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Professional background

 Elementary school teacher 1974-1979

 Teacher educator and curriculum developer in nursing teacher education 
1980-1983

 Master of Education University Utrecht (1982)

 Policy expert in teacher training for technical education 1983-1984

 Associate professor in vocational and corporate education 1984-1998 
(University of Twente) (PhD 1992)

 Full professor and Department Chair in competence studies 1998-2017 
(Wageningen University)

 Director-owner MM Consultancy for Learning and Development

 Chair Academic Board NCOI University of Applied Sciences



Wageningen University has created a Competence-

Based Education system during the years 2000-2010



Competence Framework for Technical University 

Education – TUe and 3 TUs Netherlands (2005)





Selection of dissertations of ECS



Principles of Competence-based Ed

1. The competencies that are foundations for the curriculum are defined

2. Core problems are the organising unit for (re)designing the curriculum

3. Competence-development of students is assessed formatively frequently

4. Learning activities take place in several authentic situations

5. In learning and assessment processes knowledge, skills and attitudes are integrated

6. Self-responsibility and (self)reflection of students are stimulated

7. Teachers both in schools and practice fulfil their roles as coach and expert in balance

8. A  foundation is realised for lifelong learning of students Wesselink et al, 2007

Wesselink et al, 2010

Sturing et al, 2011



What is competence?



What are these people doing?



They are buying flowers





 Knowledge

 product quality

 market

 Skills

 multi-tasking

 information 

processing

 Attitudes

 stress-tolerance

 feeling for sales

 open for change

These traders need professional 

competence

Mulder, M. (2014). Conceptions of Professional Competence. In: S. Billett, C. Harteis, H. Gruber (Eds). 
International Handbook of Research in Professional and Practice-based Learning. Dordrecht: Springer. pp. 107-137.



My understanding of competence

1. integrated capabilities

2. consisting of knowledge, skills, 
and attitude clusters

3. needed in a certain profession, 
occupation, job, role, 
organisation, or task situation

4. which are conditional for 
sustainable effective
performance, including

 problem solving

 realizing innovation

 creating transformation



Two Meanings of Competence

 Capability to perform

 Proficiency, mastery, ability

 Right to perform

 Legal authority, licensure, certification

 institutional, organizational, cultural or 

regulated power, approval or assignment

to act, decide, (dis)approve or regulate

http://cdn.uberreview.com/wp-content/uploads/600x365-davinci1.jpg
http://i.telegraph.co.uk/multimedia/archive/00648/news-graphics-2007-_648891a.jpg



Three types of competencies

1.0 – for specific activities

2.0 – for known jobs 

3.0 – for the unknown future



Common use of the term competence

in practice...synonyms

 An aircraft type license

 An approved medical officer

 An accredited laboratory

 A competent authority

 A licensed teacher

 A qualified person

 Graduate attributes

 Reading ability

 Leadership capability



Reviews and critiques
➢ Grant et al, 1979

➢ Ellström, 1997

➢ Lum, 1999

➢ Rothwell and Lindholm, 1999

➢ Argüelles & Gonczi, 2000

➢ Westera, 2001

➢ Jones and Voorhees, 2002

➢ Hager, 2004

➢ Hyland, 2006

➢ Mulder, Weigel and Collins, 2007

➢ Smith, 2010

➢ Lum, 2011 

➢ Winterton, 2011

➢ Mulder, 2014

➢ Edwards, 2016

➢ Powell & McGrath, 2018

➢ Mulder, 2019



Nevertheless – the use of 

competence in professional 

practice is more popular than

ever..., also in public service



PAS Civil

Service 

Competency

Models, 2017

https://www.publicjobs.ie/documents/PAS_

CS_Competency_Models_2017.pdf



Where does the competence concept come

from?



Roots of the word competence

 Sanskrit: समर्थ (samartha)

 Chinese: 作证能力 (zuòzhèngnénglì)

 Greek: ικανότης - (Ikanotis) the quality of being ikanos 

(capable), to have the ability to achieve something; 

skill (Plato, Lysis 2I5A; 380 BCE)

 Latin - competens; competentia

 English – competence; competent

 French – compétence compétent 

 Dutch: 1504 CE – competentie - competent



Competence ... old wine in new bottles?

Code of Hammurabi, King of Babylon, 1792-1750 BCE 

‘... Hammurabi, le roi compétent ... ‘



In educational reports - Alfred True, 1929



In educational books - John Dewey, 1916

 The democratic ideal

 Everybody should

develop competence

 To choose and pursue

a career

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education. An introduction to the philosophy of education. New York: Macmillan.



Competence as academic construct



Robert Winthrop White, 1959

 An alternative for motivation psychology of 

Freud (unconscious sexual drives) and Hull 

(drive reduction)

 Children and adults are motivated to become

competent in what they do

 Competence = the ability to interact effectively

with the environment

White, R.W. (1959). Motivation reconsidered: The concept of competence. Psychological Review, 66(5),297-333.



Noam Chomsky, 1965

 Competence is a the underlying linguistic

ability to create and understand

sentences, including sentences never 

heard before

 Performance is the linguistic output

 Knowing rules does not automatically

guarantee being able to speak correctly

Chomsky, N. (1965). Aspects of the Theory of Syntax. Cambridge: MIT Press



Lawrence J. Peter, 1969

Peter, L. J. & Hull, R. (1969). The Peter Principle: Why Things Always Go Wrong. New York: William Morrow and Company.



David C. McClelland, 1973

 Limited prognostic validity of intelligence tests and school 

grades

 Testing what people actually can do shows a better result

 Competencies should try to measure clusters of life outcomes

 Criterion-based job analysis may lead to over-detailed tests

 Competencies should be identified by what superior performers 

do

McClelland, D.C. (1973). Testing for competence rather than for intelligence. American Psychologist, 28, 1-14



Competence

Performance

Management

 Competence: Engineering Worthy

Performance Tom Gilbert (1978)

 The competent manager                               

Richard Boyatzis (1982)



The Core Competence of the 

Organization, HBR, 1990

Coimbatore Krishnarao Prahalad Gary Hamel



Argüelles & Gonczi, 2000



 50 chapters

 ≥ 85 authors

 from all continents

 Theories

 Policy developments

 CBE systems features

 Competence domains

 Synthesis

https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319417110



Dimensions in definitions of competence

1. centrality

2. contextuality

3. definability

4. developability

5. dynamic nature

6. knowledge-inclusion

7. measurability

8. mastery level 

9. performativity

10. transferability



Competence theory



Diversity in competence theories
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Theories of competence

1. Performance theory – the AMO-model (Appelbaum et al.)

2. Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan) – the CAR-model

3. Alignment theory (Mulder)

4. Domains of occupational competence (Billett)

5. Shaping competence theory (Rauner)

6. Instructional theory (De Corte et al) – the CLIA-model

7. Capability theory (Cairns & Malloch) 

8. Human development and capabilities theory (Nussbaum)

9. Entrustable Professional Activities (Ten Cate)

10. Competence Assessment (Miller; Van der Vleuten)

Mulder, M. (2019). Foundations of Competence-based Vocational Education and Training. In: McGrath, S., Mulder, M., Papier, J., & Suart, 
R. (Eds). Handbook of Vocational Education and Training for the Changing World of Work. Cham: Springer, pp. 1167-1192.



Competence and Performance
(after Appelbaum et al., 2000)

 P = C(ksa) x O(rpt) x M(ieo)

 P = Performance, is a product of:

 C = Competence (consisting of knowledge, skills at attitudes)

 O = Opportunity (including resources, positions, task assignments)

 M = Motivation (including incentives, expectations, objectives). 

Mulder, M. (2017). Competence Theory and Research: a Synthesis. In: Mulder. M. (Ed.), Competence-Based 

Vocational and Professional Education. Bridging the Worlds of Work and Education. Cham, Switzerland: Springer, pp. 1071-1106.



Competence and Self-

determination

Ryan, R. M.; Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation,

social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68–78.



Three groups of competence theories

1. Functional behaviourism Training Over-specification

2. Integrated occupationalism Education Performatism

3. Situated professionalism Development   Over-generalisation

PitfallsContext



Theoretical contributions of the 

competence concept

 Explains variation in performance (AMO-model)

 Triggers motivation (CAR-theory)

 Points at improvement potential (worthy performance)

 Articulates domains of teaching (based on job profiles)

 Holds course of learning (core competence)

 Provides communication language (about learning and development priorities)

 Defines expectations frameworks (for professions, educational programs, careers)

 Includes application of knowledge in practice

 Stresses the importance of the attitude dimension in education



Competence in Practice: Competence

Frameworks



Competence frameworks

 Purchasing - Mulder et al (2005)

 Agricultural extension - Karbasioun et al (2007)

 HIV/AIDS in agricultural advisory work - Brinkman et al (2007)

 Entrepreneurship - Mulder et al (2007), Lans (2009), Lans et al (2008; 2010; 2011) 

 Horticulture - Van der Heide et al (2008); Mulder et al (2011; 2013)

 Interdisciplinarity in higher education - Spelt et al (2009)

 Open innovation - Du Chatenier (2009) and Du Chatenier et al (2009, 2010)

 Sustainable development - Wesselink and Wals (2011)

 Argumentation competence - Noroozi (2013)

 Multicultural cooperation - Popov et al (2013)

 Competence of beginning elementary school teachers - Alake-Tuenter (2014) 

 Competence development in practical training – Khaled (2014)



NEA 

Leadership 

Competency 

Framework,

2020

https://www.nea.org/professional-

excellence/leadership-development/leadership-

competencies

https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/leadership-development/leadership-competencies


Engineering competency model 2015
http://www.aaes.org/model



IMA Management Accounting Competency Framework
https://www.imanet.org/career-resources/management-accounting-competencies?ssopc=1



Global competency for an 

inclusive world
(OECD, 2016)

Source: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/Global-competency-for-an-inclusive-world.pdf



Bartram – The great eight Competency

Framework (2005)

 Leading and Deciding

 Supporting and Co-operating

 Interacting and Presenting

 Analysing and Interpreting

 Creating and 

Conceptualising

 Organising and Executing

 Adapting and Coping

 Enterprising and Performing

Source: http://www.shl.com/OurScience/Documents/SHLUniversalCompetencyFramework.pdf



HE Institutions: Graduate attributes

https://chem-eng.utoronto.ca/graduate-attributes/



Competence in Medicine - Cornell Press, 2012

CanMeds Competency Framework, 2015

http://canmeds.royalcollege.ca/en/framework



Elements of 

competence 

frameworks

https://www.nea.org/professional-

excellence/leadership-development/leadership-

competencies

https://www.nea.org/professional-excellence/leadership-development/leadership-competencies


Competence 
Frameworks

Assessment of 
Educational 
Achievement

Learning 
Outcomes

Learning 
Arrangements

Education
Philosophy

Strategic 
Alignment

Strategic alignment (Biggs) expanded

Mulder, M. (2017). Competence and the alignment of education and work. 
In: Mulder. M. (Ed.), Competence-Based Vocational and Professional Education. Bridging the Worlds of Work and Education.
Cham, Switzerland: Springer, pp. 229-251.



Competence in Practice



Competence profiles

Hiring & 
Selection

Assessment 

& Rewarding

Learning & 
Development

• Performance improvement
• Increasing productivity and client satisfaction
• Reducing complaints and disturbances
• Increasing employability and career chances
• Increasing job satisfaction and motivation
• Reducing illness absenteeism

Personnel 
management
instruments

Desired
Results of 
Organisation’s
HR Policies 
and Processes

Competence Management and Development

Person

Organisation



Critical remarks on competence 

development in organisations

 Time

 Cost

 Jargon

 Bureaucracy

 Reliability and validity

 Choice of effective learning methods is open

 Too little attention to learning competence

 Missing link with performance assessment



Advocates of Competence 

Development in Organisations

 Systematic Attention for Life Long 
Learning

 Vertical Alignment of HR related 
Policy Processes

 Horizontal Alignment of HR 
related Instruments and 
Practices

 Flexibilisation of HR Development

 Tools for HR Professionals

 Having a tool for expectation 
management and assessment of 
work behaviour 



Levels of competence in 

professional development
5. Brilliance – great talent of superb performance

 Star

4. Excellence – delivering outstanding performance

 Expert/specialist

3. Competence – capacity of independent work

 Professional

2. Nascence – work under guidance

 Apprentice

1. Ignorance – work by instructions

 Novice



Popular levels in annual 

performance assessments

1. Needs attention

2. Sufficient

3. Good

4. Excellent



Competence Assessment, 

Recognition and Development

http://www.generation-formation.fr/index_bilan.asp



Miller’s Pyramid of Competence

https://www.stemlynsblog.org/better-learning/educational-theories-you-must-know-st-emlyns/educational-theories-you-
must-know-millers-pyramid-st-emlyns/



Validity threats of competence self-

assessments

 Imposter syndrome

 Professional uncertainty; Underestimating self-competence

 Too good to know that own competence is of high level

 ‘What I am doing is so easy that everyone can do it’

 Dunning-Kruger effect

 Uneducated incompetence: Overestimating self-competence

 Too much incompetence to know that one is incompetent

 ‘What others are doing is so easy that I can also do it’

 Incompetence-compensation-competence

 ‘I cannot do what is expected, but I can hide it very well’



Conclusions



Conclusions
 Competence theories: wide variation

 Various merits of competence theories

 Definition of competence: multiple dimensions

 Constructive dialogue needed on conceptualizations

 Strong thrust on implementing competence practices

 Collective effort needed to avoid pitfalls

 Research needed on value added beyond competence-selfassessment
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