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The Influence of Competence Management on
Human Resources Policies: Tunisian Context

Mohamed Ali HEDHILI" and Sami BOUDABBOUS

University of Sfax, Tunisia

This research aimed to study the influence of competence management on human
resources policies, i.e., recruitment, assessment, training, remuneration, and career
management. To this end, an empirical study was conducted via a questionnaire
among 124 Tunisian companies. We tested the research hypotheses through linear
regression analysis. The results confirm that competence management has a positive
influence on human resources policies. The present work provides managers with a
useful measurement instrument that can be used in examining human resource
policies in their companies to upgrade and improve their employees’ competencies.

Keywords: competence management, human resource policies, quantitative
research, Tunisia
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1. Introduction

Over the last few decades, the business environment has witnessed fast economic, technological, and
organizational changes. Hence, companies have been obliged to reconsider their management practices to
boost the quality of their products and services, cut the life cycle cost, and satisfy the needs of their customers.
Indeed, the concept of competence has led to the emergence of a new management model in the company
(Zarifian, 1999).

In recent years, the Tunisian government has been encouraging companies to engage in developing
competence management (Arous, 2011; Hedhili and Boudabbous, 2018). This research aimed to study the
influence of competence management on human resources policies within Tunisian companies, which has
been the focus of a few empirical studies both in Tunisian public (Ben Hassine and Nekka, 2012) and private
(Arous, 2011) companies. The research question is stated as follows: What influence does competence
management have on human resource policies?

Our findings carry implications at both the theoretical and practical levels. Theoretically, it adds
insight into the literature review on the relationship between competence management and human resources
policies. Practically, this research proposes a measurement instrument for managers that can serve to promote
the adaptation and rapid response of companies in response to the demands of the business environment. The
remainder of this paper consists of three sections. Section one is devoted to the literature review and hypotheses
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development. Section two outlines the methodology used. The results of the research are presented and
discussed in section three. The paper ends with concluding remarks and future avenues for research.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

2.1. The Emerging Context of Competence

The notion of competence is considered to be a new model of management that ensures the adoption
of companies’ resources to the emerging needs of the business environment (Defélix and Sanséau, 2017).
Thus, it plays a central role in the company because it is no longer only a question of implementing knowledge
related to prescribed and predefined activities but also dealing with complex problems (Parlier, 1994). This
notion has emerged as a response to economic, technological, and organizational changes (Hedhili and
Boudabbous, 2018).

Since the 1970s, both companies and employees have experienced changes that are difficult to
anticipate. The globalization of the economy and the increased competition have forced employees to acquire
new competencies. Therefore, the company must have competent employees to anticipate and meet the specific
needs of its customers (Hedhili and Boudabbous, 2020c). Consequently, the company aims to reconstruct its
production processes, hence enhancing its productive profitability. Simultaneously, the automation and
computerization of production processes have changed the role of the employee within companies (Dejoux,
1999). Indeed, these technological advances have led to a movement of work dematerialization that requires
the development of new competencies.

Since the 1980s, the emergence of competence coincided with the evolution of work organization
models that oppose the principles of scientific management that fail to guarantee the new production
requirements (Zarifian, 1999). Indeed, the notion of competence denounces the monovalence related to work
specialization, i.e., lack of employees' autonomy, heavy hierarchy, and decisions' centralization, in favor of
enrichment of tasks and versatility. Along with the development of this concept, novel organizational models
give more autonomy, responsibility, and recognition to employees to enhance their connection with the
company and direct professional mobility (Michaux, 2007).

2.2. Definitions of Competence

Starting in the 1980s, the concept of competence has emerged in the field of human resources
management. Hedhili and Boudabbous (2018, 2020b, 2020c) state that there are several definitions of
competence. According to Durand (2015), this concept results classically from an interaction between
knowledge, know-how, and interpersonal skills. The knowledge is acquired through academic diplomas and
professional training. Know-how refers to the experience and operational capacities that allow the employee
to perform his/ her tasks in a specific work situation. Interpersonal skills relate to behaviors and attitudes that
facilitate the integration and success of the employee within the company.

The representation of the classic trilogy that defines competence as the combination of general skills
held by an individual considered as a static state (Hedhili and Boudabbous, 2018). Indeed, Zarifian (1999) and
Le Boterf (1995) presented different definitions of the notion of competence. According to Le Boterf (1995),
it refers to a process of action that ensures the deployment and harmonization of the various skills to handle
complex professional situations and resolve given difficulties. Zarifian (1999) presented the concept of
competence as a new management model that provides employees with more responsibility and autonomy. He
considers that competence is not limited to a simple application of skills in a real work situation but refers to
further principles of teamwork (sharing and bringing together).

2.3. Problem of Terminology Around the Concept of Competence

The concept of competence has been defined in the literature review in many different ways (Hedhili
and Boudabbous, 2018, 2020b, 2020c). However, it is still categorized as a polysemic concept (Dietrich et al.,
2010; Besson and Olaba, 2017). Researchers and practitioners use various expressions around this concept
(Dietrich et al., 2010).

Furthermore, Zarifian (2001) emphasizes the distinction between competence management and
competency-based management:

e Competence management is mainly carried out by the department of human resources. It leads to the
optimization and rationalization of human resources processes, such as recruitment, training, and
forms of recognition that meet the specific needs of employees. The objective of competence
management is to analyze and reduce the gaps between required and acquired competences.
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o Competency-based management views employees as an asset of value creation. Indeed, it is not
limited only to the human resources function, but all empowered employees should be involved toward
the achievement of company aims. Accordingly, competency-based management puts human
resources at the forefront of the implementation of the strategic orientations, which gives the company
a competitive advantage.

However, other authors do not share the opinion of introducing distinctions between competence
management and competency-based management (Ben Aissa and Sassi, 2013; Defélix, 2003). For Ben Aissa
and Sassi (2013), these terminologies are used interchangeably because the notion of competence seems
particularly challenging to define unequivocally. Defélix (2003) argues that the profusion of the terminology
used around the concept of competence further feeds the confusion around the instruments of competence
management. Here, we adopted the appellation competence management because it is widely used in the
literature.

2.4. Empirical Research and Hypotheses Development

This part aims to investigate the influence of competence management on human resources policies.
We target five policies in the field of human resources management, namely recruitment, assessment, training,
remuneration, and career management (Figure 1).

According to Khan and Rasheed (2015), recruitment policy consists of appointing the correctin
dividual to each position, who can meet the expected performance and future prospects within the company.
The aim of employers is no longer finding stringent concordance between the skills of the employee and the
position occupied, but rather his/ her potential for development (Patanakul, 2011). This need can only be
satisfied if it is accompanied by various competencies that are not necessarily related to the job position. Thus,
we present the following hypothesis:

H1: Competence management positively influences the recruitment policy.

The evaluation of competency is a methodical and independent method that aims at judging the way
an employee performs his/ her duties (Fabi and Petterson, 1992). The employee must always be informed of
the results of his/ her assessment to appreciate the degree of achievement of the company's objectives (Noe et
al., 2015). Indeed, the assessment policy is carried out during an exchange between the employee and his/ her
supervisor. It aims to highlight his/ her weaknesses and strengths (Tahsildari andShahnaei, 2015). This allows
the company to build a representative image of the current state of competencies acquired by its employees.
Hence the following hypothesis:

H2: Competence management positively influences the assessment policy.

Today, training represents the main factor in the development of human resources (Loufrani-Fedida,
2011). It plays a vital role in developing an employee's competencies (kiznyte et al., 2015). The training policy
represents a source of information on the competencies needed for an employee to prosper in his/ her career
(Antonacopoulou, 1999). According to Shahzad et al. (2016), companies should plan regular training programs
if employees do not have the necessary competencies to perform their tasks. Thus, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H3: Competence management positively influences the training policy.

Traditional remuneration based on qualifications and seniority has become unable to cope with
changes in the business environment (Huang and Zhu, 2013). Companies are called upon to adopt new
compensation approaches that recognize and value the employee competencies in the company's remuneration
policies (Hung and Zhu, 2013). Indeed, the remuneration of competencies helps motivate employees to
perform their tasks properly (Moustaghfir, 2014). Employees are paid pursuant to the degree of competencies
assimilated (Balkin et al., 2015), which encourages them to engage in developing their competencies regularly
(Kiznyte et al., 2015). Consequently, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H4: Competence management positively influences the remuneration policy.

Conventional reasoning of career plans no longer represents a motivation for employees (Casper and
Storz, 2017). Competence management has led companies to consider the professional development of their
employees. It is recognized as an essential tool enabling the company to provide career opportunities (Alei and
Shahezaie, 2015) so that they consolidate their employees' competencies and stimulate their employability.
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Employees become responsible and proactive in developing their competencies throughout their professional
careers (Lloyd-Walker et al., 2016). Thus, we can advance this hypothesis:
H5: Competence management positively influences career management.

Recruitment

Assessment

H3 Training

Competence
Management

Remuneration

Career
Management

Figure 1. The conceptual research model
3. Research Methodology

3.1. Questionnaire

In the present work, we opted for the questionnaire as a data collection tool. Despite the validation of
the measurement scales chosen in previous works, it was necessary to do the pre-test to check the
comprehensibility of the questionnaire in the Tunisian context. To this end, we sought the opinions of about
ten human resources managers. The suggestions obtained from the pre-test helped improve the quality of the
items. The questionnaire was considered valid after making the necessary changes and improvements.

As part of this research, we chose two methods of administration: face-to-face interview and online
survey. This step was conducted in Tunisia from June to September 2019. From a sample of 500 respondents
contacted, we obtained 138 responses. A total of 14 questionnaires were discarded because they were not
complete. Thus, 124 collected questionnaires were deemed usable. However, the reduced sample size is
attributed by time and cost constraints, and the non-collaboration of several managers.

The questionnaire was composed of two sections. The first section contained four descriptive
guestions that relate to the identity of the surveyed company. It provided information on its geographic
location, number of employees, sector of activity, and category. The second section related to the
operationalization of the research variables. Items were measured using a 5-level Likert scale ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree.

3.2. The Operationalization of Research Variables

First, we resorted to measurement scales proposed by Igalens and Scouarnec (2001) to measure the
human resources policy variables. They are mobilized through recruitment, assessment, training,
remuneration, and career management (Appendices).

However, operationalizing competence management is difficult to establish because there is no
universal definition of the concept of competence (Hedhili and Boudabbous, 2018, 2020c). To date,
competence management has only been measured in an indirect way (Klarsfeld, 2006). To this end, we
measured the degree of implementation of competence management within companies through one single
item: training expenditures " My company attaches great importance to training expenses " (Colin and Grasser,
2003). Klarsfeld (2006) considers the indicator (training expenditures) as a proxy variable because it
operationalizes competence management only indirectly.

3.3. Sample

The sample of this research was composed of companies that have a human resources department.
Indeed, we have adopted the non-probability sampling method in which the sample is selected following a
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reasoned choice of individuals from the study population (Evrard et al., 2009). We chose only one manager
per company who held a key position in the human resources department.

The determination of the sample size is important for the relevance of the statistical treatment. Hair et
al. (2010) propose to calculate the ratio (number of observations/ number of items per scale) to determine the
minimum sample size. This ratio is acceptable if it exceeds ten. Here, the ratio condition is verified for all the
measurement scales because it always exceeds ten (124/6 = 21).

Our sample consisted of 124 companies. Most of the companies were moderately old (72.4%) because
they were created between 1980 and 2010. About 62.9% of companies were located in Sfax, 29.0% in Grand
Tunis, and 8.1% in Sahel. However, the sample consisted of companies operating in different sectors of
activity: industry (58.8%), building and public works (31.6%), and automotive (9.6%). Around 74.3% of
companies have a workforce from 50 to 250 employees. Finally, the sample consisted of 107 domestic
companies (86.3%). However, 13.7% of the companies are foreign subsidiaries located in Tunisia (Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of companies
Description Classification Frequency | Percentage
Date of creation Before 1980 14 5.8
Between 1980 and 2010 89 72.4
After 2010 21 21.8
Total 124 100.0
Geographic area Sfax 78 62.9
Grand Tunis 36 29.0
Sahel 10 8.1
Total 124 100.0
Sectors of activity Industry 73 58.8
Building and public works | 39 31.6
Automotive 12 9.6
Total 124 100.0
Number of employees | Less than 50 9 7.3
51 to 250 92 74.3
More than 250 23 18.4
Total 124 100.0
Category Domestic 107 86.3
Foreign subsidiary 17 13.7
Total 124 100.0

4. Statistical Analyses of Empirical Data

4.1. Results of Factor Analysis

To test the research hypotheses, it is necessary to perform principal component analysis (PCA) and
calculation of Cronbach's alpha. First, PCA is the most recognized method for purification and validation of
measurement scales (Evrard et al., 2009). It consists of reducing items to facilitate data interpretation. Second,
the calculation of Cronbach's alpha evaluates the reliability of internal consistency among items of the same
measurement scale. According to Evrard et al., (2009), the coefficient of Cronbach's alpha is acceptable if it
is equal to or greater than 0.7 to assess the internal consistency of measurement scales.

The results of the factor analysis (Table 2) show that the values of the Kaiser — Mayer — Olkin (KMO)
index are satisfactory. It proves that the data obtained are factorable. Besides, PCA corroborates the variables
uni-dimensionality because the structure factors restore more than 50% of the initial information. Eigenvalues
have values more than 1. Finally, the obtained Cronbach's alpha values are also satisfactory. This approves the
good internal consistency of the factorial solutions.
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Table 2. The results of factor analysis

Factorial KMO Eigenvalue | Total variance | Cronbach's | Items

solutions explained alpha

Recruitment 0.819 2.901 72.522% 0.874 REC3, REC4, REC5
Assessment 0.726 2.276 75.870% 0.841 AS4, AS5, AS6
Training 0.780 2.956 73.894% 0.881 TR2, TR3, TR4, TR5
Remuneration | 0.720 2.234 74.456% 0.828 REM2, REM3, REM5
Career 0.723 2.252 75.054% 0.834 CALl, CA4, CA6
management

4.2. Results of Hypotheses Testing

We formulated five hypotheses relating to the relationship between competence management and five
human resources policies. Each of these hypotheses was tested using linear regression analysis. Fisher test's
significance must be less than 0.05 to accept the research hypotheses. The results of the regression demonstrate
that the Fisher test is significant (p <0.05). This demonstrates that the quality of the adjustment obtained is
satisfactory. Thus, all the hypotheses are verified (H1, H2, H3, H4, H5). The results show that competence
management has a positive influence on human resources policies (Table 3).

Table 3. The results of hypothesis testing

Hypotheses | Standardized coefficient Fisher's F- Student's T- Significance level | Results
(B) Test Test (p)

H1 0.229 6.766 2.601 0.010 Verified

H2 0.308 12.790 3.576 0.001 Verified

H3 0.296 11.697 3.420 0.001 Verified

H4 0.301 12.160 3.487 0.001 Verified

H5 0.340 15.989 3.999 0.000 Verified

4.3. Discussion

Regarding hypothesis (H1), the results of the research indicate that competence management affects
recruitment policy positively (8= 0.229; p <0.05). These results converge with those of Arous (2011) who state
that recruitment is increasingly interested in the candidate's competencies. Indeed, the recruitment policy
constitutes a method of selecting skilled applicants who can contribute positively to their companies (Bratton
and Gold, 2017).

Concerning hypothesis H2, the results show the existence of a positive and significant relationship
between competence management and assessment policy (8= 0.308; p <0.05). The assessment policy provides
an analysis of the current state of the employee's competencies. It plays a central role in setting up competence
management in the company (Oiry and Sulzer, 2002). According to Noe et al., 2015, assessment enables the
company to have an idea of the efficiency of amember of staff. It also helps employees to identify their
weaknesses so that they can boost their competencies (Tahsildari and Shahnaei, 2015).

The results of the linear regression analysis validate the third hypothesis (H3): "Competence
management influences training policy positively " (B=0.296; p <0.05). Training is an integrated instrument
in competence management. According to Marfuah and Panudju (2016), Companies have to make suitable
training programs available for employees to maintain and further develop their competencies. Such programs
enable the individual to assume responsibility for developing the necessary competencies and plan the
evolution of his/ her career.

The results of the linear regression analysis show that there is a significant and positive relationship
between competence management and remuneration policy (8= 0.301; p <0.05). The fourth hypothesis (H4)
is, therefore, verified. According to Alaei and Shahrezaei (2015), firms are expected to implement competence-
based remuneration as it reassures employees to be responsible, autonomous, and to take the initiative.
Remuneration recompenses the employee for promoting and preserving his/ her competences by concentrating
on how the job is accomplished and the potential capacities rather than only past results (Azmi et al., 2009).

The results of the linear regression analysis confirm hypothesis (H5) supposing that competence
management affects career management positively (8= 0.340; p <0.05). Competence management attaches
considerable importance to the discussion of career plans (Colin and Grasser, 2003). Indeed, career
development possibilities constitute an instrument of competence management to attract and retain employees
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in their companies. Companies have to ensure that their staff obtain new skills and ameliorate their professional
projections (Ekrot et al., 2016). Furthermore, they should guarantee suitable career paths (acknowledgment of
competences gained, adequate training courses, and rotating jobs) to be able to satisfy the specific requirements
of their staff (Alaei and Shahezaei, 2015).

5. Conclusions

The main objective of this research was to study the influence of competence management on human
resources policies in Tunisian companies. We conducted a quantitative study among 124 companies. We tested
the research hypotheses through linear regression analyses. The results confirm that competence management
has a positive influence on human resources policies.

The main contributions of this research are both theoretical and practical. Theoretically, this research
enriches the existing literature on the concept of competence and highlights the relationship between
competence management and human resources policies. Then, this research is, to our knowledge, the first to
measure competence management by a proxy variable: training expenses. Finally, the present article applied
the measurement scales of Igalens and Scouarnec (2001) to the Tunisian context. On the managerial level, this
research provides managers with a tool to measure the degree of implementation of competence management
within their companies. Using the measurement indicator of competence management (training expenditures)
can help human resources managers to maintain and develop their employees’ competencies.

Furthermore, this research presents three limitations. First, we have limited human resources policies
to five dimensions: recruitment, assessment, training, remuneration, and career management. Second, the
generalization of the results is difficult due to the limited number of responses obtained (124). Thus, larger
sample size in future research may increase the external validity of the results. Finally, the absence of direct
measurement of competence management can bias the consolidation of research results.

Moreover, this article opens up new avenues of research. First, it would be interesting to carry out
studies that compare domestic and foreign firms to find out the cultural similarities and differences concerning
the instruments of competence management in companies. Second, the particular choice of a sector of activity
will provide a useful contribution. Third, reconducting this research on a single human resources policy could
give outstanding results. To conclude, the present work has opened new perspectives in examining competence
management in the Tunisian context (Hedhili and Boudabbous, 2018, 2020a, 2020b; 2020c).
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Appendices
Appendix I. The operationalization of research variables
research Items
variables
Competence + MC : My company attaches great importance to training expenses.
management
(Colin and
Grasser, 2003)
Recruitement « REC1: During recruitment, what is important is the candidate's diploma and level of
training.
(Igalens and « REC2: During recruitment, what is important is the experience acquired.

Scouarnec, 2001) | « REC3: During recruitment, what is important is the ability to cooperate with others.

» REC4: During recruitment, what is important is the ability to adapt and analyze.

+ RECS: During recruitment, what is important is the contribution of the candidate to the
company.

« RECS6: During recruitment, what is important are the criteria of autonomy and taking
initiative.

Assessment » ASL: | have an annual assessment of my competencies with my supervisor.

» AS2: My supervisor is interested more in my attitudes.

(Igalens and » AS3: I have a personalized document which specifies my activities and my competencies.
Scouarnec, 2001) |« AS4: 1 am assessed according to my knowledge

» AS5: | am assessed according to my skills.

» ASG6: | am assessed according to my attitudes.

Training » TRI1: | can easily have a training course if | need it.
« TR2: 1 have an individual training program.
(Igalens and » TR3: I regularly participate in training courses.

Scouarnec, 2001) | « TR4: My employability (ability to find work outside the company) is greater.
» TR5: My competence level has increased through training.

Remuneration + REM1: My remuneration is based on my proven abilities and not on the job position |
hold.
* REM2: My remuneration is based on my individual contribution to the company.
(Igalens and * REMS3: My remuneration is based on my competencies used in my personal work
Scouarnec, 2001) situation.

+ REM4: My remuneration is based on my job title and position.
* REMS5: My remuneration is based on what | can bring to the company in the future.
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Career CAL: | get information about my job and its activities.
management CAZ2: | take less initiative.

CA3: | reach and often exceed the objectives.
(Igalens and CA4: In my work, | seek new ideas and | show creativity.
Scouarnec, 2001) CAS: | no longer seek to make efforts to develop my competencies.

CAG6: In my work, | am enterprising and | am not afraid to act.

Appendix I1. Eliminated items in Factor Analysis

Factorial solutions | Criteria Eliminated items

Recruitment * Removed items signify a structure factor admitting a | RE1, RE2
Cronbach's alpha value less than 0.7
Assessment » Quality of representation less than 0.5 AS1, AS2, AS3
Training » Quality of representation less than 0.5 TR1
+ Factorial contribution less than 0.5
Remuneration » Measure of Sampling Adequacy (MSA) less than 0.5 REM1, REM4
» Quality of representation less than 0.5
Career management | « MSA less than 0.5 CA2, CA3, CA5

Quality of representation less than 0.5

s
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