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Measuring competencies in
lean and innovative companies
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ou’ve probably noticed that there is a growing interest in measuring functional and
technical competencies for scientists, engineers, and designers. This trend is a response
to the flattening of organizations that have leaned themselves
out. In lean organizations, there are typically fewer hierarchical levels but more practitioners at any given level.
This flatter structure is often described in terms of ratios.
Lean organizations typically have management-to-staff
ratios of 1:7 to 1:11 or higher. “Managers” in these organizations typically earned that title based on strong technical
or functional skills. In nonlean organizations, expert managers could completely oversee the work of direct reports
and still have the time and bandwidth to spot and avert
errors that would otherwise escape from their departments.
In lean organizations, complete oversight is not always
a realistic expectation. Hence, lean organizations need a
way to put equivalent quality checks in place using a different method. Today, the goal is to ensure practitioners
have the best possible chance of avoiding or catching errors
themselves.
Lean engineering began in leading companies in the
1990s and gradually grew. Early adopters were held back
by long-standing norms of political correctness enforced
by human resources. In the last century, it was considered
inappropriate for managers to articulate (never mind measure) differences in personnel who were all at the same job
grade. A job grade meant everyone netted out to the same
general capability.
Folks in software industries were the first to quantitatively
show the error of this thinking. As early as the mid-1980s,
it was shown that the most-capable software developer at a
given job grade was 10× better than the least capable software developer. But it was not politically correct to act on
the facts. The diversity movement of the 1990s further reinforced this definition of political correctness.
Then lean engineering became a mainstream corporate
value, followed shortly by the arrival of a global economy.
Globalization changed the basis of competition and resulted in many western companies emphasizing innovation.
Being innovative implies that a certain level of expertise
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is necessary to be better than one’s competitors. Together,
lean and global-innovative practices began to alter the definition of political correctness that had been the overriding
corporate value for several decades.
Today, and in the future, product developers can expect
an increased focus on their skill sets when they apply for
jobs and for the duration of their employment. The new
politically correct norm is that management will work to
ensure there are equally capable professionals at a given
job grade.
To do this, it takes measurements to identify strengths
and weaknesses in people as regards their department
responsibilities and the company’s needs. This is typically
done by answering two primary questions. First, what is
needed for today’s product portfolio and pipeline? Second,
what is needed for the longer horizon defined by the company’s product and technology road maps?
One’s reaction to this growing area of measurement somewhat depends on age. Seasoned employees are often negative
about it because they began careers when this type of assessment was not politically correct. To the seasoned, it seems
as if something more is being required for the same money.
Folks who have more recently entered the workforce have
less consternation as “this is how it always has been.”
Regardless of how long you’ve been in the engineering
and design workforce, be positive. Your employer is more
concerned about you than ever before. Your company is
investing to build your capabilities. And you get to keep
that knowledge. The more you and your colleagues can
outperform competitors, the more profitable your company
will be and that can only be good for you as well. Embrace
this new area of measurement. With global knowledge doubling every one to two years, those who stay current have a
better chance at a satisfying career.
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