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THE COMPETENCE GAP AMONG TOP MANAGERS
OF METAL AND MACHINERY SMES

Summary

Purpose | The purpose of the conducted research was to identify the competency gap
between the desired and actual competency profile of the top manager of an SME in
the metal and machinery industry.

Research method | Two primary types of research were used in the study: secondary
and primary. The method used for the secondary research was a systematic literature
review. The primary research, on the other hand, was based on a qualitative approach -
the in-depth group interview (FGI) method - and a quantitative approach - the question-
naire method. Three stages of research were used to develop the desired competency
profile, with each stage using a different research method. The development of the
actual competency profile was based on the results of the surveys. The research was
conducted for the purposes of a doctoral thesis.

Results | The carried out research identified the competency gap between the de-
sired and actual competency profile of the top manager of an SME in the metal and
machinery industry. The profile comprised 8 competencies, which were divided into
three categories: managerial competencies - entrepreneurship, the ability to identify
and seize opportunities, results orientation and delegation of tasks/authorities; so-
cial competencies - leadership, motivating/influencing and communication; industry
competencies - professional knowledge. The largest competence gap was noted in the
case of the competence Leadership, the smallest for the competences Performance
orientation and Entrepreneurship.

Originality/value/implications/recommendations | The article has an implementation
value. It provides recommendations as to the level of competences that top managers
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of SMEs in the metal and machinery industry should possess, and thus, if necessary,
what competences should be developed.

Keywords: competency profile, competency gap, managers, competences, metal pro-
cessing industry

JEL classification: K21, H34

1. Introduction

Micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are the predominant form
of economic entity not only in Poland but across all developing nations. They
make a significant contribution to both capital formation and job creation.
SMEs are widely regarded as the engine of growth in the modern economy
Juminawati et al., 2021, pp. 5698-5699] and play a pivotal role in the economic
stability of developing countries [Roldan, 2015, p. 269]. However, their full
potential remains largely unexploited. Polish enterprises face competition
from foreign companies that often possess greater capital, both financial and
human. The challenges of conducting business are underscored by the fact
that the first-year survival rate for companies registered in Poland in 2020 and
still operating in 2021 stood at 67.1%, indicating that only two out of every
three new companies survive their first year of operation [Nie¢, 2022, p. 43].

The contemporary business environment, characterised by volatility and un-
predictability, presents numerous challenges to business operations. Effec-
tive action in such conditions requires the observation of changes and the
implementation of appropriate adaptive responses [Ingaldi & Ulewicz, 2020,
p. 1]. Top-level managers are responsible for making the crucial decisions that
determine the strategic direction of their enterprises. Leveraging their com-
petencies and experience, they strive to enhance their enterprises’ competi-
tiveness to gain an advantage over market rivals. The greater an enterprise’s
competitiveness, the higher its likelihood of market survival and growth.

The competitiveness of enterprises is influenced by both internal and ex-
ternal factors. It should be noted, however, that SMEs possess distinct
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opportunities and constraints in shaping their competitiveness compared
to large corporations. A primary factor contributing to this distinction is that
owner-managers play a pivotal role in the functioning of SMEs. They are re-
sponsible for all critical decisions, from the allocation of investment resources
and the adoption of technologies to the formulation of corporate strategy
[Beyer et al., 2010, p. 67; Costa & Carvalho, 2013; Millers & Gaile-Sarkane,
2021, pp. 181, 183].

Given the critical importance of competitiveness for enterprise survival and
the significance of the SME sector to the Polish economy, this research was
undertaken to identify the desired competency profile for top-level managers.
A review of the existing literature indicated that the definition of a desired
competency profile must be context-specific, relating to a particular position
within a specific industry. Furthermore, to mitigate variation arising from geo-
graphical location, the study’s scope was confined to enterprises located within
a single voivodeship: Podlaskie.

This selection was predicated on the fact that the Podlaskie voivodeship is
one of Poland’s least economically developed regions. The primary metric
for this assessment is the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) generated by indi-
vidual regions. According to data from the Central Statistical Office (GUS), in
2023, the Podlaskie voivodeship generated 2.2% of the national GDP, ranking
it fourteenth among all voivodeships, ahead of only the Lubuskie (2.1%) and
the Opolskie (2.0%) voivodeships. Meanwhile, in 2020, its GDP per capita was
only 73.1% of the national average [www 1]. An enterprise's competitiveness
directly impacts the competitiveness of its region; consequently, enhancing
the competitive position of local firms is crucial for improving the economic
standing of the Podlaskie voivodeship.

The metal and machinery industry, the focus of this study, was selected due to
its designation as a Regional Intelligent Specialisation (RIS). Given the Podlaskie
voivodeship's low level of economic development, RIS areas are considered
fundamental to the region’s progress, contributing to “its transformation, re-
structuring, or entry onto new innovation-based development paths” [Szlachta
et al., 2020, p. 50].
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The study sought to answer the following research question: what compe-
tencies, and at what level of proficiency, are crucial for top-level managers of
SMEs in the metal and machinery industry within the Podlaskie voivodeship,
and what is the gap between the desired and the actual levels of these com-
petencies?

2. The competency profile

Within the field of management sciences, interest in the subject of compe-
tencies emerged in the 1980s. This was driven by various factors related to
the functioning of enterprises and the labour market, namely: the increasing
complexity of business operations, the necessity for professional transforma-
tion, growing demands for multifunctionality and versatility among employees,
and the emerging perception of "learning” as a key factor for organisational
success [Czekaj, 2005, p. 6].

Competencies lack a single, universally accepted definition [Cech & Chadt,
2015, p. 166; Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014, p. 15; Garwolinska, 2018a, p. 11;
Stor & Suchodolski, 2016, p. 231]. Furthermore, the distinction between
competencies and qualifications is not clearly delineated [tukasinski et al.,
2021, p. 52; Stor & Kupczyk, 2016, p. 50]. For many years, competencies
were perceived as a formal right granted to an individual to hold a position
on a matter or make decisions, for instance, on behalf of an organisation,
while work effectiveness and quality were more frequently considered in
the context of qualifications. Competencies, however, are a broader concept
than qualifications, as their scope encompasses the entirety of an individual's
enduring characteristics that are directly linked to their achievement of high
or above-average, measurable work outcomes [Pocztowski, 2008, p. 117].
Additionally, qualifications are more past-oriented, providing information
about knowledge or skills acquired previously. In contrast, competencies
are more oriented towards the present and the future [Wawrzenczyk-Kulik &
Wawrzenczyk-Kulik, 2011, p. 162].

When defining competencies (with a focus on employees), authors most
frequently concur that they are properties of an individual (employee) that
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form the basis for effective action or behaviour at work [Slivinski & Miles,
1996, p. 2]. Consequently, they are causally linked to effective or superior
job performance [Spencer & Spencer, 1993, p. 9]. However, in defining the
concept of competencies, authors often refer to one of the two approaches:
a general one, typically describing it simply as an ability and indicating the
actions it entails, or a detailed one, which involves enumerating its precise
components.

Among the Polish authors who have undertaken the task of defining compe-
tencies, there is also no consensus on a single definition. M. Kuczynska-Chatada
and J. Furman define the concept very broadly as a “higher-order” resource,
emphasising that the appropriate coordination of its components enables the
achievement of high results in a company's development [Kuczyrnska-Chatada
& Furman, 2020, p. 163]. T. Rostkowski proposes a more complex definition,
describing competencies as skills, knowledge, aptitudes, as well as styles
of action, professed principles, personality, and other traits. He simultane-
ously stresses that developed and utilised competencies lead to the results
consistent with the long-term goals of enterprises [Rostkowski, 2002, p. 66].
R.Jurkowski, in turn, defines competencies as a "set of knowledge, experi-
ence, skills, abilities, values, and attitudes” [Jurkowski, 2008, p. 119, 126].
R. Walkowiak defines competencies as the knowledge, skills, personality traits,
attitudes, experience, and behaviours of employees, all oriented towards the
effective and efficient execution of tasks under constantly changing conditions
[Walkowiak, 2004, p. 20].

An overview of these definitions indicates that the primary differences centre
on the constituent elements included in the concept of competency. While
all these elements are significant, it is impossible to incorporate them all into
a single definition, particularly if the attempt to define the concept is intended
to operationalise it for research purposes, such as measuring an individual's
competency level or comparing employees’ competencies. Including all ele-
ments would create immense difficulties in measurement, effectively preclud-
ing such a possibility within management science research, as it would require
specialised knowledge, including in psychology.
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TABLE 1

Constituent elements of competencies in the Author's definitions, their links
to professional tasks, and impact on performance
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Source: the author's own elaboration based on: [Armstrong, 2000, p. 242; Asibu-Yartey, 2021, p. 42;
Boyatzis, 1982, p. 21; Drisko, 2014, pp. 416-417; Filipowicz, 2016, p. 46; Gruden & Stare, 2018, p. 98;
Kossowska & Softysinska, 2002, p. 13; Krél & Ludwiczynski, 2006; Rychen & Salganik, 2005, p. 685;
Sedyastuti et al., 2021, p. 248; Sienkiewicz, 2006, p. 138; Spencer & Spencer, 1993, p. 9].
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A review of these definitions clearly indicates that the most frequently cited
components of competencies are: knowledge, skills, and attitudes. These ap-
pear in at least 60% of the cited publications (attitudes - 60%, knowledge - 80%,
skills - 90%). Consequently, for the purposes of this study, competencies will be
understood as a composite of these three elements: knowledge (understood
as “knowing what"), skills (“knowing how” and being able to do), and attitudes
(“wanting to” and being prepared to apply one's knowledge).

In this systematisation, the author has also taken into account frequently oc-
curring concepts, namely the connection of competencies with professional
tasks and their influence on an individual's performance. Competencies be-
come manifested during the execution of professional tasks, and the perfor-
mance or efficiency of individuals will vary depending on their level of these
competencies. To describe an employee as competent in a given area is to
trust that the work will be performed according to the established principles,
taking into account the prevailing conditions and situation. Knowledge and
skills guarantee an appropriate level of task execution, while attitudes influence
the consciousness with which the work is undertaken and the responsibility
for its effective completion [Orczyk, 2009, p. 24]. Therefore, if an employee
possesses a particular competency, we can, to a large extent, predict their
behaviours related to the performance of tasks in their job position.

An important feature of competencies is their measurability, which is the ability
to assess and place them on a scale. This characteristic is of crucial importance
for the practical application of competencies. It allows for the determination
of an individual's current competency level as well as the desired level they
should strive for to perform their professional tasks most effectively [Moulton
etal., 2017, pp. 19-20].

To select the best scale for assessing competencies, competency indicators
must be defined. Competencies themselves are a theoretical construct; we can
only determine the presence or absence of a given competency by observing
an individual's behaviour. It is these behaviours that can be observed and,
consequently, measured, which is why they are referred to as competency
indicators [Katalizator innowacji, 2011, pp. 17-18]. Since the possession of
a competency is evidenced by the manifested behaviours, any attempt to de-
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termine the level of its mastery should also be based on specific behaviours.
For this reason, a five-point scale of competency mastery is most commonly
used in practice.

TABLE 2
Five-level scale for competency proficiency

Level Description

Lacks desired behaviours; demonstrates limited or no application of
the competency when performing tasks; makes errors.

1 - limited

Performs tasks requiring the competency at a basic level; may make
errors, particularly in more demanding situations; requires some guid-
ance or supervision when applying the competency; understands and
can discuss the relevant terminology and concepts.

2 - basic

Correctly and independently performs the vast majority of tasks re-
quiring the competency; is able to handle non-routine problems and
situations; may require minimal supervision on more demanding tasks.

3 - good/
proficient

Demonstrates highly developed knowledge, understanding, and appli-
cation of the competency required for success in the role and organi-
sation (full mastery); applies the competency in non-standard and new
situations; can teach the competency to others.

4 - advanced

Is a specialist and an authority in the understanding and application of
the competency; utilises the competency in a creative and innovative
manner. Demonstrates automation in performed activities and is able
to impart new behaviours related to the competency to others.

5 - expert

Source: the author's own elaboration based on: [Filipowicz, 2016, pp. 52, 81; Russo, 2016, pp. 7-8].

Assuming that each level of the scale must be precisely described to accu-
rately determine an employee's proficiency, scales with more than five levels
become difficult to construct, while scales with fewer than five may not allow
for adequate differentiation among employees.

Utilising competencies for management requires an appropriate tool that en-
ables the comparison of employees’ competency levels or the definition of the
level required for effective performance in a given position. Such a tool is the
competency profile [Sienkiewicz, 2013, p. 811, which is most broadly defined
as a compilation of all the competencies required of individual employees
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[Sienkiewicz, 2006, p. 188] or for specific positions [Miranda et al., 2017, p. 53].
In other words, it is a set of competencies essential for performing tasks in
accordance with the standards adopted by a given organisation [Walkowiak,
2004, p. 33]. A competency profile includes a set of the most important com-
petencies for a specific position, along with the required level of their mastery
[Szczesna & Rostkowski, 2004, p. 58]. Consequently, such profiles must be
tailored to specific positions.

Two types of competency profiles can be distinguished [Bieritkowska & Brol,
2011, p. 178]:

 The desired profile - what the company expects from an individual in a giv-
en position;

* The actual profile - what is actually possessed by an employee in that
position.

Competency profiles are a tool that allows for the construction of integrated
competency management systems [Szczesna & Rostkowski, 2004, p. 58]. The
difference between an individual's actual level of competence and the desired
level is defined as the competency gap [Bienkowska & Brol, 2013, p. 12]. This
gap can manifest as either a deficiency gap or a surplus gap, the latter occur-
ring when the actual level of competency mastery is higher than the desired
level [Penc, 2005, p. 172].

There are various methods for determining competency profiles for specific
positions. However, creating such a profile requires a thorough analysis of the
position’s purpose within the company, the performed tasks, and the most sig-
nificant challenges and difficulties associated with it [Moczydtowska, 2008, p. 71].
V.S.Chouhan and S. Srivastava propose an expert panel as a method for creating
a desired competency profile, while noting that the process should begin by
identifying critical work (that which primarily determines effectiveness in the
position). Data collection for this can involve an expert panel or a focus group
with individuals holding the position, their managers, and clients. Information
gathering may also include interviews with clients or observation of an individual
in the role. After collecting and analysing the data, the competencies essential
for the selected position are determined [Chouhan & Srivastava, 2014, p. 19].

337



338

Monika Garwolinska

3. Methodology

The aim of the study was to identify the key competencies for top-level
managers in the metal and machinery industry and to indicate the com-
petency gap between the desired and the actual competency profile for
this position.

The research problem was formulated as follows: What is the difference
between the desired level of mastery of competencies included in the com-
petency profile for the position of a top-level manager of an SME in the
metal and machinery industry and the actual level of mastery of these com-
petencies?

The following hypothesis was proposed: A deficiency gap exists for each of the
competencies belonging to the desired competency profile of a top-level man-
ager of an SME in the metal and machinery industry when compared to the
average actual competency profile.

The analysis employed two primary types of research: secondary and pri-
mary. The secondary research was based on a critical analysis of literature
and a systematic literature review. The primary research, in turn, utilised an
in-depth group interview and survey research.

The first action was to determine the desired competency profile of a top-level
manager of an SME in the metal and machinery industry. This task was di-
vided into three stages, with a different research method used at each stage
(Chart 1).

The first stage consisted of identifying, based on a systematic literature review,
a broad set of competencies most frequently mentioned in scientific literature
as important in a manager's work. At this stage, the research was not limited
to a specific management level or industry in which the managers operate.
This was, firstly, because it is difficult to find scientific studies restricted to
such detailed guidelines for the position to which the competencies apply, and
secondly, the author wanted the participants of the in-depth group interview
to have a comprehensive selection of options.
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CHART 1

Stages of determining the desired competency profile of a top-level manager in an SME
from the metal and machinery industry

p
Stage 1:

Selection of a broad set of competencies
affecting the manager’s work

systematic
literature review

~N

Stage 2:
Identification of indicators for individual competencies critical literature
and opereationalization of proficiency levels analysis, deductive
analysis

p
Stage 3:
Creation Qf the de;ired competency.proﬁlg of a top-level focus group interview
manager in SMEs in the metal-machinery industy (FGI)

\

Source: the author's own elaboration

The next stage involved dividing the competencies into indicators and op-
erationalising the possible levels of mastery for each competency. For this
purpose, critical literature analysis and deductive analysis were used. At this
stage, descriptions by G. Filipowicz were utilised, who in one of his works in-
cluded characterisations of several competencies along with their operation-
alisation [Filipowicz, 2016, pp. 248-383]. In cases where competencies could
not be found, the Author operationalised them herself using their descriptions
from the respective source publications, dividing them into levels of mastery
according to the description in Table 2.

The final stage was the creation of the desired competency profile for a top-lev-
el manager of an SME in the metal and machinery industry. This was achieved
through qualitative research, during an in-depth group interview (FGI) involving
7 individuals directly associated with the metal and machinery industry: four
top-level SME managers at various stages of development from the metal and
machinery industry (1 representative of a micro-enterprise, 2 representatives
of small firms, and 1 of a medium-sized firm), two representatives of the
EVOLUMA Industrial Cluster (the president and the chief operating officer), and
the chairman of the Cluster Council, who is also a researcher. These individuals
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manage or closely cooperate with companies in this industry on a daily basis.
Consequently, they observe the development of individual enterprises and
the competencies their representatives possess, and they are also able to
determine which competencies are needed for an enterprise to grow. During
the FGlI, the participants were presented with the necessary definitions and
a set of selected competencies. After a discussion on the development of
enterprises in the metal and machinery industry, participants were asked to
choose between seven and nine competencies (from the previously defined
set) that they considered most important for an individual in the studied po-
sition. After compiling all the responses, eight competencies were identified,
which formed the competency profile.

In the final phase of the FGI, participants were given cards with the opera-
tionalised competencies (each competency divided into indicators, and each
indicator into 5 possible levels of mastery) and were asked to determine what
they considered the desired level of mastery for each indicator of the eight
competencies, which would allow for the effective performance of profes-
sional tasks in the position of a top-level manager in an SME from the metal
and machinery industry. After calculating the average of the responses, the
desired competency profile of a top-level manager of an SME in the metal
and machinery industry was established. Additionally, the competencies were
assigned to one of 3 groups: social, managerial, or industry-specific.

The second action necessary to achieve the stated goal was to conduct a study
of the actual level of competencies included in the competency profile among
top-level managers of SMEs in the metal and machinery industry. This was
done using a survey. The survey used the same division of competencies into
individual indicators as during the FGI, describing the levels of mastery for
each as the most common behaviours in the workplace. The respondents
were asked to select one behaviour (out of five) for each indicator that best
reflected their most frequent actions in relation to their professional tasks.

To determine the population of enterprises in the metal and machinery indus-
try with their main headquarters in the Podlaskie voivodeship, a database was
purchased via the BNF online platform (www.bnf.pl). The following limitations
were applied to the database of enterprises:
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* activity status - active enterprises,

¢ location - the Podlaskie voivodeship,

* date of commencement of activity - no lower limit was specified, while the
upper limit was 01.01.2019, as the survey questions pertain to the years
2019-2021,

prevalent business activity according to PKD - section C, divisions:

» division 24 - manufacture of basic metals

» division 25 - manufacture of fabricated metal products, except machinery
and equipment

» division 26 - manufacture of computer, electronic and optical products

» division 28 - manufacture of machinery and equipment n.e.c.

» division 29 - manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers and semi-trailers,
except motorcycles

» division 30 - manufacture of other transport equipment

» division 33 - repair and installation of machinery and equipment

The database allowed for the identification of:

¢ 1216 micro-enterprises (from 0 to 9 employees),

* 62 small enterprises (from 10 to 49 employees),

+ 25 medium-sized enterprises (from 50 to 249 employees),
* 9 large enterprises (over 250 employees),

¢ 24 enterprises where the size was not specified.

Considering the nature of the study and the fact that some of the competencies
in the competency profile are related to people management, it was neces-
sary to exclude those micro-enterprises that do not employ staff or employ
up to 4 people. To do this, 100 out of the 1216 enterprises were randomly
selected and contacted to estimate what percentage of the database consists
of micro-enterprises employing at least 4 people. The conversations allowed
it to be estimated that approximately 13% of the enterprises in the database
met the required condition, which amounts to 158 enterprises. Based on this,
the population was established at 245 companies (158 micro, 62 small, and
25 medium-sized) from the metal and machinery industry in the Podlaskie
voivodeship.
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The surveys were collected from 07.2022 to 02.2023. To maintain representa-
tiveness, a percentage of enterprises corresponding to the general population
was randomly selected from each group; however, this method failed to yield
a sufficient number of responses. Therefore, to collect the largest possible
number of responses, random sampling was abandoned. In the next step, an
email with information and a request to complete the survey was sent to 100%
of the population of small and medium-sized enterprises and to approximately
40% of micro-enterprises, totalling 150 enterprises. Responses were obtained
from 46, resulting in a response rate of 30,7%. At a confidence level of 0,95, this
sample yields a maximum error of 12%. The author is aware that due to the
lack of randomness and the large maximum error, the results should not be
generalised to the entire population. However, the research remains valuable,
as management sciences, less so than economics and finance, rely on the law
of large numbers and mass phenomena. Consequently, the possibilities of
using probability calculus to generalise the results to a population are more
limited [Chybalski, 2017, p. 6]. Additionally, an argument for the viability and
execution of this research is the fact that in studies of specific industries, the
sample size in many studies is around 20-30%. One example is a study by Cro-
atian researchers - M. Nahod, M. Vukomanovi¢, and M. Radujkovi¢, who, when
studying the competencies of project managers in the construction industry,
used a sample of 18% [Nahod et al., 2013, p. 248]. In another study, published
by the Journal of International Entrepreneurship, concerning the impact of
network competencies and environmental hostility on the internationalisation
of SMEs, the authors studied enterprises from five different sectors. They
obtained an overall response rate of 26%, which varied across sectors; the
lowest response rate, 16%, was recorded in the metal sector, and the highest
(31%) in the furniture industry [Torkkeli et al., 2012, p. 34]. Meanwhile, P. Rasa
[Rasa, 2017, p. 103], whose research has been previously cited, conducted one
of the few 360-degree studies. However, she only surveyed managers from
just 5 enterprises in the financial sector in Lithuania.

These examples confirm that for studies of a specific sector, a response rate
of around 15-30% appears in the literature, and researchers publish valuable
studies based on them. The taken actions allowed for the determination of the
desired and actual competency profiles of the surveyed managers. The manag-
ers' results were averaged, which enabled the identification of competency gaps.
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4. Results

In accordance with the adopted methodology, the identification of the de-
sired competency profile of a top-level SME manager was based on 3 stages.
The first of these was the selection of a set of competencies from the liter-
ature that, in the opinion of researchers, influence the work of managers.
A systematic literature review was used for this selection. The dissertation
author conducted a similar review in 2018 for an article [Garwolinska, 2018b,
p. 589]; to leverage this existing work, the current review was limited to the
years 2019-2022. All the articles from both reviews were considered for the
complete set. The table below presents the actions taken to supplement the
systematic literature review.

TABLE 3

The process of the systematic literature review to determine the set of manager’'s
competencies

Review objective: identification Research question: “What
of key competencies for the top-level competencies are essential
manager position for a manager's position?”

Number of results
Keyword

EBSCO (entire) Web of Science
Competencies 296.694 85.992
Managers or owners 14.693 4.350
SME's or small and medium sized 246 118
enterprises
Full text
Peer-reviewed academic journals 136 32
English and Polish language 84 (after removing 32 (after removing
Years: 2019-2022 duplicates) duplicates)

Area: Business, Management and
Accounting; Social Sciences

After reviewing titles and abstracts 25 6

Total 31

Source: the author's own elaboration.
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The literature review identified 31 articles containing information on the com-
petencies a manager should possess. At this stage, the scope was not limited
by industry, as there are too few such studies. In total, a base of 58 articles
(27 from the 2018 study) was used to determine the set of competencies.
To limit the number of competencies appearing in the selected works, only
those that appeared in at least 12% of the publications were considered. This
narrowed the selection to 23 competencies. Considering that the study was
to include SME managers, and thus managers of relatively small enterprises
where top-level managers are often the only managers in the company, it was
decided to add the following competencies to the focus group study:

¢ universal (industry-independent):
» knowledge of financial issues,
» knowledge of legal regulations,
» knowledge of marketing,
» knowledge of a foreign language/languages,
* industry-specific (specific to the metal and machinery industry):
» materials science,
» knowledge of metal processing technology processes,
» technical drawing.

In this way, a base of 30 competencies was established, which were then
operationalised - divided into indicators and five possible levels of mastery.

The FGI qualitative research conducted in the next step allowed for the selec-
tion of 8 competencies that, according to the respondents, are most crucial
for the position of a top-level manager of an SME in the metal and machinery
industry.

The competencies were divided into three groups: managerial, social, and
industry-specific. Managerial competencies include: entrepreneurship, the
ability to identify and seize opportunities, results orientation, and delegation
of tasks/authorities. Social competencies in this profile consist of: leadership,
motivating/influencing, and communication, while there is one industry-spe-
cific competency - professional knowledge. The last competency, belonging
to the industry-specific group, professional knowledge, was created with the
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help of the experts participating in the meeting. The experts unanimously
agreed that there should be one competency that includes the most important
aspects related to operating in the metal and machinery industry as indicators.
They defined the indicators that should be included in such a competency,
simplifying its name to "professional knowledge”.

Only based on the desired profile can the actual competency profile of an
individual in a given position be assessed. To determine such a profile, re-
spondents in the survey were asked which of the five behaviours for each
indicator characterises the actions they take most often. After summing up the
answers, it was possible to determine the average actual competency profile
of the surveyed top-level managers from the metal and machinery industry.

Chart 2 contains both the desired and the average actual competency profile.

CHART 2

The desired and the average actual competency profile of a top-level manager in an
SME from the metal and machinery industry

Entrepreneurship

Ability to identify 35
and seize
opportunites

3 Professional
knowledge

3,6

’

3,5
Communication
3,5  skills

4
Leadership

34

3,6
34

Motivating/
, oUvatmg Task delegation
influencing 3,2 3,4
35 34
Result orientation
= Desired profile = Avarage actual profile

Source: the author's own elaboration.
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Among the competencies included in the competency profile of a top-level
manager of an SME in the metal and machinery industry, a comparison of the
desired and the actual profiles reveals both deficiency gaps and surplus gaps.

A deficiency gap occurred in six out of the 8 competencies. The largest (a dif-
ference of -0.6 between the desired and the actual level of mastery) pertains
to the competencies of Leadership and Professional knowledge. A higher than
desired level of mastery was shown for the competencies of Communication
(difference of +0.2) and Delegation of tasks (difference of +0.4).

Table 4 contains detailed information on the structure of gaps among the man-
agers. Among the respondents, the highest level of deficiency gap occurred
for the "Leadership” competency, reaching a level of -2.4.

TABLE 4

The structure of competency gaps among top-level managers of SMEs in the metal and
machinery industry

Competency

Highest surplus gap
among respondents
Median of the gap
with a deficiency gap
with a surplus gap

% of respondents with
no competency gap

>
(@)
c
.0
@]
P
(]
©
4+
%)
()
i
ey
I

a2
o0

c g
(<o)
EC
o O
o
[§o]

oo &

% of respondents
% of respondents

Entrepreneurship -1.2 1.0 -0.1 50.0%  41.3% 8.7%

Ability to identify and

! 2 -1.6 0.8 -0.2 63.0% 23.9% 13.0%
seize opportunities

Leadership 2.4 0.8 -0.6 76.1% 8.7% 15.2%
Motivating/influencing -1.6 1.4 -0.5 71.7%  26.1% 2.2%
Results orientation -1/5 13 -0.1 50.0%  39.1% 10.9%
Delegation of tasks -1.2 1.8 03 26.1%  58.7% 15.2%
Communication -0.8 1.3 0.0 413%  47.8% 10.9%
Professional knowledge -2.2 0.8 -0.6 71.7%  23.9% 4.3%

Source: the author's own elaboration.
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A slightly smaller deficiency gap, at -2.2, was found for the "Professional know-
ledge” competency. The smallest deficiency gap among respondents was noted
for the "Communication” competency (-0.8).

The highest level of surplus gap in the mastery of individual competencies
recorded among the respondents was also examined. The largest positive
difference between the desired and actual level of mastery occurred for the
"Delegation of tasks” competency, reaching a level of +1.8. The lowest surplus
gap among respondents was noted for three competencies: “Ability to identify
and seize opportunities”, "Leadership,” and "Professional knowledge,” each
reaching the same level of +0.8.

For three of the eight competencies (“"Leadership”, "Motivating/influencing”,
and "Professional knowledge”), the percentage of respondents whose actual
level of competency mastery was lower than the desired level exceeded 70%.
The smallest percentage of respondents with a deficiency gap, one in four
surveyed, occurred for the "Delegation of tasks” competency. This was also
one of two competencies, alongside "Communication,” where the percentage
of respondents achieving a higher-than-expected level of competency was
greater than the percentage of respondents with a deficiency gap. "Commu-
nication” was the competency with the greatest variation among respondents,
as 41.3% of them had a lower-than-required level of mastery, while nearly 48%
had a higher-than-required level.

5. Conclusion

Top managers play a key role in the functioning of micro, small, and medi-
um-sized enterprises. Their decisions and behaviors determine the direc-
tion, manner, and speed of a company’s development. The decisions and
behaviors of managers are the result of their level of competence. Identifying
which competencies are key in the work of a top-level manager of an SME
in a specific industry can contribute to the faster improvement in the com-
petitiveness of companies by focusing on the development of these exact
competencies.
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The conducted secondary and primary research made it possible to achieve the
intended objective, namely to identify a set of key competencies for top-level
managers in the metal and machinery industry, as well as to indicate the com-
petency gap between the desired and the actual competency profile for this
position.

The proposed hypothesis can be verified to a large extent, since the shortage
gap among the surveyed managers occurred in six out of eight competencies,
rather than in all of them as assumed in the hypothesis.

The most crucial group of competencies for top-level managers in the metal
and machinery industry in the Podlaskie Voivodeship turned out to be manage-
rial competencies, since half of the competencies included in the competency
profile were assigned precisely to this category. Almost equally important
(three out of eight competencies) are social competencies, whereas indus-
try-specific competencies proved to be the least significant. This finding is
consistent with one of the most frequently cited classifications in the literature,
which assigns the importance of competencies depending on the management
level, indicating that at the lowest level of management technical competencies
are the most important, with their significance decreasing as the management
level rises.

Conversely, conceptual competencies (in this case, managerial) should pri-
marily characterise the highest level of management. Social competencies, on
the other hand, are largely required at every level, as management essentially
involves working with people.

The next step in the research on the competency profile of top-level managers
in SMEs in the metal and machinery industry should be to determine whether
the identified level of competencies has a real impact on the competitiveness
of enterprises, and which of these competencies correlate most strongly with
the level of company development.
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Annex

TABLE 5

Competency profile of a top-level manager of an SME from the metal and machinery
industry, including the proficiency level of individual indicators and the resulting

behaviours

i Indicator

Desired behaviour

I. Observing the environment
and identifying opportunities
for development

Able to identify opportunities for develop-
ment even in unfavourable conditions

Il. Improving work processes

Helps others implement actions aimed at
improving work efficiency

[Il. Positive attitude towards
work

Inspires others with their positive attitude
towards work

IV. Coping with challenges

Entrepreneurship

Generally achieves the set goal when faced
with new challenges

V. Propensity for risk-taking

Able to calculate risk and make decisions
involving a certain degree of risk

Proficiency level of the entire
competency

3.6
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1*

Indicator

Desired behaviour

Ability to identify and seize opportunities

I.Environmental analysis

Closely observes the environment, con-
sidering past trends, and thereby drawing
conclusions for the future

Il Willingness to take risks
when seizing opportunities

Able to calculate risk and make decisions
involving a certain degree of risk when at-
tempting to seize opportunities

lIl. Foresight and forecasting

Able to connect various variables so that
forecasts are correct in the vast majority
of cases

IV. Identifying market gaps

Able to observe a market gap as it occurs

V. Ability to leverage past ex-
perience

Knows very well how to translate their ex-
perience into seizing future opportunities

Proficiency level of the entire
competency

3.8

Leadership

I. Identifying employee poten-
tial and providing development
opportunities

Helps employees develop by assigning
them ambitious tasks and providing ap-
propriate support

Il Authority and credibility

All employees treat them as an authority;
is credible to business partners

lIIl. Building and implementing
inspiring concepts and goals

Possesses great charisma, which helps
them persuade employees to achieve even
difficult goals

IV.Combining individual em-
ployee skills and transforming
them into organisational po-
tential

Creates teams solely to achieve positive
synergy and transform their skills into or-
ganisational potential

V.Leading in crisis situations

Handles even sudden crises, does not suc-
cumb to emotions; can calm employees
down

Proficiency level of the entire
competency
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1* Indicator 2* Desired behaviour
I.Building engagement and Able to develop and maintain engagement
a positive attitude towards 4  and a positive attitude towards work even
work in difficult, stressful situations
TR When necessary, provides critical remarks
Il. Appreciating individual con- . X
e . : or appreciates the actions of others, always
tributions - using praise and 4 o ;
o noticing them, thereby making them feel
criticism . P
00 important to the organisation
(s
§ Ill. Ongoing assessment and Provides employees with ongoing feedback
= providing feedback on work 3 on their effectiveness; if necessary, uses
‘go effectiveness criticism, but in a constructive manner
[
§ . ' Able to transform the negative emotions
= IV.Dealing with employee . o )
S 4 . 4 of others into a positive attitude among
= doubts and resistance
colleagues and external partners
V. Persuading employees to Effectively persuades others to their point
adopt specific attitudes and 3 of view; handles the doubts and resistance
decisions of others well
Proficiency level of the entire 36
competency ;
Tracks employee performance and draws
I. Performance tracking 3 conclusions, taking corrective action in
a timely manner
When setting goals, tries to consider em-
Il Setting measurable, ambi- 4 ployee skills so that achieving them is
S tious goals a challenge; the goals are easily measur-
= able
i)
@
5 lll. Conducting ongoing 3 Conducts cost-benefit analysis on an on-
v cost-benefit analysis going basis, which is usually free of errors
o}
%]
() .
= |V Verifying goals and methods Cons_tantly obse.rves the environment,
. . . drawing conclusions as to whether the
of action depending on the sit- 4

uation

changing situation will adversely affect the
achievement of the goal

Proficiency level of the entire
competency

3.5
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1*

Indicator

Desired behaviour

Delegation of tasks/ authorities

I. Defining tasks for employees
to perform

Clearly defines the task's objective and the
expected results

Il. Selecting the right people for
specific tasks

Usually assigns tasks to employees with the
appropriate competencies

IIl. Providing adequate re-
sources

Conveys tasks along with all necessary in-
formation; ensures they are understood

IV. Transferring authorities

Transfers authorities to subordinates that
allow for task completion in line with their
current competency level

V. Support in the execution of
difficult tasks

When delegating difficult tasks, also pro-
vides adequate support

Proficiency level of the entire
competency

Communication

I.Method of conveying infor-
mation

Expresses themselves very clearly and pre-
cisely, even on difficult, complex, technical
issues

Il. Adapting the method and
means of communication to
the audience

Adapts the means and method of commu-
nication to the audience

Il. Verbal and non-verbal con-
sistency

What they say is consistent with their ges-
tures, tone of voice, and behaviour

IV. Giving/receiving feedback

Expects feedback from employees about
themselves; is also able to provide them
with constructive criticism

V. Active listening

Creates conditions for conversation, ex-
presses interest in the speaker and their
messages, asks questions, does not inter-
rupt

VI. Understanding others’
statements

Paraphrases the partner's statements,
thereby showing that they understand

Proficiency level of the entire
competency
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ik Indicator 2%

Desired behaviour

I.Knowledge of technological
processes in the company

Knows the latest technological processes
for the treatment and processing of metal
materials; can select the most efficient one

Knows the structure and properties of
most metal materials. Can conduct basic
material strength tests.

Develops their knowledge of new technol-
ogies towards high specialisation; knows
which technologies to invest in to improve
the company’s work processes

Can perfectly read and create even com-
plex technical drawings

ll. Materials science 3
(O]
oY)
o
@
£ lll. New technologies and 4
£ knowledge updating
o
C
RS
%)
R IV. Technical drawing 4
O
&
V. Proficiency in using CAD 3

software

Is proficient in basic graphic design soft-
ware; can independently analyse technical
drawings and create simple drawings on
their own

Proficiency level of the entire
competency

3.6

* 1. Competency; 2. Desired proficiency level.

Source: the author's own elaboration.
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