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Competency-Based Civil Service Reforms and Future-Ready 

Governance 

Dr.MD.Adil 

Civil services across the globe are undergoing a paradigm shift from rule-based, hierarchical 

administration toward outcome-oriented, competency-driven governance. The paper discusses 

the conceptual foundations, comparative practices and policy implications of competency-

based civil service reforms as a pathway to future-ready governance. Drawing on secondary 

literature, government reports and international policy documents, the paper traces the 

trajectory of public administration from the Weberian bureaucratic model, to New Public 

Management and to competency-based human resource frameworks that privilege knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and behavioral attributes over seniority and generalist orientation. This 

transition is set against the broader discourse of future-ready governance, defined by digital 

transformation, citizen-centricity, adaptive policymaking and cross-sectoral collaboration. A 

comparative review of reform experiences in the United Kingdom, Singapore and India 

(notably India’s Mission Karmayogi and the National Program for Civil Services Capacity 

Building) illustrates how competency mapping, role-based training and continuous-learning 

ecosystems are institutionalized to build a future-ready bureaucracy.  

The analysis reveals important structural and cultural barriers to competency-based 

reform such as rigid seniority norms, disconnected training architectures, resistance to 

performance-linked assessment and non-integration of technology in human resource 

management. The paper argues that competency-based reforms, if embedded in an institutional 

architecture that links recruitment, training, deployment and performance management, can 

enhance administrative agility, capacity for innovation and trust in public institutions. The 

paper also argues that future-ready governance calls for not just technical upskilling but a 

fundamental recalibration of civil service values toward adaptability, ethical judgment and 

collaborative problem solving. The paper concludes with policy recommendations for 

institutionalising competency frameworks, strengthening capacity-building infrastructure, and 

aligning civil service reform with long-term national development goals. The findings 

contribute to ongoing scholarly and V policy debates on public-sector human resource 

modernisation and offer an analytical framework for evaluating competency-based reform 

trajectories across developing and developed administrative systems. 
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Introduction 

Public bureaucracies worldwide are being asked to do more with less, faster, and more 

transparently, amid disruptive technological change, demographic shifts, geopolitical 

uncertainty, and rising citizen expectations, a condition frequently described through the lens 

of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity1. Climate shocks, pandemics, rapid 

automation, and the diffusion of artificial intelligence have compressed the time available for 

governments to design and deliver effective responses, exposing the limitations of 

administrative systems built for a more stable and predictable era. The traditional Weberian 

model of civil service2, characterised by rule-bound hierarchy, generalist career civil servants, 

and seniority-based progression, has long provided predictability, neutrality, and continuity of 

administration. However, it has faced growing criticism for its inflexibility in addressing 

complex, cross-cutting policy challenges like climate change, public health emergencies, and 

digital transformation, which demand specialized knowledge, cross-departmental coordination, 

and fast iteration that a purely seniority-based generalist cadre is not always best placed to offer 

(Weber, 1947; Hood, 1991). 

In response to these pressures governments in both developed and developing 

economies have started to reorient civil service human resource management to the concept of 

competency, broadly defined as the combination of knowledge, skills, abilities and behavioral 

attributes needed for effective performance in a given role (Horton, 2000). This shift, 

commonly termed competency-based civil service reform3, seeks to move recruitment, 

training, deployment, and performance evaluation away from generalist, tenure-based criteria 

toward role-specific, evidence-informed competency frameworks. Rather than assuming that a 

successful generalist administrator can be transplanted into any position within government, 

                                                
1  VUCA is an acronym for Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous, a term originating in military strategic 

literature and later adopted in management and public administration to describe rapidly changing operating 

environments. 
2  The Weberian model of bureaucracy refers to Max Weber's ideal-type of rational-legal administration, 

characterised by hierarchical authority, rule-based decision-making, division of labour, and appointment and 

promotion based on qualification and seniority 
3  Competency-based approaches to public sector human resource management draw on models originally 

developed in private-sector organisational psychology, notably McClelland's (1973) work on identifying 

competencies rather than traditional aptitude or intelligence measures as predictors of job performance, later 

popularised in management practice by Boyatzis (1982). 
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competency-based reform starts from the premise that different roles demand different, 

identifiable combinations of technical knowledge, behavioural attributes, and leadership 

capability, and that human resource systems should be designed to recognise, cultivate, and 

reward these combinations explicitly. 

Parallel to this administrative reorientation is the emergence of the discourse on future-

ready governance1, a normative and practical framework describing governance systems 

capable of anticipating, adapting to, and shaping change rather than merely reacting to it 

(OECD, 2017; World Bank, 2016). Future-ready governance is associated with attributes such 

as digital-by-design service delivery, agile and evidence-informed policymaking, collaborative 

and networked governance arrangements, institutionalised foresight capacity, and a public 

workforce equipped with future-oriented skills, including digital literacy, systems thinking, and 

adaptive leadership. Although the two literatures, one centred on public sector human resource 

management and the other on broader governance transformation, have developed largely in 

parallel, this paper contends that they are conceptually and practically inseparable: the 

institutional capacities associated with future-ready governance cannot be realised without a 

civil service workforce whose competencies are deliberately aligned with those capacities. The 

convergence of these two trends, competency-based human resource reform and the aspiration 

toward future-ready governance, forms the central problematic of this paper. 

This paper asks two interrelated questions. First, how do competency-based civil 

service reforms contribute to building future-ready governance systems? Secondly, what 

institutional, cultural and technological factors determine the success or failure of such reforms 

across different administrative contexts? To address these questions, the paper conducts a 

conceptual and comparative analysis based on academic literature, international policy reports 

and government documents, with particular focus on reform initiatives in the United Kingdom, 

Singapore and India. The choice of these three cases is deliberate. The United Kingdom 

represents a mature Westminster-style civil service that has iteratively refined its competency 

architecture over more than a decade. Singapore represents a compact, high-capacity 

administrative state that has integrated civil service competency development within a broader 

national skills strategy. India represents a large, federal, historically generalist civil service 

                                                
1  The term is used here interchangeably with related formulations in the literature, such as "government of the 

future" and "21st-century governance," which describe similar shifts toward anticipatory, adaptive, and digitally 

enabled public administration. 
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undertaking one of the most ambitious competency-based reform programmes attempted 

anywhere in the world1. Together, these cases illustrate both the convergence of global reform 

logics and the contextual variation in how such logics are institutionalised. 

The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 reviews the theoretical literature on civil 

service reform and competency-based human resource management, tracing the evolution from 

traditional public administration through New Public Management to digital-era and 

competency-based approaches. Section 3 develops a conceptual framework of competency-

based civil service reform, distinguishing categories of competency and describing the human 

resource lifecycle through which competency frameworks are typically operationalised. 

Section 4 examines the dimensions of future-ready governance and their relationship to 

workforce competency. Section 5 provides a comparative review of international reform 

practices in the United Kingdom and Singapore. Section 6 discusses India’s Mission 

Karmayogi2 as an illustrative case of large-scale, federal-level competency reform. Section 7 

discusses the major structural and cultural challenges that condition the success of competency-

based reform. Section 8 discusses the wider implications of the analysis for governance theory 

and practice. Section 9 presents policy recommendations and Section 10 concludes with a 

summary of findings and directions for future research. 

2. Literature Review 

The literature on civil service reform can be broadly categorized into three overlapping 

paradigms: the traditional public administration model, New Public Management and post-

New Public Management approaches oriented toward public value, networked governance and 

digital-era administration. The traditional model, based on Weber's (1947) theory of rational-

legal authority3, privileges impartiality, rule-following and career stability, and remains the 

institutional bedrock of most modern civil services, including those of India, the United 

                                                
1  This refers to Mission Karmayogi, formally the National Programme for Civil Services Capacity Building 

(NPCSCB), approved by the Union Cabinet of India on 2 September 2020 under the Ministry of Personnel, Public 

Grievances and Pensions, which seeks to shift India's civil service human resource management from a rule-based 

to a role-based, competency-driven model. 
2  Mission Karmayogi, formally the National Programme for Civil Services Capacity Building (NPCSCB), is 

delivered through the Integrated Government Online Training (iGOT-Karmayogi) digital platform and overseen 

by the Capacity Building Commission, established under the Department of Personnel and Training, Government 

of India 
3  Weber, M. (1947). The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (A. M. Henderson & T. Parsons, Trans.). 

New York: The Free Press. This English translation, edited by Talcott Parsons, is the standard citation for Weber's 

typology of legal, traditional, and charismatic authority, originally published in German as part of Wirtschaft und 

Gesellschaft (1922). 
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Kingdom and much of the Commonwealth. Under this model, legitimacy derives from 

adherence to formal procedure rather than from individual discretion, and career progression 

is organized primarily around seniority and generalist competence rather than specialized, role-

specific capability. 

The dominant reform doctrine of the 1980s was New Public Management, which 

advocated the adoption of private-sector management practices, output-based performance 

measurement, and market-type mechanisms in government (Hood, 1991)1. Hood’s influential 

typology identified a set of doctrines common to this wave of reform, including the 

disaggregation of large bureaucracies into smaller, more manageable units, the emphasis on 

explicit standards and performance measures, and the shift from input controls to output 

controls. While New Public Management brought about increased efficiency and 

accountability in a number of jurisdictions, scholars have pointed to its limitations, including 

the fragmentation of service delivery across disaggregated agencies, the decline of a unified 

public service ethos, and the difficulty of managing complex, cross-boundary issues that cannot 

be managed by a single agency alone (Lodge & Hood, 2012). Lodge and Hood (2012) also 

argue that fiscal austerity placed additional pressures on public service bargains—the implicit 

and explicit bargains between civil servants and the state over pay, security, and conduct—

resulting in a renewed interest in governance models that could balance efficiency with 

resilience and coherence. 

These criticisms set the stage for what Dunleavy et al. (2006) termed digital-era 

governance, an approach emphasising reintegration of fragmented functions, holistic and 

needs-based service design, and the digitisation of administrative processes as central levers of 

reform. Digital-era governance2 scholarship anticipated many of the concerns that later animate 

the future-ready governance discourse, particularly the argument that digitisation is not merely 

a technical add-on to existing bureaucratic structures but a force capable of reshaping 

organisational boundaries, service design, and citizen relationships with the state. This 

literature nonetheless devoted comparatively less attention to the specific human resource and 

workforce competency implications of such transformation, a gap that the competency-based 

reform literature has sought to address. 

                                                
1  Hood, C. (1991). A Public Management for All Seasons? Public Administration, 69(1), 3–19. 
2  Dunleavy, P., Margetts, H., Bastow, S., & Tinkler, J. (2006). New Public Management Is Dead—Long Live 

Digital-Era Governance. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 16(3), 467–494. 
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The competency movement itself originated in industrial and organisational 

psychology. McClelland's (1973) seminal argument that behavioural competencies, rather than 

traditional intelligence or aptitude tests, better predict job performance provided the intellectual 

foundation for competency-based human resource practices across both private and public 

sectors1. Boyatzis (1982) extended this work by developing systematic models linking 

managerial competencies such as goal orientation, use of influence, and self-confidence, to 

organisational effectiveness, offering practitioners a replicable methodology for identifying the 

competencies associated with superior performance in specific roles. These ideas migrated into 

the public sector from the 1990s onward, as governments sought more rigorous, evidence-

based methods for recruitment, training, and performance appraisal. Horton (2000) traces this 

migration in the British civil service, arguing that competency frameworks offered a language 

through which generalist administrative traditions could be reconciled with the growing 

demand for specialist and managerial capability, while also cautioning that competency 

frameworks can be misapplied if reduced to bureaucratic checklists disconnected from genuine 

behavioural assessment. 

International organisations have since consolidated competency-based approaches into 

broader civil service capacity-building agendas. The OECD (2017) documents how member 

states have developed structured competency frameworks spanning core, managerial, and 

technical competencies, and links these frameworks to strategic human resource planning, 

workforce forecasting, and leadership development pipelines. The OECD further observes that 

many governments now use competency frameworks not only for individual assessment but as 

a strategic planning tool, allowing human resource departments to identify capability gaps 

across the civil service as a whole and to target recruitment and training investment 

accordingly. The World Bank (2016)2, situates competency development within the wider 

agenda of digital government, arguing that digital dividends, the broader development benefits 

expected from digital technology, can only be realised where public institutions possess the 

human capital to design, procure, and manage digital systems responsibly. Absent this human 

capital, the World Bank argues, investment in digital infrastructure risks producing underused 

or poorly governed systems that fail to translate into improved service delivery. 

                                                
1  McClelland, D. C. (1973). Testing for Competence Rather Than for "Intelligence." American Psychologist, 

28(1), 1–14. 
2  World Bank. (2016). World Development Report 2016: Digital Dividends. Washington, DC: World Bank. 

https://doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0671-1 
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The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs similarly emphasises 

institutional and human capacity as a precondition for effective digital government, noting in 

its biennial e-government survey that countries with stronger human capital indices tend to also 

perform more strongly on measures of online service provision and digital government 

development (UNDESA, 2020)1. Collectively, this literature suggests that competency-based 

reform is not a discrete technical exercise but an institutional strategy connecting human 

resource management to broader governance transformation, a connection that remains under-

theorised in the context of developing-country civil services, and which this paper seeks to 

address through a comparative and conceptual lens rather than a single-country case study. 

3. Conceptual Framework: Competency-Based Civil Service Reform 

Competency-based civil service reform can be understood as a systemic realignment of human 

resource management functions, namely recruitment, training, deployment, performance 

appraisal, and promotion, around explicitly defined competencies rather than generalist 

qualifications, tenure, or seniority alone. Three broad categories of competency are commonly 

distinguished in the literature and in comparative practice2. Core or behavioral competencies 

are generic attributes expected of all public servants regardless of their specific role or seniority 

level, for example integrity, communication, accountability and stakeholder orientation. 

Functional or technical competencies refer to the knowledge and skills specific to a domain 

that are required to perform particular roles, such as financial management, data analytics, 

regulatory expertise or procurement. The competencies required for leadership or management 

roles, that is supervisory and strategic roles, such as decision making under uncertainty, 

stakeholder management, delegation and change leadership. Most modern competency 

frameworks combine these three categories in one model, with different weightings according 

to seniority level and functional specialization. 

These categories are usually operationalized through a competency mapping exercise. 

This exercise involves analyzing each position or role within the civil service to determine the 

specific combination of competencies that are required for effective performance. This process 

                                                
1  United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. (2020). United Nations E-Government Survey 

2020: Digital Government in the Decade of Action for Sustainable Development. New York: United Nations. 
2  This threefold categorisation is consistent with comparative analysis of competency frameworks across OECD 

member states; see OECD (2017), Skills for a High Performing Civil Service, OECD Public Governance Reviews, 

OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264280724-en. 
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typically draws on structured job analysis techniques, including interviews with high-

performing incumbents, review of role descriptions and benchmarking against comparable 

roles in other jurisdictions or sectors. India's Mission Karmayogi has formalised this process 

through the Framework of Roles, Activities and Competencies1, which seeks to map every civil 

service position to the competencies required to perform it, creating a structured basis for 

subsequent training design and career planning. Similarly, the United Kingdom's Success 

Profiles framework evaluates candidates against behaviours, strengths, experience, ability, and 

technical criteria, replacing an earlier framework built around a single list of core competencies 

(UK Cabinet Office, 2018), on the grounds that a single generic competency list could not 

adequately differentiate between the highly varied roles within a large and diverse civil service. 

A defining feature of competency-based reform is the attempt to create continuity 

across the human resource lifecycle. Competencies identified at the recruitment stage inform 

the design of training curricula; training outcomes inform deployment and postings decisions; 

and performance against defined competencies feeds back into promotion and career 

development decisions, closing the loop between capability development and career 

progression. This lifecycle approach distinguishes competency-based reform from earlier, 

more piecemeal training interventions, which often operated independently of recruitment and 

promotion systems, resulting in training that was disconnected from the actual capability 

requirements of subsequent postings. In principle, a fully integrated competency-based system 

would ensure that an official's training record, competency assessment scores, and career 

trajectory are all visible within a single human resource information system, enabling data-

driven workforce planning at scale. 

However, as several scholars caution, the technical sophistication of competency 

frameworks does not automatically translate into improved governance outcomes; much 

depends on how frameworks are embedded within organisational culture, incentive structures, 

and leadership commitment (Horton, 2000; OECD, 2017)2. A well-designed competency 

framework implemented without corresponding changes to promotion criteria, for instance, 

                                                
1    This threefold categorisation is consistent with comparative analysis of competency frameworks across OECD 

member states; see OECD (2017), Skills for a High Performing Civil Service, OECD Public Governance Reviews, 

OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264280724-en. 
2  The OECD report identifies leadership commitment and management capability as decisive factors determining 

whether investments in civil service skills translate into actual performance gains, in a dedicated concluding 

section titled "Leadership commitment and management capability: The ultimate keys to success" (OECD, 2017, 

p. 106). 
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may generate extensive training records without any discernible change in how postings or 

promotions are actually decided, reducing the framework to a symbolic rather than substantive 

reform. This observation motivates the distinction, developed further in Section 8, between the 

technical architecture of competency-based reform and the institutional and cultural conditions 

required for that architecture to generate genuine governance improvements. 

4. Future-Ready Governance 

Concept and Dimensions Future-ready governance is best understood not as a single reform 

model, but as a composite of institutional capacities that allow governments to anticipate 

change, absorb shocks and continuously adapt policies and services. Drawing on the literature 

reviewed above, at least six interrelated dimensions can be identified, each of which has direct 

implications for the competencies required of the civil service workforce. 

First, digital transformation and data-driven decision-making means the integration of 

digital infrastructure, interoperable data systems, and analytics capability into policymaking 

and service delivery (World Bank, 2016; UNDESA, 2020). This dimension demands civil 

servants who not only possess basic digital knowledge but also the analytical capability to make 

sense of data, question its limits, and turn insights into policy design. Second, agility and 

adaptive policy design1 refers to the capacity of institutions to design, test, and iteratively revise 

policy interventions rather than working only with long planning cycles; this requires officials 

comfortable with experimentation, piloting, and structured learning from failure, competencies 

that differ markedly from the risk-averse, procedure-compliant orientation traditionally 

rewarded in rule-based bureaucracies. 

Thirdly, citizen-centricity and co-production refer to governance arrangements where 

citizens are seen as active participants in the design and delivery of public services rather than 

passive recipients of pre-determined offerings. This dimension requires competencies in 

participatory design, communication, and empathy that have historically received limited 

emphasis in generalist administrative training. Fourth, collaborative and networked governance 

refers to the ability of government agencies to work across organisational boundaries, and with 

private and civil-society actors, to address problems that no single institution can resolve alone 

                                                
1  The OECD's Observatory of Public Sector Innovation describes this orientation as "anticipatory governance," 

defined as the systematic integration of strategic foresight, experimentation, and innovation into policy decisions, 

requiring civil servants to develop new capabilities in working with uncertainty and complexity. 
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(Dunleavy et al., 2006)1; this requires competencies in negotiation, partnership management, 

and systems thinking that extend well beyond the traditional hierarchical chain of command. 

Fifth, anticipatory governance refers to institutionalised foresight capacities that allow 

governments to identify emerging risks and opportunities before they fully materialise, 

requiring officials trained in scenario planning, horizon scanning, and strategic risk 

assessment2. Sixth, and most directly relevant to this paper, a future-ready workforce refers to 

public servants equipped not only with technical digital skills but with adaptive, ethical, and 

collaborative capabilities suited to complex governance environments. This sixth dimension is, 

in a sense, a precondition for the other five: without a workforce possessing the requisite 

competencies, investments in digital infrastructure, agile processes, participatory mechanisms, 

cross-agency partnerships, and foresight units are unlikely to be fully realised in practice. 

These dimensions are mutually reinforcing rather than independent. Digital systems, 

for instance, are of limited value without personnel capable of using them responsibly and 

creatively, and anticipatory governance mechanisms require officials trained in foresight and 

systems thinking rather than narrow procedural compliance. Citizen-centric service design 

similarly depends on frontline officials who possess both the technical skill to redesign 

processes and the behavioural disposition to prioritise user experience over administrative 

convenience. It is this interdependence between institutional capacity and human capacity that 

makes competency-based civil service reform a fundamental, though not sufficient, condition 

for future-ready governance3. This proposition is further explored in the comparative cases in 

the next sections. 

5. Comparative International Practices 

A comparative analysis of reform trajectories of the United Kingdom and Singapore, as well 

as the more detailed case of India separately presented in Section 6, illustrates both the 

convergence and the contextual variation in competency-based civil service reform across the 

different administrative traditions and levels of state capacity4. 

                                                
1  Dunleavy, P., Margetts, H., Bastow, S., & Tinkler, J. (2006). New Public Management is dead—Long Live 

Digital Era Governance. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 16(3), 467–494. 
2    Fuerth, L. (2009). Anticipatory Governance: Practical Ideas for the Twenty-First Century. National Strategy 

Forum Review, 18(1), 29–34. 
3  OECD. (2017). Skills for a High Performing Civil Service. OECD Public Governance Reviews, OECD 

Publishing. 
4  Painter, M., & Peters, B. G. (Eds.). (2010). Tradition and Public Administration. Palgrave Macmillan.  
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5.1 United Kingdom 

In the early 2010s the United Kingdom developed a formal Civil Service Competency 

Framework which outlines what is expected in terms of performance in relation to specific 

behavioral competencies and which cuts across grades from the most junior administrative 

grades to the senior civil service. This framework sought to provide a common language for 

recruitment, appraisal, and development across a large and functionally diverse civil service, 

reducing reliance on the more informal, reputation-based assessments that had historically 

shaped career progression. From 2018, this framework was replaced by Success Profiles, a 

more flexible model assessing candidates and post-holders against behaviours, strengths, 

experience, ability, and technical expertise, reflecting a recognition that a single competency 

list could not adequately capture the diversity of civil service roles, ranging from policy 

analysis to frontline service delivery to highly specialised technical and digital functions (UK 

Cabinet Office, 2018)1. 

The UK reform experience underscores an important lesson for competency-based 

reform more broadly: competency frameworks require periodic revision to remain relevant to 

evolving role requirements and to avoid becoming a rigid, checklist-driven exercise 

disconnected from genuine assessment of capability. The transition from a single competency 

framework to the more differentiated Success Profiles model also illustrates a broader trend, 

visible across several of the cases examined in this paper, toward greater customisation of 

competency assessment according to role type, seniority, and functional specialisation, rather 

than reliance on a uniform framework applied identically across an entire civil service2. 

5.2 Singapore 

Singapore's public service has embedded competency development within a broader national 

lifelong-learning ecosystem, reflecting the country's wider strategic emphasis on human capital 

as a core source of national competitiveness. The Skills Future movement, launched in 2015, 

extends structured opportunities and funding support for continuous skills upgrading to 

citizens, including public officers, reflecting a whole-of-nation approach to workforce future-

readiness rather than treating civil service capacity building as a separate, siloed exercise. 

Singapore's Public Service Division has correspondingly developed leadership and core-

                                                
1  UK Cabinet Office. (2018). Success Profiles: Overview. GOV.UK. 
2    Markson, T. (2026). Civil service recruitment: Success profiles to be scrapped. Civil Service World. 
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competency frameworks that link training, deployment, and succession planning for public 

officers, with an explicit emphasis on adaptive leadership and digital capability as the public 

service anticipates emerging governance challenges, including an ageing population, climate 

vulnerability, and rapid technological change1. 

The Singapore case illustrates the value of situating civil service competency reform 

within a wider national human capital strategy, rather than treating it as an isolated personnel 

management exercise confined to the public sector. By linking public service training 

infrastructure to a national skills ecosystem that also serves private sector workers, Singapore 

has been able to achieve economies of scale in training provision while reinforcing a shared 

national narrative around continuous learning as a civic and professional expectation, rather 

than an occasional, compliance-driven requirement imposed on public servants alone2. 

5.3 Comparative Observations 

Across the United Kingdom and Singapore cases, and anticipating the Indian case examined in 

the following section, three common patterns emerge. First, competency frameworks are 

increasingly role-based rather than grade-based, reflecting recognition that generic, seniority-

linked training is insufficient for specialised governance functions that demand distinct 

technical and behavioral profiles. Second, digital learning platforms are being used to scale 

training delivery beyond what traditional residential training academies can offer, making it 

possible to deliver more frequent, modular and role-specific learning interventions than was 

previously possible within constrained training budgets and facilities. Third, reform is most 

effective where competency frameworks are explicitly linked to career progression and 

leadership development, rather than being a stand-alone training initiative disconnected from 

promotion and deployment decisions3 (OECD, 2017). Where this linkage is weak or absent 

there is a risk of competency frameworks becoming a parallel bureaucratic process, generating 

data and documentation without materially changing the way in which postings, promotions or 

performance ratings are actually determined within the civil service. 

                                                
1    Neo, B. S., & Chen, G. (2007). Dynamic Governance: Embedding Culture, Capabilities and Change in 

Singapore. World Scientific. 
2  World Economic Forum. (2025). Singapore’s data-driven approach to build a skills-first economy. World Forum 

Agenda. 
3  OECD. (2017). Skills for a High Performing Civil Service. OECD Public Governance Reviews, OECD 

Publishing. 
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6. The Indian Context: Mission Karmayogi and the Reform Trajectory 

India’s civil service reform trajectory is a particularly instructive example of competency-based 

reform being pursued at a national scale in a large, federal and historically generalist 

administrative system. The intellectual base for this shift can be traced to the Second 

Administrative Reforms Commission1, whose tenth report, titled Refurbishing of Personnel 

Administration: Scaling New Heights, recommended a move toward structured competency 

mapping, performance-linked training and merit-based career progression within the Indian 

civil services (Government of India, 2008)2. The Commission’s recommendations reflected a 

growing recognition within India’s policy establishment that the generalist, seniority-based 

career model inherited from the colonial and early post-independence administrative tradition 

was increasingly mismatched with the specialized and technical demands of contemporary 

economic and social policy. 

This trajectory culminated more than a decade later in the launch of Mission Karmayogi 

in September 2020, formally titled the National Programme for Civil Services Capacity 

Building. The programme explicitly seeks to shift civil service human resource management 

from a rules-based approach, oriented around seniority and generalist postings, to a roles-based 

approach oriented around the competencies required for specific positions (Government of 

India, 2020). This reframing is significant: rather than treating training as a periodic, largely 

generic activity layered on top of an otherwise unchanged personnel system, Mission 

Karmayogi seeks to make competency the organising principle of the entire human resource 

architecture, from recruitment through to senior leadership postings. 

Central to this shift is the Framework of Roles, Activities and Competencies, which 

aims to map civil service positions to the behavioural, functional, and domain competencies 

required to perform them effectively, providing a structured basis for both individual 

development plans and institution-wide workforce planning. The programme is supported by 

the iGOT Karmayogi digital platform3, an integrated online training infrastructure intended to 

deliver role-specific, on-demand learning content at scale across central government ministries 

                                                
1  The Second Administrative Reforms Commission was constituted by the Government of India in 2005 to prepare 

a detailed blueprint for revamping public administration, submitting fifteen reports between 2006 and 2009. 
2  Government of India. (2008). Refurbishing of Personnel Administration - Scaling New Heights. Tenth Report 

of the Second Administrative Reforms Commission, Department of Administrative Reforms and Public 

Grievances (DARPG). 
3  iGOT Karmayogi is the integrated Government Online Training digital platform launched under Mission 

Karmayogi to deliver role-based, on-demand learning content to civil servants across the Government of India. 
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and, progressively, state governments, addressing one of the principal constraints identified in 

earlier reform efforts, namely the limited physical and institutional capacity of traditional, 

residential civil service training academies to deliver training at the scale required by a civil 

service employing millions of personnel. 

Mission Karmayogi is complemented by a Capacity Building Commission, mandated 

to harmonise training standards across the numerous central training institutions that had 

historically operated with limited coordination, and by continued policy debate over lateral 

entry of domain specialists into government, intended to supplement traditional generalist 

cadres with specialised expertise in areas such as economic policy, technology, and 

infrastructure management. The introduction of lateral entry reflects a further dimension of 

competency-based thinking: rather than assuming that all specialised expertise required by 

government can be developed internally through training alone, lateral entry1 treats external 

recruitment of domain experts as a complementary mechanism for closing specific competency 

gaps that internal training pipelines cannot address within a reasonable timeframe. 

Taken together, these initiatives represent one of the most ambitious attempts globally 

to institutionalise competency-based reform within a large, historically generalist civil service 

tradition, spanning a workforce considerably larger than that of most other countries pursuing 

similar reforms. However, as with other large-scale reforms, effective implementation depends 

on sustained political commitment across successive governments, robust monitoring 

mechanisms capable of tracking training uptake and competency outcomes at scale, and 

genuine linkage between training completion, competency assessment, and career outcomes, 

linkages that remain in relatively early stages of institutionalisation and will require continued 

evaluation as the programme matures2. The Indian case therefore offers both a model of 

ambition for other large federal systems and a caution regarding the length of time and 

sustained institutional effort required to move from the announcement of a competency-based 

reform programme to its full embedding within everyday personnel decisions. 

                                                
1  Lateral entry refers to the induction of domain experts from outside the traditional civil service cadres directly 

into mid- and senior-level government positions, on the basis of specialised knowledge and experience. 
2  Press Information Bureau (PIB). (2026). Mission Karmayogi on boards 1.69 crore users; mandatory iGOT 

course completion to impact civil service APARs from 2025-26. 
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7. Challenges and Barriers to Competency-Based Reform 

Despite growing consensus on the desirability of competency-based reform, several structural 

and cultural barriers condition its effective implementation across the cases examined in this 

paper and in the wider comparative literature. First, entrenched seniority norms within 

generalist civil service cadres often create resistance to competency-based deployment and 

promotion, particularly where such systems are perceived as threatening established career 

expectations built up over decades of service under a seniority-based model. Officials who 

have invested years of service anticipating promotion through established seniority channels 

may reasonably view a sudden shift to competency-based assessment as introducing 

uncertainty into career progression, generating institutional resistance that is rational from an 

individual perspective even where it constrains organisational reform1. 

Second, training architectures in many jurisdictions remain fragmented across multiple 

institutions with inconsistent curricula, making it difficult to deliver coherent, competency-

aligned training at scale. This fragmentation often reflects historical patterns of institutional 

growth, in which specialised training academies were established incrementally to serve 

particular cadres or functions, without a unifying framework linking their curricula to a 

common set of civil-service-wide competency standards. Third, performance appraisal systems 

in many civil services continue to rely on subjective, hierarchy-based assessments rather than 

validated, competency-linked evaluation instruments, weakening the link between training 

investment and career outcomes and undermining the credibility of competency frameworks 

among the very officials they are intended to develop2. 

Fourth, the digital divide, both across regions and across generations of civil servants, 

can limit the reach and effectiveness of technology-enabled training platforms, particularly in 

federal systems where sub-national administrative capacity, connectivity infrastructure, and 

digital familiarity vary considerably between more and less developed regions. A digital 

learning platform designed with urban, well-connected users in mind may inadvertently widen 

rather than narrow capability gaps if deployed without complementary investment in 

connectivity and digital literacy support for officials in less-resourced localities. Fifth, there 

are legitimate methodological concerns regarding the validity and reliability of competency 

                                                
1  Research Gate. (2025). Balancing Seniority and Merit in Local Government: Evaluating the Effects of Seniority-

Based Promotion Systems. 
2  Press Information Bureau (PIB). (2026). National Standards for Civil Service Training Institutions 2.0. 

Government of India, Ministry of Personnel, Public Grievances & Pensions PIB. 
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assessment instruments; poorly designed assessments risk reducing competency-based reform 

to a compliance exercise, in which officials complete prescribed training modules or 

assessments primarily to satisfy administrative requirements, rather than a genuine capability-

building process that produces measurable improvements in on-the-job performance1. 

Finally, data protection and privacy considerations arise as governments increasingly 

collect and analyse detailed workforce data, including training records, assessment scores, and 

performance ratings, to support competency mapping and human resource analytics. This 

growing reliance on workforce data requires robust governance safeguards, clear rules on data 

access and retention, and transparent communication with civil servants regarding how such 

data will be used, in order to maintain employee trust in these systems and to avoid the 

perception that competency data may be used punitively rather than developmentally2. 

8. Discussion 

The analysis presented above suggests that competency-based civil service reform is a 

necessary, though not sufficient, condition for future-ready governance. Competency 

frameworks provide the technical infrastructure for aligning recruitment, training, and 

deployment with the capabilities required for effective governance in complex, fast-changing 

environments, and in this sense, they represent an important advance over generalist, seniority-

based human resource systems that lack any explicit mechanism for identifying or addressing 

capability gaps. However, the comparative evidence indicates that the success of such 

frameworks depends heavily on their integration within a coherent institutional architecture, 

one that connects competency assessment to genuine career consequences, sustains investment 

in training infrastructure over multiple budget cycles3, and is supported by leadership 

commitment at the highest levels of government, sustained across changes in political 

administration. 

Equally important is a cultural dimension that technical competency frameworks alone 

cannot address: future-ready governance requires a recalibration of civil service values toward 

adaptability, ethical judgment, and collaborative problem-solving, alongside the more easily 

                                                
1  OECD. (2024). Developing Skills for Digital Government: A review of good practices. OECD Directorate for 

Employment, Labour and Social Affairs OECD. 
2   The Path to Becoming a Data-Driven Public Sector. OECD Digital Government Studies, OECD Publishing. 
3    Berman, E. M., Bowman, J. S., West, J. P., & Van Wart, M. R. (2021). Human Resource Management in 

Public Service: Paradoxes, Processes, and Problems. CQ Press. 
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measured technical and digital skills. Civil services that treat competency reform purely as a 

training or certification exercise risk missing this deeper cultural transformation, producing 

officials who are technically proficient, in the sense of having completed prescribed training 

modules and assessments, but insufficiently adaptive to genuinely novel governance challenges 

that fall outside the scope of any predefined competency checklist1. This distinction between 

formally certified competency and genuinely adaptive capability is critical: the former can be 

measured relatively easily through training completion rates and assessment scores, while the 

latter can only be inferred indirectly, through indicators such as policy responsiveness, 

innovation in service delivery, and the capacity of institutions to learn from failure. 

This suggests that future research and policy design should pay closer attention to the 

interaction between formal competency frameworks and informal organisational culture, 

leadership behaviour, and incentive structures within civil services. A competency framework 

introduced into an organisational culture that continues to reward risk-averse, procedure-

compliant behaviour is unlikely to produce the adaptive, innovative workforce that future-

ready governance requires, regardless of how technically sophisticated the framework itself 

may be. Conversely, an organisational culture that genuinely rewards initiative, learning from 

failure, and cross-functional collaboration is likely to reinforce and accelerate the intended 

effects of a well-designed competency framework2.This interaction between formal structure 

and informal culture, largely absent from the technical human resource management literature 

on competency frameworks, represents an important area for further theoretical development 

and empirical investigation, and is central to explaining why broadly similar competency 

frameworks appear to produce quite different outcomes across the comparative cases examined 

in this paper. 

9. Policy Recommendations 

Based on the preceding analysis, five policy recommendations are proposed for governments 

seeking to advance competency-based reform as a pathway to future-ready governance. 

First, competency frameworks should be institutionalised through statutory or 

regulatory instruments, rather than administrative circulars alone, to ensure continuity across 

                                                
1  Artificial Intelligence and digital transformation: competencies for civil servants. UNESCO Open Access 

Publishing UNESCO. 
2  Christensen, T., Lægreid, P., Rovik, K. A., & Rykkja, L. H. (2020). Organization Theory and the Public Sector: 

Instrument, Culture and Myth. Routledge. 
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changes in political leadership and to provide officials with a stable, predictable basis for career 

planning under the new system. Statutory backing also provides a stronger legal foundation for 

linking competency assessment outcomes to consequential personnel decisions, reducing the 

risk that such linkages are challenged or reversed as an informal administrative practice. 

Second, competency assessment should be explicitly and transparently linked to 

recruitment, postings, and promotion decisions, so that training investment translates into 

meaningful career consequences and sustained motivation for civil servants to engage seriously 

with capacity-building programmes, rather than treating them as an optional or peripheral 

activity. Transparency in how competency assessment feeds into these decisions is particularly 

important for maintaining civil servant trust in the fairness of the system, especially during the 

transition from a purely seniority-based model. 

Third, governments should develop integrated digital learning ecosystems that can 

provide role-specific training at scale while also providing equal access to the training content 

across regions and levels of seniority, so as not to further accentuate existing digital divides 

between well-resourced and less well-resourced parts of the civil service. This will require 

additional investment in connectivity infrastructure and online literacy support, especially for 

officials working in remote or under-resourced areas, beyond the investment in training content 

itself. 

Fourth, independent or semi-autonomous bodies should be charged with periodically 

reviewing and updating competency frameworks, through rigorous job analysis and 

international benchmarking. This will help to ensure that frameworks do not become static or 

disconnected from evolving governance needs, as technology, policy priorities and citizen 

expectations continue to change. Such bodies can also play a valuable role in independently 

validating the reliability and fairness of competency assessment instruments, addressing one of 

the methodological concerns identified in Section 7. 

Fifth, capacity-building programmes should explicitly incorporate foresight, ethics, and 

collaborative governance modules alongside technical and digital skills training, reflecting the 

broader cultural transformation that future-ready governance demands and directly addressing 

the distinction, developed in Section 8, between formally certified competency and genuinely 

adaptive governance capability. The fact that these modules are being incorporated into 

mainstream training curricula, rather than optional or elective content, suggests that adaptive 
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and ethical capability is seen as core to civil service performance as more easily measurable 

technical competencies. 

10. Conclusion 

This paper has examined the relationship between competency-based civil service reforms and 

the broader aspiration toward future-ready governance. Drawing on comparative evidence from 

the United Kingdom, Singapore, and India, the paper has shown that competency-based reform 

represents a significant and largely convergent global trend in public sector human resource 

management, moving civil services away from generalist, seniority-based systems toward role-

specific, evidence-informed frameworks linking recruitment, training, deployment, and 

performance management. Across the cases examined, this trend is visible in the progressive 

refinement of competency frameworks, the growing use of digital platforms to scale training 

delivery, and, in the more advanced cases, the explicit linkage of competency assessment to 

career progression. 

At the same time, the analysis has highlighted that technical competency frameworks 

alone cannot deliver future-ready governance; their effectiveness depends on institutional 

integration, sustained leadership commitment, and a parallel cultural shift toward adaptability, 

ethical judgment, and collaborative problem-solving within the civil service. India's Mission 

Karmayogi represents a particularly ambitious attempt to operationalise this agenda at national 

scale, within one of the largest and most administratively complex federal systems in the world, 

and its implementation experience will offer valuable lessons for other large, federal 

administrative systems pursuing similar reforms in the years ahead. 

Future research should focus on the empirical evaluation of competency-based reform 

outcomes, particularly the extent to which such reforms translate into measurable 

improvements in service delivery, policy agility, and public trust, thereby closing the gap 

between the technical architecture of competency frameworks and the substantive governance 

outcomes they are intended to achieve. Longitudinal studies tracking cohorts of officials 

through competency-based recruitment, training, and promotion processes would be 

particularly valuable in this regard, as would comparative studies examining why broadly 

similar competency frameworks appear to generate different outcomes across jurisdictions with 

differing organisational cultures. Ultimately, the capacity of governments to build future-ready 

institutions will depend not only on the sophistication of the competency frameworks they 
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design, but on their willingness to embed those frameworks within a wider culture of 

continuous learning, ethical leadership, and genuine accountability for governance outcomes. 
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