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Preface 

In recent decades, the term competence has become a keyword in the interna-
tional discussion about education. This international discussion was accom-
panied by several national discussions, which mostly had a different empha-
sis compared to the international context. Especially in the European Union, 
competences became the central term in discussions about learning outcomes. 
Here, competences emerged as a counter-concept to the idea of qualifications 
– which are strictly bound to (national) educational systems. As the European 
Union, in the Maastricht Treaty, has agreed not to harmonise the educational 
systems of its member states, national differences tend to become more pro-
nounced; thus qualifications cannot bring transparency and comparability to 
European education. Competence, in contrast, is a concept that can be used to 
compare people’s knowledge and skills across national education and train-
ing systems.  
To look at competences rather than qualifications means to shift the fo-

cus from educational input (length of a learning experience, type of institu-
tion, etc.) to the outcomes of learning processes. Competences as learning 
outcomes have nowadays been defined in almost all educational programmes. 
Furthermore, referring to competences highlights the fact that they can also 
be developed outside of educational programmes. Therefore, a variety of con-
texts became relevant that enable or constrain competence development. 
These contexts include the workplace, social class, family, and friends, for 
example. As a consequence, the validation – that is, the evaluation, recogni-
tion, and certification – of competences acquired outside of educational sys-
tems became relevant. To address this issue, a variety of methods and instru-
ments were developed throughout Europe. On this basis, competences can 
support transparency and comparability in education and lifelong learning in 
Europe. 
What is more, the term competence also serves to introduce a new didac-

tic approach to adult education. The competence discussion helps strengthen 
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individuals’ self-responsibility and self-efficacy as they engage in their learn-
ing processes. In other words, it is up to the learners to decide whether, 
where, when, and how they learn or not. Adult education programmes can 
merely provide contexts to facilitate learning processes and stimulate motiva-
tion. This is especially relevant in the education of adults, since adults are 
much more independent than children in their decisions about what and when 
to learn. 
In this study guide, Valérie Cohen-Scali, Alain Kokosowski, Thierry 

Piot, and Richard Wittorski introduce the topic of competence development 
with a special focus on the working context. They give an insight into the 
Western backgrounds of the competence discussion and show the conse-
quences of this discussion with respect to professionalisation and competence 
development in adult education. Furthermore, they present a variety of in-
struments for validating and evaluating competences. Finally, they raise the 
issue of competence management in adult education and highlight some of 
the changes in vocational education and training brought on by the compe-
tence discussion.  
All of the authors are French researchers with special expertise in the 

area of competences. The study guide, therefore, gives an insight both into 
the European discussion and into the French discussion about competences. 
Valérie Cohen-Scali developed this study guide during her guest professor-
ship at the University of Duisburg-Essen. By bringing on board her French 
colleagues, she created an interdisciplinary team of experts from psychology, 
human resource management, and education. As a result, the study guide 
provides an interdisciplinary perspective on the topic. Thanks go to Valérie 
Cohen-Scali for coordinating this study guide and to all the authors for their 
contributions to this volume. 

 
Regina Egetenmeyer 



1. Introduction 

Valérie Cohen-Scali 

Since the 1980s, questions around people in the workplace have been ad-
dressed more from the point of view of competences than the time match be-
tween an individual and a particular role. Approaching work through compe-
tences appears to be at odds with a tradition which conceives of work as the 
association between an individual and a task. This traditional conception of 
people at work emerged with the development of industrialisation in Europe 
and the United States in the nineteenth century. It was profoundly influenced 
by the principles of Scientific Management developed by Frederick Taylor, 
an engineer, who was invited into factories in the United States in order to 
help them introduce a more rational way of organising their work. Taylor’s 
primary preoccupation was with the best way of doing a particular job, what 
an appropriate workload would be, and what fair payment was, with the aim 
of increasing workers’ efficiency and performance. He carried out numerous 
studies (Kanigel, 1997) of the work stations of manual workers and made 
recommendations in order to provide workers with the most appropriate tools 
for the way they worked.  
This conception of work as an activity was strengthened in the twentieth 

century with the advent of the Second World War, which prompted an acce-
leration in the development of occupational psychology. Military activities 
led, on the one hand, to the development of psychological evaluation tools to 
be used on soldiers, and on the other, to the creation of military equipment 
which was easier to handle and better suited to the morphology and cognitive 
abilities of its users. Later, social conditions at work came under intense scru-
tiny, addressing questions such as motivation, job satisfaction and supervi-
sion. Nonetheless, work as an activity continued to be perceived in terms of 
the relationship between the individual and the task.  
This may have seemed relatively well suited to a context of stable indus-

trial production, a booming socio-economic environment, and homogeneous 
demand. The 1970s are associated with the first world economic crisis linked 
to an increase in the price of fossil fuels. This was accompanied by a har-
shening of the socio-economic environment and an increase in unemploy-
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ment in Western societies. Businesses needed to be more vigilant about the 
changes occurring in a more uncertain and complex environment. They also 
needed to prove that they could be more responsive and more flexible. Many 
national governments focused on vocational training to tackle the changes 
taking place. This meant training employees with inadequate skills and quali-
fications to carry out increasingly varied and changing activities, which often 
required a more extensive range of cognitive abilities.  
From this point onwards, the traditional conception of work as a relation-

ship between an individual and a relatively simple task no longer seemed ap-
propriate. Researchers in sociology, psychology, and training reflected on 
other paradigms which might be better suited to defining the new reality. The 
term competences gradually came into common use. It was initially used by 
Chomsky in 1960 in relation to linguistics, as a document published by the 
European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) ex-
plains:  

The use of the term ‘competence’ goes back to Noam Chomsky and was related to his crea-
tion of the theory of generative grammar as well as being part of his contributions to lin-
guistics and cognitive psychology ... Chomsky distinguishes between linguistic compe-
tence as the speaker/hearer’s knowledge of his language on the one hand and linguistic per-
formance as ‘the actual use of language in concrete situations’ on the other hand. (Cedefop, 
2009b, p. 108) 

The term competences is used to describe the actual use of a particular apti-
tude in a given context. In the working environment, the term competences 
emphasises on the one hand, the role of the specific context of a particular ac-
tivity as a determinant of the way a worker will approach a given task, and on 
the other, highlights the fact that work is essentially an individual and/or col-
lective process of problem solving. According to Weinert, implementing 
competences in the workplace relies on the use of several processes: ‘ability, 
knowledge, understanding, skill, action, experience, motivation’ (Winterton, 
Delamare-Le Deist, & Stringfellow, 2006, p. 34). 
Two terms are now commonly used in adult education: competence and 

competency. According to Eraut, there is a subtle difference between the two:  

There is a distinction mostly in the American literature between the term ‘competence’ 
which is given a generic or holistic meaning and refers to a person’s overall capacity, and 
the term ‘competency’, which refers to specific capabilities. However even the word com-
petency can be used either in a direct performance-related sense: a competency is an ele-
ment of vocational competence, a performance capability needed by workers in a specified 
occupational area or simply to describe any piece of knowledge or skill that might be con-
strued as relevant. (Eraut, 1996, p. 179) 
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Other, more specific shades of meaning are also found in the literature. For 
example, instead of generic competences, there are references to key compe-
tences: 

Key competences are context-independent, applicable and effective across different institu-
tional settings, occupations and tasks. These typically include basal competences, such as 
literacy, numeracy, general education; methodological competences, like problem solving, 
IT skills, communication skills, including writing and presentation skills; and judgement 
competences, such as critical thinking. (Winterton, Delamare-Le Deist, Stringfellow, 2006, 
p. 33)  

A series of other terms used in the literature on competences are defined in 
the box below. 

 

Keywords: Knowledge, understanding, and capacities 
 
Wittorski (see Chapter 3) defines a number of concepts similar to com-
petences: knowledge (theoretical, action, and professional), under-
standing, and capacities. 
A piece of knowledge can be defined as a socially validated and com-
municable statement. It is therefore a descriptive or explanatory state-
ment about a given reality. Knowledge can be differentiated in a num-
ber of ways: 

   Knowledge is described as theoretical when it is established and 
recognised by a given academic and cultural community at a given 
time (certain laws of fundamental physics, for example) as a domi-
nant phenomenon, based on a truth criterion. Knowledge of this 
kind is disseminated through encyclopedias, textbooks, and special-
ist publications in the place and at the time concerned (in the form 
of slate tablets, papyrus or parchment rolls, papers or books, or 
files). 

   Knowledge can be described as ‘action’ knowledge when a social 
community (made up of people who engage in the same activity) 
decide to validate a statement describing a sequence of actions 
judged, as a dominant phenomenon, to be ‘effective’ (the criterion 
here is its effectiveness for action, whilst the challenge is to orga-
nise effective local practices and produce a social identity). 

   Knowledge can be described as ‘professional’ when an actual or 
prospective professional community decides to validate a state-
ment describing a sequence of actions judged, as a dominant phe-
nomenon, to be ‘distinctive and legitimate’ in order to have it ac-
knowledged and recognised in the social arena (the criterion here 
is that of legitimacy and better recognition in the selected arena, 
whilst the challenge lies in social intelligibility and the production 
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of a professional identity). Knowledge therefore has a very strong 
social dimension, combined with an identified or codified process 
of formalisation. 

The judgement or validation criteria mentioned here are not exclusive, 
but are dominant criteria for each type of knowledge (some theoreti-
cal knowledge, for example, may also be validated according to an ef-
fectiveness criterion). 
Understanding, however, is a social construct which refers both to the 
process of internalisation and assimilation (transformation) by the indi-
vidual of the knowledge and/or information passed on to them or 
which they contribute to producing, and the result of this process. 
From this point of view, understanding is on the one hand, the process 
(and the product) of comprehension and memory (i.e. what the indi-
vidual retains in qualitative and quantitative terms of the knowledge 
passed on to them), and on the other, the process (and the product) of 
drawing conclusions from their actions by the individual, which consti-
tute the value they derive from their experience. In this last case, ex-
perience, in the sense of ‘known’ experience, lies more in the subject 
identifying their modalities of action and the results they produce. Ex-
perience is therefore constructed primarily by a process which consists 
of deriving understanding from one’s actions. Understanding therefore 
has a much stronger subjective dimension. 
In the same way that there is a close link between competence and 
identity, there is a close relationship between understanding, knowl-
edge, and identity. Effectively, knowledge and understanding consti-
tute a communicative situation about or for actions and people, and 
act to some degree as ‘markers’ and ‘foils’ for identity. 
 
Capacities are social constructs which describe a relatively transversal 
ability to take action. Capacities represent an acquired potential to 
take action: they are not in use at the point at which they are de-
scribed but are nonetheless available to be brought into play when 
needed.  

 
Whilst the notion of competence and research into competences is now wide-
spread, particularly in the context of studies carried out by the European Un-
ion (published by Cedefop) in the area of Vocational Education and Training 
(VET), it must be said that guides to this area aimed particularly at students 
are rare. The aim of this study guide is to provide European students with an 
overview of competences and their development, as far as possible from a 
European perspective. Its objective is therefore both to describe the main 
theoretical developments in relation to the concept of competences, and to 
underline the way in which the European Union deals with the question of 
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competences at both a reflective and practical level in order to support the 
development of qualifications. The guide has been written by a number of 
French authors specialised in adult education and training, and tackles the 
question of competences from a number of different and complementary 
points of view, with an emphasis on VET professionals and activities.  
Chapter 2 describes recent changes in the working environment that ex-

plain why competence-based approaches now appear to be particularly rele-
vant in adult education. 
Chapter 3 addresses competences from a theoretical perspective, given 

the imperatives of professionalisation for individuals and the continuous 
emergence of new activities. 
Chapter 4 addresses the question of the transmission of competences and 

learning in the workplace, with a presentation of professional didactics. 
Chapter 5 discusses options for evaluating and validating competences, 

identifying the evaluation methodologies and validation practices currently in 
use in various European countries. 
Chapter 6 outlines the main features of management practices in relation 

to competences, which are currently emerging as a recent but major concern 
in major European businesses. 
Chapter 7 focuses on changes in employment in adult education and 

training and the consequences of these changes on the competences of pro-
fessionals. 
The guide is designed to enable students to work independently or as a 

group, both inside or outside the classroom, by referring to the suggested ex-
ercises and tasks at the end of each chapter. The bibliography lists a large 
number of English publications and documents to help students gain a more 
detailed understanding of the theoretical aspects or explore practical illustra-
tions and examples implemented in a number of European countries. 

  
 
 
 



2.   Changes in Work and Competences 

Alain Kokosowski 

This introductory chapter is in three sections, and will discuss the main 
changes that have affected the world of work over the past 50 years, and their 
consequences on organisations, activities, and the competences of employees. 

2.1  Main changes in the workplace 

In less than 40 years, the world of work has undergone a profound upheaval, 
which has had significant consequences on the work of individuals on a day-
to-day basis. 

2.1.1  The end of a model 

The first oil crisis in 1974 sparked a fundamental change in the whole of the 
Western world about the nature of crises, resulting in a radical and long-
lasting transformation of the world of work and employment. Prior to this 
point, work had been characterised by  

•  protected  employment  
•  organisation centred on production constraints 
•  segmented and sequential organisation. 

The first oil crisis threw this balance into doubt, with the new order heralding 
a greater focus on customers and shareholders. This was a fundamental shift 
away from the traditional relationship between a firm and its employees, par-
ticularly its executives. Five major consequences emerged:  

•  Work needed to be done more quickly and in a more extensive way. 
•  More work was done by people working together, which involved de-
pendency and confrontation. 

•  Performance reviews became more common and pay was individualised. 
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•  Relocation  became  more  widespread.  
•  Organisations, groups, and individuals in the workplace became more 
vulnerable. 

What were the consequences of this situation on day-to-day work? 

2.1.2  Fundamental changes in the relationship between people and 
their work 

Over the last 20 years, institutions and organisations have become less impor-
tant in favour of collective forms of working and networks of varying degrees 
of density, based on people working together for different periods of time. 
Organisations today increasingly operate as networks, that is, as groups of 
businesses of various sizes linked by a particular relationship. Networks of 
this kind throw up new problems by driving the emergence of new values and 
social and psychological tensions. In this type of situation, managers of each 
unit have an interest in maintaining a degree of autonomy and a certain lack 
of transparency about what they do. This can then result in there being less 
effective synergies, and a decline in innovation. Individuals are forced to re-
spond continuously to numerous calls on their attention, which necessarily 
leads to the development of procedures and standards to facilitate interac-
tions.  
In addition, work has become increasingly intellectualised, and it has dis-

tanced itself significantly from industrial or agricultural-type production. We 
are witnessing the growth of the written word and more generally, a formali-
sation of work through rules and procedures. Work consists less of physical 
objects and stable, repetitive processes and more of human relationships and 
managing information. It is carried out using processes that involve groups 
and cutting-edge techniques. These changes have been supported by new in-
formation and communications technologies, which often serve to strengthen 
controls and translate activity into measurable indicators. Increasingly, em-
ployees rarely have a direct relationship with all the activities of the business, 
as the majority of their work consists of using screens and representational 
tools which tend to distance them from reality. 
In addition, more and more activities, including individual ones, now in-

corporate a ‘service’ dimension, which creates increasingly dense relation-
ships with other productive organisations, as well as with customers. The di-
rect consequence is the creation of small units, which are close to their mar-
kets, and which sooner or later question the continued coherence of the sys-
tem or network. Another consequence is the development of non-standard 
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employment patterns (particularly amongst young people): 10 per cent of 
employees work at night, 50 per cent work on Saturdays, and 30 per cent 
work on Sundays. 
It is interesting to note, in general terms, the contradiction between in-

creasingly formalised work on the one hand, increasingly complex work re-
quiring higher levels of expertise on the other, and finally, the significant im-
poverishment of work in certain sectors, for example in telephony services. 
Similarly, it is interesting to note that managers are increasingly being told to 
review their employees’ performance but that at the same time, they have 
fewer and fewer tangible evaluation criteria for the work actually done avail-
able to them. As De Gaulejac (2011, p.191) notes: ‘The benchmark then be-
comes what is prescribed rather than the reality. The ideal becomes the stan-
dard by which everyone’s results are measured.’  

2.1.3  The consequences on individuals 

These changes have transformed managerial practices. It seems that we have 
entered into an era of ‘management by chaos’, by continual action, and with-
out respite, as underlined by De Gaulejac (2011). Organisations are characte-
rised by permanent instability, disorder, tension, and a lack of meaning, and 
they give rise to a ‘paradoxical situation in which the individual’s attempts to 
combat incoherence, “resolve” contradictions, re-imbue situations with 
meaning, and rationalise behaviour, in fact result in increasing complexity, in 
which antagonistic and contradictory “approaches” win out over complemen-
tarity and synergies’ (p. 235). The author identifies seven paradoxes with 
which individuals are confronted at work:  

1.  The paradox of urgency: the more time one saves, the less one has, and 
urgency becomes the norm. 

2.  The paradox of long-term excellence: always excelling and pushing every-
one to be exceptional results in the disappearance of those things which 
are common to everyone, and which link individuals to each other. 

3.  The paradox of controlled autonomy: people at work today have to prove 
that they can be responsive, adaptable and creative whilst at the same 
time obeying the instructions and rules imposed by the organisation. 

4.  The paradox of willing compliance: the business expects every employee 
to comply spontaneously with its values, principles, and beliefs but also 
expects everyone to make their choices willingly. 

5.  The paradox of impediments to work: employees are expected to prove 
their commitment but there is no or little recognition or consideration. 
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Management fails to play its role as a facilitator to groups of employees, 
despite the importance of this in addressing problems and emergency situa-
tions on the one hand, and driving innovation on the other. Employees do 
everything they can to ensure their activities are successful, in spite of a 
lack of organisation, contradictory instructions, and inappropriate stan-
dards. 

6.  The paradox of implied desubjectivation: the development of artificial in-
telligence and information and communications technologies demand in-
tense mental and cognitive effort whilst at the same time requiring the 
implementation of rigid, standardised procedures.  

7.  The paradox of cooperation: the organisation is a cooperative system 
which prevents people from working together. Numerous organisational 
systems prevent cooperation, because they are based on individual per-
formance, continuous reorganisations of work, and internal competition. 

The work situations individuals are currently encountering make significant 
demands on them at both a cognitive and emotional level. These trends tend 
to run through all organisations to varying degrees.  
These underlying tendencies, however, should not mask the diversity of 

organisational structures and working conditions. 

2.2  Continued existence of a wide variety of work situations 

The major transformations of recent years have contributed to accentuating 
the diversity of systems of work. A European survey (Lorenz & Valeyre, 
2005) on working conditions draws a number of conclusions. On the one 
hand, the way work is organised varies significantly from one business sector 
to another. On the other hand, different ways of organising work co-exist in 
Europe. Finally, the ways work is organised are associated with different 
types of human resources management. In this survey, 15 variables are used 
to describe the organisation of work in Europe: 

•  a  team-working  variable 
•  a task rotation variable 
•  two variables relating to autonomous working: autonomy in working me-
thods and autonomy in the pace or speed of work 

•  two variables characterising quality management methods: compliance 
with specific quality standards and self-assessment of the quality of work 
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•  three variables linked to the cognitive content of the work: solutions for 
addressing unforeseen problems, learning new things as part of the job, 
and the complexity of tasks 

•  a task monotony variable 
•  four variables associated with constraints linked to the pace of work: ‘auto-
matic’ constraints associated with the automatic speed of a machine or 
movement of a product; constraints linked to quantitative production 
standards; ‘hierarchical’ constraints linked to direct management control 
and ‘horizontal’ constraints linked to dependency on the work done by 
colleagues 

•  a task repetitiveness variable. (Lorenz & Valejre, 2005) 

A statistical analysis of the survey results highlights the fact that the variables 
may be divided along two axes. 
 
The first axis shows opposition between:   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The second axis shows opposition between: 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The following graph shows the position of various European countries in re-
lation to these two axes: 
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Figure 1: Types of organisations in European countries 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Lorenz & Valejre, 2005, p. 99 

 
Four types of organisation can be identified based on these initial analyses. 

1. Learning organisations (39% of employees in Europe). Employees in 
these organisations carry out complex, relatively non-repetitive tasks. 
They are autonomous, monitor the quality of their work themselves, and 
are able to resolve any unforeseen problems they encounter. This way of 
working can be seen in sectors as varied as banking, insurance and busi-
ness services, generally amongst executives and intermediate occupa-
tions. 

2. Lean production organisations (28%). This type of organisation is in-
fluenced by the Japanese model and focuses on team working, task rota-
tion, adherence to quality standards, and quality control. The level of auton-
omy is lower than in the previous example, whilst constraints around the 
pace of work and fulfilment of quantitative targets are higher. This way 
of working essentially involves industrial workers in transport equipment 
manufacturing, electrical and electronics manufacturing, etc. 
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3. Taylorian organisations (14%) continue to combine work with low 
cognitive content, repetitive tasks, and constraints on the pace of work. 
This traditional form of organisation is still found in the food processing 
and textile industries, and in call centres. 

4. Simple organisations (19%). These share a number of common features: 
limited employee autonomy, few concerns over quality, the low cogni-
tive content of the work, limited formalisation of procedures, control 
through direct supervision, etc. The main employees concerned are shop 
assistants and unskilled workers (particularly in the transport sector, and 
in personal services).  

The proportion of these forms of organisation varies by country. Northern 
European countries (Denmark, Sweden, and the Netherlands) have more 
learning organisations, whilst Greece, Portugal, and Italy have the most Tay-
lorian organisations. Elsewhere, in France and the United Kingdom, for ex-
ample, the breakdown is slightly more even, but with a preference for lean 
production. 
The main differences between these forms of organisation are summa-

rised in the table below. 
 
Table 1:   Main differences between types of organisations regarding ways of 

working 

Type of organisation of 
work 

Learning (%)
 

Lean produc-
tion (%) 

Taylorian (%)
 

Simple (%)
 

Overall (%) 
 

Autonomy in working 
methods  

89.1  51.8  17.3  46.5  61.7  

Learning  new  things  93.9  81.7  42.0  29.7  71.4  

Complexity  of  tasks  79.8  64.7  23.8  19.2  56.7  

Team  working   64.3  84.2  70.1  33.4  64.2  

Task rotation 44.0  70.5  53.2  27.5  48.9 

Monotony of tasks  19.5  65.8  65.6  43.9  42.4 

Hierarchical constraints 
on pace of work 

19.6  64.4  66.5  26.7  38.9  

Quantitative production 
standards constraints 
on pace of work 

21.2  75.5  56.3  14.7  38.7  

Source: Summarised from Lorenz & Valejre, 2005 

 
The conclusion reached by the authors of the study on the organisation of 
work in Europe is as follows. The types of ways in which the work of em-
ployees in the European Union is organised shows that dividing these simply 
into Taylorian and post-Taylorian forms is inadequate in terms of characteris-
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ing the variety of configuration observed. New forms of organisation are not 
based on a single model in contrast with the Taylorian model. They are di-
vided, in fact, into two quite distinct categories: learning organisations and 
lean-production organisations. Whilst learning organisations display a range 
of characteristics which distinguish them from the Taylorian model, lean-
production organisations, conversely, still share many of its features, which 
means they cannot, in fact, be classed as post-Taylorian. In addition, simple 
organisations are still numerous, and constitute a category which stands out-
side the dichotomy between Taylorian and post-Taylorian organisations (Lo-
renz & Valeyre, 2005). 
Learning organisations tend to offer better working conditions, more 

training, and a more stable working environment. They also tend to foster the 
development of competences. Individual competences are highly sought after 
in this context. Individuals need to develop new competences throughout 
their lives to adapt to constant change.  
Professional competences emerge as central in all current European re-

search on changes in the workplace. The emphasis placed on competences is 
justified by the increased pace of change in the content of jobs, associated 
primarily with the increasingly widespread use of information and communi-
cations technologies and continual reorganisations. Individuals therefore need 
to be proficient in a wide range of technical, methodological, and organisa-
tional competences. They need to improve their ability to communicate and 
learn on a continuous basis. They need to address the contradictory demands 
of the employment market, with employers seeking individuals who are both 
highly adaptable (i.e. generalists) and can be operational immediately (i.e. 
specialists).  
As Bunk (1994) emphasises, current working environments imply the 

use of complex competences:  

Simple technical competence is now no longer enough. Methodological, social and so-
called ‘contributional’ competence (the ability to coordinate, organise, make decisions, and 
accept responsibility for one’s own work and for one’s professional environment) are also 
now essential. It is not enough, however, to examine these or transmit them in isolation. 
What matters is to try to incorporate all of these competences in overall operational profes-
sional competence. (Bunk, 1994, p. 14) 
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2.3  The question of competences in the new working 
environment 

This new context therefore raises questions both about the continued devel-
opment of knowledge and competences and the professionalisation of those 
involved. New theoretical models have been developed over the last ten years 
to provide a means of reflecting on the way in which professionals must now 
prepare to address the working environment. These oblige us to go beyond 
microscopic behavioural analyses, which resulted in long and generally unus-
able competence frameworks, in favour of a more comprehensive approach, 
where professionals interact with other people to manage different kinds of 
situations. 

2.3.1  The professionalisation of key players  

Professionalisation emphasises the notion of individual and collective profes-
sional identities in a more or less explicit way. The organisation develops re-
presentations of what is expected and what is not acceptable from a ‘profes-
sional’ and thus creates a model of identity which individuals can choose to 
embrace. This includes providing role models, which individuals can then 
emulate. Professional bodies and trade unions can also provide information 
on possible other ways of playing one’s role as a professional. As they en-
gage further in their activities, individuals develop their own specific profes-
sional identity, based on role models and their own representations, projects, 
interests, and previous experience. The organisation, for its part, sets up ne-
gotiating bodies that play a role in the professionalisation of individuals and 
the construction of their identity, for example through interviews with their 
immediate managers to discuss pay increases and training needs.  
All key players in the business are encouraged to contribute to the pro-

fessionalisation of their activity so that it is organised and becomes recog-
nised. They must also engage in a process of professional development and 
work on building their competences throughout their working lives. 
 

Keyword: Professionalisation 
 
The term professionalisation refers to three types of activities and im-
portant elements of identity (Sorel & Wittorski, 2005). 
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1.   Professionalising activities and even particular jobs refers to the 
ways in which a profession is created: the development of rules for 
exercising the profession, social recognition that these rules are 
useful, and the development of training programmes for the activ-
ities concerned. 

2.   Professionalising key players refers to instilling the knowledge and 
producing the competences required to exercise the profession. 

3.   Professionalising organisations means developing systems of exper-
tise within firms, which enable them to perform more effectively. 

2.3.2  The importance of ‘acting competently’ in a work situation 

What types of competences do individuals need today? Research into compe-
tences shows that these are acquired exclusively in a professional context – 
that is, through engaging in a set of tasks, functions, interpersonal, technical, 
and organisational activities in conjunction with other professionals. 
 

Keyword: Acting competently 
 
According to Le Boterf (2003), being competent means being able to 
mobilise a combination of competences deliberately in order to ad-
dress a set of professional situations.  

 
A comprehensive approach to competences should be taken. ‘Acting compe-
tently’ has replaced ‘having competences’. For Le Boterf (2003), acting 
competently means a continuous combination of ‘knowing how to act’, 
‘wanting to act’, and ‘the possibility of acting’. 
‘Knowing how to act’ implies using and developing resources, organis-

ing work situations in ways which foster professionalisation, providing sup-
port and organising opportunities to share practices. It also makes use of 
practical intelligence in a situational context. 
‘Wanting to act’ means assigning meaning to one’s action, providing 

constructive feedback on the work carried out, highlighting development op-
portunities, demonstrating consideration, and contributing to the quality of 
working life. Wanting to act is associated with taking the initiative and ac-
cepting responsibility. 
The ‘possibility of acting’ refers to various actions such as time man-

agement, delegating, making resources available on time, creating positive 
working conditions, and mobilising networks of key players. 
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In this new working environment, the attitudes and behaviours of indi-
viduals, namely the way in which an individual approaches their environment 
in a ‘situational’ context and the way they behave, are particularly important. 
This is what some authors, such as Zarifian (1999), refer to as social compe-
tence. 
 

Keyword: Social competence 
 
Social competence refers to the behaviours manifested in three areas 
(Zarifian, 1999):  

   autonomy 
   acceptance of responsibility 
   communication. 

 
Autonomy, acceptance of responsibility, and communication form an integral 
part of professional competences. It seems today that what are sometimes de-
scribed as ‘social competences’, which refer to the ways in which an individ-
ual approaches their working environment, are becoming essential in address-
ing the complexity of current professional situations. 
Any professional must rely on both their knowledge and their previous 

practices but also be capable of adapting and inventing new solutions. The 
situation, knowledge, and competence therefore work together as a system, 
with each element continuously feeding into the others. 

2.3.3  Training schemes that facilitate problem solving in a range of 
situations 

Resolving complex problems has become a dominant activity in the new con-
texts in which work is performed. Nonetheless, it is essential for work situa-
tions to provide more support than they currently do for the development of 
problem-solving processes, in particular by emphasising the importance of 
reflection and analysis in work situations. The principle of alternating be-
tween theory and practice should be more widespread. In practice, resolving 
problems relies both on identifying the actions and procedures associated 
with a particular work situation and constructing an interpretation of the situ-
ation, which must be consistent with implementing the relevant know-how. It 
may also be beneficial to alternate between real professional situations in 
context and simulated professional situations (case studies, games, role plays, 
etc.) and to use online resources to acquire theoretical knowledge. In these 
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contexts, individuals should be offered training schemes which alternate be-
tween real work situations and simulated situations (Ledru, 2004). These 
schemes are useful in facilitating the identification of the cognitive processes 
at work in problem-solving processes and transferring these procedures to 
similar situations. They can also facilitate the transformation of mental repre-
sentations during group discussions. Finally, they should enable the trainee to 
make sense of the potential contribution made by theory, by encouraging 
them to develop a targeted approach to research. This approach can be devel-
oped based on problems relating to the work activity, identified with the help 
of a tutor and the individual’s fellow trainees. Once the research has been 
completed, a comparative analysis can be carried out between field data and 
theoretical data, thus enhancing the individual’s representations of the situa-
tions and problems encountered (Ledru, 2004). 
To conclude, we should emphasise that it therefore seems essential for 

new forms of support for professionals to be created to help them develop 
their competences on an ongoing basis. These new ways of providing support 
for acquiring competences in a particular situation imply changes in the pro-
file of adult trainers. In particular, this means a shift away from the tradition-
al idea of the training situation, which is often limited to face-to-face sessions 
between teacher and students. More specifically, Ledru (2004) emphasises 
that trainers must develop their  

•  relationship to knowledge: trainers must be able to demonstrate subject-
matter expertise and their abilities in facilitating and working with 
groups. 

•  relationship with their trainees, which implies an ability to listen effec-
tively and provide specific support in line with individual needs. 

•  relationship with the group, because the trainer needs to be able to work 
with groups of different kinds (from forums to virtual classrooms) and in 
varied contexts (video conferences, company training courses, etc.). 

•  relationship with the organisation, since trainers need to be able to adapt 
to a varied range of demands and contexts. 
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Exercises and tasks 

Exercise 1  

Re-read the seven paradoxes identified by V. De Gaulejac described in this 
chapter. Write two pages summarising the principal consequences of these 
paradoxes. 

Exercise 2 

The following text is taken from P.E. Tixier (2010), Ressources Humaines 
pour Sortie de Crise. Paris: Les presses de Sciences politiques. 

1.  We should remember, however, some operational implications which the 
social sciences, as applied to management, put forward in terms of orga-
nisational development. A group is more competent than the sum of its 
individual competences as soon as it has to address a collective task, but 
on one condition: that it is a socially constituted group. 

2.  Research carried out by psycho-sociologist Jacob Moreno on the perfor-
mance of squadrons of American pilots going to bomb Germany during 
the Second World War showed that the crews which suffered fewest 
losses in flight were not those whose members were the most intelligent 
or the best trained, but those who had been able to create a relationship 
based on implicit communication and common knowledge, in other 
words collective social and cognitive capital. 

3.  The famous Hawthorne studies carried out by Elton Mayo and his team 
at Harvard University provided ample proof that behaviours in terms of 
individual productivity depend first and foremost on two key factors: the 
feeling operational staff have that the business is interested in them 
through its tangible actions and that it recognises them as people, and a 
management style amongst immediate supervisory staff which prioritises 
the quality of human relationships at a group level. (Tixier, 2010, p. 16) 

Write a one-page summary of the contribution made by groups to the organi-
sations. 

Task 1 

Read the the following report by Lorenz and Valeyre: 
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Lorenz, E., & Valejre, A. (2004). Organisational change in Europe: National 
models or the diffusion of a new one best way? DRUID Working Paper, 04–04. 
Available from http://www.druid.dk/wp/pdf_files/04_04.pdf.  

 

Try to identify the main reasons why certain types of organisation are more 
common in certain countries. Discuss these in your group.  

Task 2 

Arrange an interview with an adult training provider and identify the main 
paradoxes they face in their work, referring to those identified by V. De Gau-
lejac (2011) and discussed in this chapter. 

http://www.druid.dk/wp/pdf_files/04_04.pdf
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