic and essential skills audit steps should be to identify what competencies the organisation requires currently and in the future per job, and then to establish what competencies the organisation currently has. This involves rating individual competence levels against identified competencies, and using rating results for skills development planning purposes. The key objective of the skills audit is to ensure usefulness of information in achieving organisational strategy through skills development. 

7. Cost Implications

Costs to be incurred during skills audit implementation include:

· Training

· Time

· Administrative expenses (e.g. stationery)

· Information system/ software

· Communication

· Use of consultants, where necessary

8. Problem of Not Conducting a Skills Audit

Meyer, Mabaso & Lancaster (ETD practices in South Africa, Butterworths, 2001) recommend proactive needs identification and a more futuristic approach to the assessment of training needs. Instead of being reactive and responding to competence problems that arise by sending an individual on training, proactive use of skills audits to plan and implement training needs allows for achievement of company strategic goals. 

The potential repercussions of not conducting a valid skills audit process for training planning purposes include:

· Invalid and unreliable training plans

· Training plans that are not specific to individual, departmental and organisational needs

· Little or no commitment to training & development by management and staff, as plans are not seen as value adding

· Little or no alignment of training and development to organisational strategy and objectives

· Non-implementation of the Workplace Skills Plan and therefore the organisation will not be able to claim reporting grants

9. Summary

In summary, it is clear that implementation of a skills audit process to inform Human resource planning efforts is vital. Strategic Human Resource management focuses on integrating and relating skills development to business strategy. By following the simple skills audit route, organizations can ensure that skills development and other related HR interventions are proactive and successful.
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