
The age-old problem around job descriptions is 

that they age quickly, are time-consuming to draft 

and produce, and difficult to keep up-to-date. At a 

time when we’re facing unprecedented change, if 

you’re looking for structure and efficiencies across 

different HR processes, a new approach is needed.

Why do job descriptions 

have a bad reputation?

Think back to the last time you read 

your job description. Do you remember 

what it says? Most people don’t, 

probably because the last time they 

read it was when they were interviewed 

for the job. And if some time has 

elapsed, you’d probably realize it needs 

updating. Herein lies the problem. Job 

descriptions tend to be static and age 

quickly – not surprisingly, given that the 

average organization has undergone 

five enterprise changes in the last 

three years with 73% of organizations 

expecting further change.  

Job descriptions are also often written 

with a specific task in mind, without 

necessarily thinking about the broader 

and longer-term use cases. A job 

description written for an external hiring 

project often includes education and 

experience; however, if you’re using the 

same job description for a discussion 

with a current job holder around KPIs, 

those two factors become irrelevant.  

This makes it particularly difficult to 

repurpose job descriptions and adds 

to the feeling of redundancy. As a 

result, we often see them used as 

stand-alone tools, disconnected from 

other HR processes and frameworks.  

For example, job descriptions are 

often used in the candidate selection 

process, but we generally see 

competency frameworks being used 

to develop and manage the same 

person later in the employee lifecycle.

Our own Korn Ferry research tells 

us that HR managers aren’t a fan 

of job descriptions either – with 

69% believing that they’ve wasted 

valuable time within the recruitment 

process with irrelevant candidates 

because of wrong job descriptions. 

So, are job descriptions 

still needed?

One of the reasons job descriptions 

don’t get the attention they deserve 

is that people have lost sight of their 

number one purpose – to communicate 

what companies expect of their 

people in their jobs. This is still really 

important; from our research, we 

know that people who are intending to 

stay with their organization for more 

than five years are 42% more likely to 

have role clarity than those who are 

planning to leave within one year. 

From a broader perspective, job 

descriptions also have an important 
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role to play in providing organizations 

with a consistent framework to be 

more flexible when planning their 

workforce and making strategic people 

choices. For example, it becomes much 

easier to discuss career progression 

or see how many people may be 

needed for roles in the future.

However, while job descriptions were 

once the most useful way to describe 

the responsibilities of a role, the 

changing nature of works calls for 

something new. That’s where Korn 

Ferry Success Profiles come in.



There are 

over 4,000 

Success Profiles, 

accessible via 

our Korn Ferry 

Talent Hub.

Available through our Korn Ferry Talent 

Hub, the Success Profiles provide 

you with a system of record for job 

documentation that also includes 

the competencies, traits and drivers 

needed to be successful in the role. 

Combined as a set, they effectively 

provide you with an off-the-shelf 

job catalog, based on a structured 

library which also enables you to 

How do Success Profiles 

work in practice?

eliminate multiple job descriptions 

or job titles for the same role.

From each Success Profile you can 

quickly extract a job description 

template – already graded and 

underpinned with job evaluation 

data – effectively, an about-turn 

on the traditional process of using 

job descriptions as a start point for 

HR activities and then moving to 

refine these and build out further 

detail for different applications.  

It’s also straightforward to download 

an interview guide based on the 

competencies featured in the 

Success Profile or job description, 

to provide line managers with 

a specifically targeted set of 

questions based on key success 

criteria for hiring or promotions.

At Korn Ferry we take a wide view of 

the recipe for success in a role. This 

approach defines “what good looks 

like” in terms of three core elements.  

Firstly, the accountabilities of a role – 

what’s expected of the role; secondly, 

the associated capabilities – the hard 

and soft skills, and experiences, that are 

needed to perform these responsibilities; 

and thirdly the identity, or traits and 

drivers, that are characteristic of a 

person who will thrive in the role. 

We have pulled together these three 

elements into a series of over 4,000 

Korn Ferry Success Profiles. These 

are based on our combined empirical 

research, science, subject matter 

expertise, as well as data from our 

extensive work with clients.  

In summary, it is a data-driven approach 

that combines everything we know 

about work, roles, people, behavior, 

performance and reward. It brings 

together both the role requirements 

and the details of the person who would 

be successful in that role, to create a 

single consistent research-based view 

that can be used across the employee 

lifecycle. Having this one consistent 

view also helps to eliminate some of the 

duplicated work that we see happening 

across different HR functions.

What is a Korn Ferry 

Success Profile?

Each Success 

Profile comes 

with a job 

description 

template and an 

interview guide.

We are continually evolving the  

Success Profiles portfolio as businesses, 

technologies and the wider competitive 

environment evolves. Our ongoing 

Korn Ferry Institute research into 

challenges – such as becoming more 

digital and working in environments of 

What about the issue of 

obsolescence – how current 

are Success Profiles?

high uncertainty and change – allows 

us to constantly update and refresh 

our library of current profiles. We also 

know that new roles are appearing at a 

rapid rate, and we are correspondingly 

continually updating and adding new 

profiles, so you get to leverage the 

latest thinking on new and emerging 

roles. This makes our Success Profiles 

a current and “living” framework 

without the need for you to constantly 

manage, refresh and maintain 

job descriptions and associated 

content – we do that work for you.



Because the Success Profile architecture 

is a structured database, it is incredibly 

powerful. It uses the same library of 

responsibilities and competencies 

every time, which means that it enables 

linkages between jobs that share a 

common set of responsibilities or 

competencies. These linkages aren’t 

automatically obvious. For example, you 

might want to identify jobs internally 

within the organization that might 

provide good candidates for another 

role (because they need similar skills); 

or you may have assessed an individual 

and found that they weren’t a good fit 

for one job, but want to see other roles 

that might be a closer match. You can 

also use them for development; for 

example, an individual may want to look 

for other roles within the organization 

that require similar skills but at a 

slightly higher level (and also want to 

know what they need to do to develop 

their skills to get them to that level).

What’s the broader impact 

of using Success Profiles?

How do Success Profiles 

link different HR functions 

and processes?

As talent management becomes more 

sophisticated, we also see different HR 

functions and processes needing to work 

in a more interlinked way to solve more 

complex talent challenges. Even within 

the HR function, the different teams 

(Compensation and Benefits, Talent 

Acquisition, Learning and Development 

etc) often view a role through different 

lenses. In Compensation and Benefits, 

for example, we often look at the job 

and not the person in the job. We assess 

the responsibilities and scope in order 

We find this particularly exciting as 

it enables HR professionals to join 

forces to find answers to difficult talent 

challenges.  Let’s look at an example 

which connects Pay Benchmarking 

with Assessment for Recruitment. 

When hiring a candidate, you need 

to decide where in a pay range you 

will pay an individual.  The Success 

Profile for the role you are recruiting 

for will have both an associated pay 

range and competency profile. You 

to appropriately place a job within a 

structured framework and to compare 

the role to the market accordingly. For 

those involved in hiring and developing 

talent, we see a much stronger focus on 

the person – who would be successful 

in a role, based on their competencies 

and experiences, cultural fit and other 

factors. Because Success Profiles 

combine all of these elements, they act 

as a bridge to enable you to connect 

all of the different HR processes that 

feature in the diagram below.

can assess the individual against that 

competency profile to see how well 

they stack up, and the findings will 

enable you to have a really sharp, 

data-driven discussion about where 

in that salary range you may wish to 

pay a particular individual. At a time 

when salary budgets are flat, there 

is little point in paying upper quartile 

salaries if the individual is unlikely to be 

delivering upper quartile performance.

Sources: Gartner (2017) Making Change Management Work, Korn Ferry (2015) Making Order out 
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Find out more about the Korn Ferry Talent 

Hub and the impact of Success Profiles. 
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