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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The “war for talent” is being elevated to unparalleled levels as organizations strive to
find talent who can lead and support them in their journey towards their vision. Hence,
hiring for that one “right” talent calls for greater emphasis to be placed on the design
and selection process. Using the management trainee (MT) as the epitome of young
talent, we reviewed selection practices, in particular competency frameworks and
assessment processes, across our client organizations in Southeast Asia. Relationship
building, capitalizing on change, and integrity are behavioral themes that most
organizations look for in MTs. A 3 step cyclical approach is then recommended to
develop, implement and refine a sound MT competency framework and requirements.
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INTRODUCTION
Embrace digitalization. Globalization. Knowledge Sharing. Change is the new “normal”.

You would have heard these terms making their rounds in thought leadership, or from
your superiors. Like what these buzzwords suggest, businesses have to evolve to stay
relevant in their respective industries. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, most
organizations (or are made to) venture out into unchartered territories of digitalization,
new ways of working, and business directions. In doing so, organizations need to be agile
and well-equipped in not just the physical (i.e. infrastructure), but also the “human”
assets. The latter would primarily refer to employees, where they will need to possess
the relevant skill sets to take the organization to greater heights . For instance,
management teams are looking to build their workforce towards being scalable,
innovative while having a strong business perspective    .
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To ensure “human” assets are ready for these changing
business demands, managing employees is key.
Employees have the potential to be talents within the
organization, and will always be one of the most valuable
resources. However, this starts by hiring the “right”
employees, the “right” talents, with the potential to be
groomed into future leaders. These talents will bring in
the right mindsets and skill sets to ensure that the talent
pipeline is strong enough to align with business
imperatives . New capabilities can be unlocked, new
markets can be tapped into, and business strategies can
be delivered   .

“Human capital needs to be aligned with
changing business imperatives.”

“However, what defines the “right” talent,
especially when talking about growing future

leaders who will lead organizations to greater
heights in this new “normal”?”
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Accelerated by the pandemic, these “human” assets are
increasingly encouraged to move from a “local” to “global”
mindset, where they need to work across teams globally
to realize business goals. For instance, an employee being
able to work virtually has enabled greater globalization of
work. Teams are geographically dispersed, which means
that leaders need to possess the relevant skill sets to
manage team members over a virtual environment and
still engage themselves and their teams . Leaders will also
need to engage in dynamic knowledge sharing and
communication across different levels, as organizations
shift from a traditional waterfall to an agile style of
working .
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This paper will focus on MTs, who are early talents identified by organizations to take on
future leadership roles within the organization.

Section 1:
Management Trainee (MT) Programs
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Talent acquisition and talent management serve different purposes within the
organization. Talent acquisition focuses more on the sourcing and recruitment of
suitable employee candidates outside of the organization. Time taken to source for
candidates as well as the suitability of candidates are usually indicators of recruitment
outcomes . On the other hand, talent management focuses more on the development
and upskilling of employees within the organization. This includes identifying internal
talents across the organization to designing initiatives to groom these talents  e.g.
succession planning and high potential programs.

These 2 functions serve the purpose of building and sustaining an effective talent
pipeline for the organization. However, with the goals of attracting and building talents,
these 2 functions wear multiple hats in common, such as employer branding, assessing
talents, working with the learning & development (L&D) team on skilling workforces, and
leveraging analytics to understand organizational and employee metrics. With talent
initiatives converging, an apt example is the Management Trainee (MT) program.
Sometimes also known as the graduate or management associate program, it is a
“hybrid” program that has been increasingly popular over the years, with organizations
investing heavily in terms of financial and learning resources. It is essentially a
structured training program for graduates, typically anywhere from 9-24 months, where
identified candidates are recruited and groomed into future talents     . MT programs are
usually designed by top companies to tap on the cream of the crop graduate students to
be the future leaders of the organization.
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The desired MT success profile is usually developed with the guide of a competency
framework or requirements. Talent acquisition departments will assess and shortlist
candidates who are fitting to the desired profile, putting candidates through a well
thought out assessment process, that includes using selection tools such as aptitude
tests, behavioral tests such as assessment centres and interviews. From a talent
management perspective, development and growth interventions derived from
competency gaps identified against the competency framework will be built into a MT’s
development plan.

Selection & Development Of MTs

It can refer to a curated set of values, behaviors, and skills required to not just perform
in the role, but also to potentially succeed in future roles, aligned to the aspirational and
long term imperatives of the organization.

So what exactly goes into the competency framework?

Diagram 1: The link connecting talent acquisition and talent management in MT
programs.
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Competency framework as a guide in the 
selection & development of MTs
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“Therefore, knowing the “what, how, and why”
on assessing the management trainee
candidate becomes paramount for a high-
investment program like this.”

We have seen a proliferation of MT programs in Southeast Asia (SEA), as multinational
companies (MNCs) and large organizations focus their efforts on expanding their
operations in this region. Given the popularity and high-investment nature of such
programs, however, there is still a dire lack of research and understanding of the impact
they bring in SEA.

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 08

However, being a “hybrid” program, a gap exists between talent acquisition and talent
management. For talent management programs like a high potential identification
exercise, existing employees are selected using performance indicators such as manager
ratings, together with psychometric tools for a more holistic assessment  . Organizations
would also know about the development gaps of the employees to administer
interventions. In the case of MT selection, there is a less holistic assessment of the
candidate as there are no prior performance indicators or work-related data to suggest,
much less predict, the suitability of the candidate.

14
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“How much do we know and believe in these
programs and the impact they can bring?”
Therefore, this paper seeks to understand and discuss the following questions:

What are the competencies and requirements used amongst organizations to identify
and develop MTs?
Are there any common themes in competencies and requirements across these
organizations?
How are organizations selecting for and assessing these competencies?
How should competency frameworks be developed and refined to ensure the best MT
selection?

To understand the requirements of a MT profile, competency frameworks or
requirements from the organizations were analyzed qualitatively. These are currently
used in the selection of MT candidates and upskilling for the development needs of
existing MTs.

In addition, inputs from the organizations’ stakeholders were used to further understand
and contextualize the competency framework requirements. These stakeholders
included MT program managers, talent acquisition and management departments,
business partners, and HR directors. Lastly, supplementary inputs included focus group
discussions with high-performing management MTs. These inputs were analyzed,
grouped, and categorized to identify common behavior themes, which are used as the
basis for the findings and discussion.

Data from 10 unique organizations between 2019-2021 were used in this review, across
industries such as FMCG, Banking, Healthcare, Education, and Commodities. They are
either multinational organizations with a SEA presence or large organizations
headquartered in SEA (employee size >5,000), each with a well-defined and dedicated
MT program.

Section 2: Methodology

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 09
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Section 3: Findings
Across the organizational competency frameworks analyzed, 3 key themes were
identified as imperative when selecting MTs.

Diagram 2: Top behavioral categories amongst competency frameworks used by
organizations to assess MTs (n=10).

Building relationships with others at the workplace is important as this enables and
prepares MTs to take on future leadership positions within the organization to lead and
guide others to achieve wider business goals. While having teamwork and supporting
team members on tasks are crucial for most employees, they can come across as one-
way or task-oriented in nature. However, what is emphasized in MTs is the ability to build
strong holistic relationships with others at work, that is mutually beneficial for
stakeholders involved.

Key Theme #1 
Building effective relationships towards mutual support and growth at work.

10© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved.
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With the uncertainties brought upon by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic adding onto
an already fast-changing open work economy, it calls for most employees to adapt and
manage changes in their work environment. In addition, from our review, it seemed that
the idea of being comfortable with change is an important factor for MTs as priorities
and circumstances change. This is also supplemented by another important factor, which
is leveraging uncertainty to enhance solutions in the face of change, compared to
reacting to a change. The ability to find opportunities in changing circumstances is key
to achieving greater work outcomes.

Key Theme #2 
Change is the new constant: Capitalizing on change for greater work outcomes.

As with most organizations, integrity at the workplace as well as being dependable and
taking ownership of one’s work are important to ensure work is delivered effectively and
efficiently. This is echoed from our review as well, as all organizations would expect their
MTs to exhibit these behaviors across different work contexts. Being in an open economy
where risks and opportunistic gains are rampant, it is even more crucial for these MTs to
balance and moderate between what’s right and wrong, what’s a short-term gain or long-
term goal, taking different perspectives. Being able to demonstrate integrity while taking
responsibility and ownership for their actions and work not only prepares them for a
future leadership position but also sets an example for others within the organization to
model as well.

Key Theme #3
“Boring and safe” but crucial: Work ethic and integrity are still highly valued.

For instance, proactive collaboration with other team members, where the MT plays an
active role together with others in co-creating the best work outcomes. This usually
comes with providing active feedback on “how to improve”, while still being sensitive to
the emotions and needs of others, creating “safe spaces” for mutual support and growth
for all team members involved. This constant “2-way dialog” leads to greater personal
and organizational growth.

11© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Section 4:
Process of Developing a MT
Competency Framework

Diagram 3: Developing competency framework for MTs.

From our review and analysis with client organizations, commonalities in behaviors
across competency frameworks were distilled and represented in Diagram 2. Diagram 4
expands on that to show a more comprehensive list of common behaviors or indicators
that a MT should possess, this time categorized into 4 different groups, based on
similarity in content and purpose.

"Where do I start? What should I look out for?”

Step 1: Design

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 12
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Diagram 4: Behaviors ranked by frequency across different organizations (n=10). 
Re-arranged and presented in a recommended framework.

Common behaviors across competency frameworks

DELIVER
Behaviors relating to performing on a job and task, where a MT needs to
plan for and deliver results that are effective and efficient consistently.

MASTER
Behaviors relating to self-awareness and personal growth, where a MT
focuses on self-mastery and improvement.

SUPPORT
Behaviors relating to building effective relationships at the workplace,
where the MT supports and collaborates with others.

NAVIGATE
Behaviors relating to the management of uncertainty and change within
the work circumstances, tasks, and stakeholders, where the MT needs to
address and find solutions to meet these changing demands.

The 4 groups are:

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 13
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While the above could be used as a guide and benchmark on what organizations are
looking for in their MTs, organizations should still research and further develop their MT
requirements to ensure relevance and contextualization. For instance, organizations
could engage in different stakeholder sessions with department heads or leaders to
understand the MT success profile. Additionally, job analysis or focus group discussions
could be arranged with existing high performing MTs to elicit feedback when building
your framework. This can be done by the organization or in partnership with a vendor.

Contextualize your organizational requirements.

Once the development of the competency framework is completed, the next step would
be to put the framework to the test. How do you assess the candidates on this
competency framework developed by your organization? Coupled with high MT
candidate volume at each intake, there are a couple of considerations when planning
and executing the assessment process.

“How can I assess my candidates?”

Step 2: Operationalize

Using psychometric assessments to measure competency fit.

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 14

Organizations leverage a range of psychometric assessments in their recruitment
processes  . Psychometric assessments have been mostly proven to predict job
performance and serve as a good proxy to measure competencies  .
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Diagram 5: Types of psychometric assessments used in MT selection (n=10 organizations).
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As shown above, all organizations use a variety of psychometric assessments across
different stages of the candidate selection process. The main reasons are effectiveness
and efficiency. Research has shown that combining different assessment types increases
the likelihood of selecting a good candidate  . For instance, assessing the competency
“integrity” behaviors using a personality test as well as role-play will elicit greater
accuracy of assessing the candidate, as it provides more avenues to assess the
candidate. Also, from an efficiency and cost perspective, most organizations would
adopt the volume-effort approach. 

What this means is during the initial stages of recruitment where applicant volume is
high, relatively quicker, virtual, and low “effort” assessments, such as cognitive ability
and personality tests are utilized to filter candidates. Once filtered, selected candidates
move on to the stages that are more “high” effort and labor intensive assessments such
as assessment centers and panel interviews are done.
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As we collect candidate data to inform us of suitability, a major component of ensuring
this assessment process runs smoothly actually lies with different stakeholders within
the organization. Just as with any new initiative introduced to any organization
(regardless of “good or bad”), it starts off as a disruptor. Therefore, we might have a plan
to incorporate a competency framework into selecting better MT candidates, but without
proper change management, stakeholder engagement and communication, it might be
challenging to see this go to fruition.

For instance, common questions include “Can my assessment vendor’s system be synced
with my applicant tracking system?”, “Have all my recruiters been made aware of this
new assessment procedure? Should I, as their manager, factor in more user training?”,
“Do my leaders and hiring managers even believe in this competency framework?”, “How
do I ensure that this process is equally or more efficient than my previous process?”.

Mind your internal stakeholders.

Don’t forget your external audience too – your MT candidates.

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 16

With candidate experience being a buzzword for some time, it is important to also
consider how your MT candidates are feeling as they go through the assessment process.
With MT programs being highly popular amongst highly eligible graduates, a positive
candidate experience can be a good employer branding. A high fit candidate might be
more likely to accept the job offer, as well as share his/her experience with friends who
may also apply for that particular MT program     . There are some ways that
organizations employ to create a positive candidate experience, and that ranges from
ensuring a seamless and easy to navigate application process, employing interesting
ways of assessing candidates such as gamified assessments or hackathons, to providing
candidate feedback reports.

14,15

Beyond psychometric assessments, also consider what can be gleaned from other
candidate information such as resumes and written responses submitted. With the
competency framework providing a guide to assess the MT candidate’s fit, information
such as co-curricular activities, volunteering experience, and functional skills can help
paint a more holistic picture of the candidate, and potentially corroborate assessment
scores as well.

Combine with other sources of candidate data.
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Analyze & ground your competency framework with data.

Lastly, an MT competency framework should be refreshed and reviewed regularly to
ensure that it stays relevant to your organizational needs. Do some competencies need
to be redefined or measured differently? How has this new normal affected the skill sets
and competencies required for a young talent to succeed at work, while meeting
changing business imperatives? It is a cycle and only by iterating this cycle can we
develop a relevant and dynamic competency framework that guides your MT selection.

Revisiting the design board makes your competency framework relevant.

“How do I know if the framework works? What if it doesn’t?”

Step 3: Validate & Refine

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 17

Once the recruitment cycle for MTs has ended, the best practice is to analyze how newly
hired MTs have scored on your competency framework during the recruitment process
with at least 1 outcome metric, such as performance ratings, probation period and 360-
degree feedback scores. By running this analysis, your competency framework can then
be grounded for your organization  .

For instance, a competency within your framework could be highly related to the job
performance of newly hired MTs. Therefore, a greater emphasis can be placed on this
competency for the next recruitment cycle. This can be further refined with new data
coming in from multiple intakes of MTs. Only through this analysis process, or what we
call validation, can a more effective, efficient, and contextualized competency framework
be materialized  .

16
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With a greater need to hire talent in this volatile “new” normal, organizations need to
constantly update their recruitment processes to ensure that the most suitable talent
are hired. Using the MT as an epitome of a young talent, we reviewed and analyzed
competency frameworks and stakeholder requirements used to assess MT candidates, to
provide insight on what large scale and multinational organizations are looking for when
hiring MTs, as well as how they assess MT candidates.

“While it serves as a guide, competency
frameworks should not be an end product, but a

continuous process supported by different
candidate information - that is when the magic

happens.”

CONCLUSION

The 3 step cyclical process we proposed, with recommendations, helps to build a good
selection experience for the MT candidate and the recruiter. Only then can we create
truly contextualized impact for the MTs and the organization.

© 2021 Pulsifi Pte Ltd. All rights reserved. 18
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