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Capability 

THE M ISSING ELEMENT FOR MAKING EFFECTIVE HIRING AND 

MANAGEMENT DECISIONS 

 

Most managers hire based on knowledge, 

skills and experience. Some include 

preferences and values as well. But the single 

most important determinant of success in a 

role is none of those. It is intellectual 

Capability, or the ability to process complex 

thought. 

Based on results of over 4,000 people, 

PeopleFit has found that a full 2/3 of 

employees are mismatched in some way to 

either their role or manager. This mismatch 

causes significant drag in an organization and 

prevents it from achieving optimal results. 

The mismatch is primarily tied to a person’s 

Capability. 

Why Knowledge, Skills, and 

Experience Don’t Determine 

Success 

Knowledge, Skills and Experience (hereafter 

referred to as KSE) tell what someone has 

done in the past. KSE is also tied to 

organizations that a person has worked with, 

and the same environment may not exist in 

your organization. 

Knowledge focuses on what a person knows 

about a given subject. Measuring this is fairly 

straightforward. In an interview, a manager 

can ask questions to uncover a person’s 

knowledge. 

Skills are the ability to perform a task. This 

also can be tested fairly easily by asking a 

person to perform a task and observing how 

they do it. Skills require learning, often 

through training. 

Experience is what a person has done in the 

past, and usually relates to a context of an 

organization within which the experience was 

gained. 

KSE tells what a person can do, not 

necessarily whether they can do it within your 

environment, or that they will do it. 

Why Don’t Work 

Preferences Determine 

Success? 

People have natural preferences for certain 

types of work. Some like routine, and others 

may need constantly changing circumstances 

to remain happy. 

Our preferences indicate a general affinity for 

performing a task or work role. Just because 

we prefer to do something does not mean we 

can do it effectively. 

When matched with KSE, preferences can 

help determine a much better level of success 

in a role than KSE alone. If someone is 

passionate about doing a particular job, they 

will generally perform much better within that 
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job than someone who has the same 

capability, but who does not have that 

preference. 

Introduction to Capability 

Where KSE and Preferences fall short is in 

determining the future potential for a person. 

Just because someone graduated with honors 

from a masters program (for example) does 

not mean they can apply the knowledge in a 

work setting. Likewise, preferring a type of 

work does not mean a person is able to 

perform it well. Many people say they would 

like to be President of the United States. Few 

could perform the job. 

 

 

 

 

 

Capability provides a third level of insight that 

completes the picture. Without getting too 

technical, Capability is essentially the 

intellectual ability of an individual to handle 

complex tasks. 

As people move up in an organization, work 

gets more complex. The role of CEO is very 

different than the role of janitor. Even with 

the right training, the janitor may not be able 

to handle the complexity of the role of CEO. 

We Have Limits? 

Many people are told all their lives that they 

can do anything they want. It makes parents 

feel good to say that. Unfortunately, it’s not 

true.  

As far as researchers can tell, people are pretty 

much hard-wired from birth in their mental 

capability. While capability does grow over 

time, it does follow a well-established growth 

path based on the capability of the person in 

teenage and later years. There are things we 

can do to boost our basic IQ, such as 

increasing our vocabularies, but those 

activities will only make a moderate change in 

our overall ability to handle complex thought. 

It has not been proven that complexity of 

thinking is tied to IQ, but it is generally 

accepted to be true. 

The key to happiness and success is to 

understand what our capability is, and where 

we can best apply it so that we don’t have 

continual failures in our jobs. Over the years, 

PeopleFit has found that once people 

understand their capability, it helps them to 

find an appropriate level where they can be 

satisfied by their work, feel confident in their 

abilities, and perform well. 

Competent managers who value people will 

make sure that people are valued in their 

roles, regardless of level. 

Different Levels of 

Capability 

There are a range of levels of capability, from 1 

to 7 or 8, depending on who you talk to. These 

levels were identified by Elliott Jaques, who 

developed Requisite Organization (RO), which 

defines levels of capability as well as an entire 

science-based management system that 

supports filling roles by level. 

Knowledge, Skills, Experience 

Values, Preferences Capability (CIP) 

Candidate 

Considerations 
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Each person has a defined level of Capability. 

We call this Complexity of Information 

Processing, or CIP. CIP is the way a person 

organizes information and conceives options 

in order to solve problems. CIP also 

determines the highest level within the 

organization at which a person is currently 

suited to work. 

A person with a CIP of 3, for example, should 

find work that requires a person with level 3 

CIP, because roles can be defined by the level 

of complexity a person must be able to handle. 

When a person is working in a role that is 

above their capability, we see failure in 

performing the role. When a person is 

operating below their capability, we find they 

are generally dissatisfied, disengaged, and 

unproductive. 

Getting people and roles to match up is a 

critical skill in building high performance 

organizations. Requisite Organization 

principles help managers to do just that –

structure work and staff roles, and build a 

high performance organization. 

Changes Over Time 

CIP increases over time. As people age, they 

develop more connections in their brains, and 

this grows the level of complexity they can 

handle. 

With thousands of people tracked over 

decades, Elliott Jaques was able to identify the 

progression of peoples’ CIP over time. We can 

now predict with a high degree of confidence 

what a person will be able to handle later in 

life based on their current CIP and age. 

This allows us to identify high potentials that 

can become CEO or key leaders within the 

organization. It also helps us know when to 

promote someone – when they will be capable 

of increased complexity. 

Bringing It Home 

Capability matters because it is the single best 

indicator of potential success in a role. A 

person certainly needs to have KSE to perform 

well, but even repeated training attempts 

won’t help a person perform a role if they 

don’t have the capability to do so. 

Engaging Employees 

A person with a high CIP in a low-level role 

can be equally as unsuccessful as a person 

with a lower CIP trying to do a job that they 

are not able to perform. The reason is that 

high performers lose interest when they are 

not challenged. 

Employees who are not properly matched to 

their roles are often not operating at full 

potential. When a person is in a role that is too 

easy for them, they become disengaged, 

showing up for work in body, but leaving their 

intellect and passion behind.  

Absenteeism is also caused by the same thing. 

People who are uninspired and bored will skip 

work more often than those who are fully 

engaged. Many HR professionals consider 

engagement to be one of the biggest issues in 

their work. Understanding the fit between 

capability and roles is the secret to unlocking a 

more engaged workforce. 

Properly matching people to roles that suit 

their level of capability is critical to high 
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performance. Without a good match, 

employees will undermine, actively or 

passively, the work you need them to perform. 

Research by Gallup and others shows that 

engaged employees are more productive. They 

are more profitable, more customer-focused, 

safer, and more likely to withstand 

temptations to leave. 

 

 

 

NEXT STEPS 
Managerial Diagnostics is a training program 

that PeopleFit has developed to train 

managers to apply Requisite Organization 

principles, such as CIP, in their organizations. 

To find out more about these training 

programs, interviewing techniques, and other 

services that can help you gain confidence in 

management and build a high-performing 

organization, you can go to 

http://peoplefit.com/managerial-diagnostics-

store/. 
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