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THE COMPETENCY TRAP 
How Legacy Frameworks Will Mislabel Your Best People in the Age 
of AI 

SYNOPSIS 

The competency frameworks organizations rely on were designed for a different era—one 
defined by stability, hierarchy, and predictable roles. But as AI transforms work, these 
models are becoming dangerously obsolete. Strategy is already unfolding in days, not 
years. Collaboration is shifting to digital ecosystems. Communication is becoming AI-
mediated. Yet most organizations continue evaluating people using models built for 2005. 
This essay examines why AI will expose the dangerous gap between what we measure and 
what actually matters—and why outdated assessment tools will increasingly mislabel high 
performers, reinforce bias, and create hidden harm. The window to adapt is closing. 
Organizations that reimagine assessment now will unlock talent others will overlook. 

Every organization has them. Beautifully formatted competency frameworks. Glossy 
capability models. Exhaustive leadership assessments. Multicolored behavioral grids. 
Psychometric profiles with decimal-point precision. We treat them as authoritative. 
Scientific. Stable. 

But here's the quiet truth most leaders are beginning to sense, even if they won't say it 
publicly: much of what we measure today will soon have almost nothing to do with how 
work actually gets done. The tools we use to evaluate people were built for a world that is 
rapidly disappearing—a world where roles were predictable, expertise was stable, and the 
"future of work" meant five-year plans, not five-day pivots. The world is moving. Work is 
changing. AI is entering the conversation. But most of our assessments haven't even begun 
to catch up. 

Frozen Artifacts from a Pre-AI Era 

Competency models weren't designed maliciously. They were designed logically—for a 
workplace that was more stable, more hierarchical, more predictable, more role-defined, 
more human-dependent, and far less technology-mediated. Those assumptions made 
sense then. But as AI accelerates, they will increasingly clash with reality. 

We still rate people on "strategic thinking," "stakeholder management," "learning agility," 
"collaboration," "communication style," and "executive presence." But these labels were 
created in an era where strategy unfolded annually, stakeholders were known and fixed, 
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learning cycles were measured in quarters, collaboration meant meetings rather than 
asynchronous digital ecosystems, and communication was human-written, not AI-
generated. In other words, they were designed for the old physics of work. 

AI is introducing new physics—where information velocity, decision cycles, and behavioral 
expectations are fundamentally changing. Yet we continue measuring people as if they're 
operating in 2005. The gap is already forming. It will only widen. 

The Illusion of Precision Without Relevance 

Modern assessments look precise. They feel objective. They produce beautiful dashboards 
and developmental heat maps. But here's the uncomfortable question organizations need 
to ask now: what will be the predictive value of a competency rating in an environment 
where the work changes weekly? 

Soon, you'll be able to receive a "strategic thinking score" from a psychometric assessment 
while an AI system simultaneously synthesizes market trends, models scenarios, and 
drafts strategic options faster than any human can. You'll be labeled "highly collaborative" 
even though collaboration will increasingly include tools, platforms, workflows, and 
distributed networks that the assessment never measured. You'll be told your 
"communication style needs adapting" while AI rewrites, clarifies, summarizes, and 
designs your communication assets for you. 

The world is evolving its definition of these capabilities. But the tools haven't. We're 
preparing to evaluate tomorrow's work with instruments built for yesterday's sport entirely. 

What AI Will Reveal About Real Behavior 

Here's the real disruption—and the reason this topic is tectonic: AI isn't just changing work. 
AI will expose the ways our assessment tools fail to reflect real work. 

AI systems and workflow analytics are already beginning to reveal how decisions are made 
under pressure, where bottlenecks form, who collaborates cross-functionally and who 
doesn't, how people prioritize when overwhelmed, how often context switching occurs, 
how feedback loops operate or fail, who adapts to new tools quickly, and what behaviors 
correlate with high-quality outcomes. This is real behavioral evidence—not self-report, not 
manager perception, not theoretical competencies. 

The data won't lie. And what it will show is this: real behavior is contextual, dynamic, 
situational, and responsive—not neatly categorized into static boxes. The gap between 
what assessments measure and what actually matters is widening rapidly. Organizations 
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that wait to address this will find themselves evaluating people with increasingly irrelevant 
tools. 

The Hidden Harm We Need to Anticipate 

Outdated assessment tools won't just become irrelevant—they will create unintended 
consequences that ripple through organizations in ways we're only beginning to notice. 

They will mislabel high performers. People operating brilliantly in messy, complex, fast-
moving environments will be penalized for not fitting legacy competency descriptions. They 
will create false negatives. Creative, analytical, or unconventional thinkers will be labeled 
as "low potential" because they don't fit old archetypes of leadership. They will slow down 
decisions. Organizations will spend weeks or months generating assessments that don't 
reflect actual performance. 

They will reinforce bias and conformity. Competency frameworks often reward people who 
"look the part" rather than those who deliver value in modern conditions. They will 
encourage cosmetic development. People will learn how to "look good on the grid" rather 
than how to perform effectively in real work environments. They will create illusionary 
certainty. The reports will feel scientific. The conclusions will feel objective. But the 
underlying assumptions will be outdated. 

As one CHRO confided to me recently: "We're about to use elegant, structured tools to 
measure behavior emerging from chaotic, fluid, AI-shaped environments. Of course it will 
be misaligned." 

The key question is: will we adapt before the damage compounds? 

What Modern Assessment Must Look Like 

The next era of assessment must shift from categorizing people to understanding behavior 
in context. A modern, AI-aware approach should be dynamic rather than static, because 
roles will shift, projects will shift, and markets will shift. Assessment frameworks must be 
designed to update as rapidly as the work does. 

It should be contextual rather than universal. Capabilities need to be tied to the specific 
team, the actual workflow, the environment, the tools, the decision velocity, and the 
pressure conditions. Universal models will collapse under contextual complexity. 

It should be evidence-based rather than perception-based. If we can analyze real work 
patterns, why rely on self-report? It should be forward-looking rather than descriptive. We 
need to measure adaptability, judgment elasticity, learning velocity, resilience under 
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ambiguity, AI integration skill, and context switching capacity—the actual capabilities that 
will matter. 

And it should recognize that we're moving into a world of human plus AI, not human versus 
AI. AI should detect patterns. Humans should interpret meaning. It's a partnership, not a 
replacement. Organizations that design for this partnership now will have a significant 
advantage. 

They Weren't Wrong—They're Just from Another Era 

There's no need to dismiss decades of organizational psychology. No need to be critical of 
HR or L&D professionals. Their tools were appropriate for the pace and structure of earlier 
work. Competency models gave language to organizations when they needed structure. 
Assessments offered objectivity when decisions lacked fairness. These were meaningful 
contributions that shaped how millions of people were developed, promoted, and 
supported. 

But now? The world is moving from predictability to fluidity. From hierarchy to networks. 
From stable roles to dynamic workstreams. From knowledge scarcity to AI abundance. We 
don't discard the old tools. We evolve them. But we must do it proactively, before the gap 
becomes too wide to bridge. 

The New Question Leaders Should Ask Now 

Not "Do we have the right competencies?" or "Which assessment should we use?" But 
"Will our model reflect the work our people will actually do?" Or even more sharply: "Are we 
measuring who someone is, or who the environment will force them to be?" Or the most 
future-oriented version: "If AI is reshaping how work happens, shouldn't it also reshape how 
we understand people?" 

Because as AI transforms work, we are not just rethinking how work gets done. We are 
rethinking how human capability will be defined, observed, measured, and developed. 
Competency models built for stability cannot govern a world being built on change. And 
assessment tools built for certainty cannot decode environments being built on 
complexity. 

The organizations that evolve this fastest will unlock talent others will overlook. Those that 
don't will keep evaluating the future with models from the past—and wondering why their 
best people keep slipping through the cracks. 
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The window to prepare is now. The acceleration is coming. The question is whether we'll 
adapt our assessment frameworks before they become artifacts of a world that no longer 
exists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Spirit of Transparency 

 

In the Spirit of Transparency 

I'm not an academic researcher or PhD—I'm a practitioner who has spent three 
decades working inside the machinery of consulting, organizational learning and 
development, watching what works, what fails, and what we keep pretending works.  

These essays reflect observations, patterns, and possibilities I'm seeing emerge as AI 
begins to reshape how work happens. None of this has been rigorously tested in 
controlled studies. These are ideas grounded in lived experience, not peer-reviewed 
conclusions. If something here resonates, experiment with it. If you can improve it or 
have your own ideas—please share what you learn. We're all navigating uncharted 
territory. There's no perfect map for what AI will make possible, only the collective 
wisdom we build by trying, failing, and sharing honestly. That's really the only way 
forward… 

 


