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background aau’s competence 
strategy consists of 
four parts

from vision to 
action

Aalborg University’s strategy Knowledge for the World provides a 
description of the strategic focus areas leading towards the vi-
sion for 2021. By focusing on select competences and specified 
approaches supporting the local competence development of all 
staff members at Aalborg University (AAU), Aalborg University’s 
competence strategy aims to support the achievement of the 
objectives set forth in Knowledge for the World. The competence 
strategy provides the framework for the overall competence de-
velopment at AAU and applies to all staff members and managers 
involved in teaching, research, administration, service functions 
and other functions at the University. Thus, the competence strat-
egy provides a framework document which sets forth the frame-
work of collaborations between staff members and managers on 
securing competence development.

part 1 introduces the four perspectives which set out the joint 
framework of competence development at AAU. These perspec-
tives are described in more details in parts 3 and 4, which describe 
the correlation between the perspectives, the selected methods 
and actions. 

part 2 provides a description of the specific competences which 
the Executive Management and the Main Joint Consultation Com-
mittee have given high priority. This part of the strategy is flexible 
and will be evaluated at least once a year within the management 
system and the consultation system. This seeks to ensure the con-
tinuous identification and prioritisation of both joint and local com-
petence development needs and initiatives.

part 3 provides a guide for how to work on competence develop-
ment at AAU. Among other things, this section provides a descrip-
tion of specific tasks and responsibilities, such as how competence 
development may be included in an annual cycle. This section also 
refers to specific tools and templates. 
 
part 4 provides a description of the concept of competence and 
competence development at AAU. The so-called extended concept 
of competence and the concept of transfer, which are central to 
competence development, are explained in this section.

Henrik Halkier
Executive manager responsible for Competence,  
Organisation and Management

To prove effective, competence development must be involving 
and motivating. A high level of motivation is a prerequisite for 
competence development; thus, involving AAU’s staff members 
and managers is a prerequisite for the successful achievement 
of competence development. Moreover, competence development 
must be meaningful. AAU’s competence strategy is defined from 
four perspectives which form the basis for the methods for imple-
menting competence development. Thus, by specifying tangible 
actions on how to work with competence development, the com-
petence strategy may serve as a tool for both managers and staff 
members. In this way, the competence strategy will contribute to 
the practical implementation of the vision for competence devel-
opment.

Introduction
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the task

The joint and overall efforts to support and complement local dia-
logues between managers and staff members are essential to the 
successful competence development at AAU since such dialogues 
form the basis of the development of competences. The illustra-
tion below depicts the four perspectives of competence develop-
ment and is based on the notion that top-down and bottom-up 
processes may become complementary; thus, a dynamic interac-
tion may exist between the strategic needs of the organisation and 
the individual/collective development needs of staff members.

Competence development at Aalborg University aims to create a 
competent organisation supported by qualified staff.

Competence development must be strategic, and when initiating 
concrete initiatives of competence development and skills acqui-
sition, managers and staff members must consider all relevant 
parts of AAU management documents, strategy documents and 
societal trends.

Competence development must be involving. The task and its de-
rived competence development must be discussed among man-
agement and staff members and must make sense when applied 
to the local context. Individual managers and staff members pos-
sess detailed knowledge of their own unit and this is essential to 
the successful implementation of AAU’s strategy. Locally rooted 
competence development must provide a link between the com-
petence development of individual staff members and the tasks 
of the unit.

In supporting AAU’s goals and the continuous competence devel-
opment of both staff members and managers, competence de-
velopment must be supported by systematic activities. This may 
be achieved through a focused managerial approach of prior-
itising and integrating competence development in the overall 
discussion of the objectives of the department, unit or group. 
Therefore, competence development must be incorporated as a 
natural part of the process of setting and implementing targets. 
Budgeting, annual cycles and performance and development re-
views (MUS/LUS/GRUS) all form part of the systematic activities. 

Among other things, the approach towards competence develop-
ment must be flexible and systematic activities must be support-
ed by continuous dialogue between staff members and managers. 
Competence development is not an activity that only takes place 
once a year; it is an ongoing process. Along with new tasks and 
requirements, the competence requirements may change. There-
fore, AAU must be prepared to change competence development 
efforts when needed. The flexibility of competence development 
must allow for activities to be implemented when the need arises 
and this must be prioritised in terms of time and money. 

Competence development at Aalborg University must create a 
competent organisation supported by qualified staff members 
responsible for solving current and future tasks within research, 
education, knowledge collaboration and the administrative area. 
As a prerequisite, managers and staff members must focus on 
competence development.

The task at hand is the starting point for competence develop-
ment at AAU. This applies to current tasks as well as future tasks. 
In solving current tasks, it is essential that all functions and roles 
as well as the expected results are well-documented enabling all 
staff members involved to understand the tasks they are responsi-
ble for solving. This is a prerequisite for competence development. 

Part 1 – Perspectives on  
competence development at AAU

a competent organisation

qualified staff members

strategic

systematic flexible

involving
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Competence Development at  
Aalborg University is to create a  

competent organization supported by
competent employees.
”

The prioritised competence development initiatives target a few 
overall competences to which the University has chosen to as-
sign high priority in its initial implementation of Knowledge for the 
World. However, this does not suggest that the need for developing 
other competences is not present, nor does it suggest that other 
competences may not or will not be developed. As a minimum, the 
Main Joint Consultation Committee (HSU) must evaluate the activ-
ities related to the competence strategy once a year.

The selected competences are chosen on the basis of work con-
ducted within:

• The steering group for competence, organisation and  
management

• The working group for the competence strategy (based on 
presentations from the strategy action plan groups for the 
focus areas research, education and knowledge collaboration)

• Workshop for AAU staff members held on 12 April 2016.

Furthermore, input received from discussions in the faculty con-
sultation committees and the joint occupational health and safety 
committees have been included. The working group for compe-
tence and resource of the administrative strategy has also provid-
ed their input.

Part 2 – Prioritised competence 
development initiatives

2.1. 
management  
development, academic 
staff and technical/
administrative staff

As specified in Knowledge for the World, the overall management 
development at AAU must ensure the competent management of 
the University. Thus, throughout the strategy period, management 
development is given top priority. During 2016-2017, the Univer-
sity will establish a formalised management development pro-
gramme, initially established to include managers at level 3. At 
a later stage, managers at levels 1 and 2 will be included in the 
formalised management development programme. 

The University recognises that a substantial part of the day-to-day 
management takes place at level 4; thus, this level will also be giv-
en priority during the strategy period. In 2016 and the beginning of 
2017, a pilot project implemented in select places of employment 
will seek to clarify how the competence development of heads of 
research, heads of sections, chairs of study boards and adminis-
trative middle managers at level 4 ought to be approached. The pi-
lot project will also include AAU’s future career development and 
talent management programme which forms an integral part of 
the overall competence development at AAU.
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In 2016, a number of practical, knowledge-based courses were 
launched to support the formalised management development 
programmes. These courses are carried out continuously and will 
form part of the introduction of new managers at AAU and will 
become a permanent offer for existing managers. 

Moreover, 2018 will see the establishment of a management 
academy offering short, specific courses to supplement the estab-
lished management programmes. 2018 will also see the imple-
mentation of a management evaluation course to further develop 
and strengthen the personal skills of AAU’s managers. Manage-
ment development is based both on the tasks assigned to manag-
ers and the context in which they work. The professional skills of 
managers are essential in terms of overall task performance, and 
their personal skills are essential to staff management, leader-
ship, staff wellbeing, etc. 

In including more than merely professional qualifications, the so-
called extended concept of competence thus constitutes a broad 
framework for management development at AAU. Furthermore, 
this concept focuses on the concept of transfer and how compe-
tence development is transferred to the daily activities of man-
agers thus making a difference for the staff who work with the 
manager.

2.2. 
competences  
for engaging in 
project work

Many projects are undertaken by staff from across the organisa-
tion and not through the usual line organisation. The vast majority 
of development projects and change projects are carried out by 
cross-organisational, temporary and often complex project organ-
isations.

We therefore need to strengthen the collaboration skills of staff 
members and managers working together across the organisa-
tion and engaging in various types of projects. These skills must 
provide for a common background and understanding of the tasks 
and responsibilities connected with project work and thus create 
a more efficient implementation of project work at AAU. 

In general, project work should be approached on the basis of the 
task at hand; this means that the desired project skills may differ 
in certain areas, such as research management and IT manage-
ment. However, this diversity must rest on a shared, organisation-
al understanding of project work conducted at AAU. If the parties 
involved in a project have no shared understanding of the pro-
cesses in interdisciplinary project work, the process and outcome 

of such activities, often involving different professional groups, or-
ganisational units and levels, may prove less successful. 

Project sizes are varied and range from large strategy projects 
such as Knowledge for the World to small efficiency projects or 
development projects for managing research projects and de-
veloping robust study programmes. Therefore, each project role 
needs to be strengthened through competence development. This 
applies to project participants and project managers as well as to 
decision makers, such as members and chairs of steering com-
mittees.

2.3.  
teaching skills

Research-based teaching is one of Aalborg University’s core activi-
ties. We continuously focus on the quality of our study programmes 
and consistently strive to further develop the quality and relevance 
of these. Our ambition of striving towards enhancing the quality 
and relevance of study programmes depend on an array of factors. 
Among the most essential of these are the pedagogical compe-
tences of our lecturers in planning, conducting and evaluating re-
search-based teaching and supervision. New methods for teaching, 
supervision and evaluation are constantly developed, not least due 
to technological developments in IT and other media types used 
for educational purposes. Such new developments and knowledge 
must be made available to our lecturers as part of their ongoing ped-
agogical competence development in accordance with AAU’s policy 
on pedagogical competence development; however, AAU’s lecturers 
also have an obligation to stay informed and be actively engaged in 
their own competence development. Furthermore, AAU’s lecturers 
must be able to obtain the English language proficiency level re-
quired for teaching study programmes offered in English. 

At present, completing the course in university pedagogy for assis-
tant professors forms a compulsory part of the assistant profes-
sorship at AAU. Upgrading the pedagogical skills of lecturers prior 
to and after their completion of the course in university pedagogy 
for assistant professors may enhance the overall quality of teach-
ing. Initiatives such as involving postdocs at an early stage of their 
teaching careers and the continuous upgrading of the pedagogical 
skills of associate professors and professors may provide for the 
increased quality of teaching at AAU. 

Furthermore, we are seeing an increased need for strengthening 
the teaching skills and communicative skills of our administrative 
staff, who increasingly conduct teaching activities within their areas 
of expertise.
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Part 3 – AAU competence  
development guide

This part of the competence strategy provides a description of a 
number of activities aimed at supporting the strategic competence 
development at AAU. Competence development is a comprehen-
sive and well-defined theme; thus, this chapter is by no means 
exhaustive and merely serves as an inspiration for staff members 
and managers at AAU.

In general, part 3 is based on the correlation between AAU’s strat-
egy Knowledge for the World and the actual competence develop-
ment requirements of the organisation, groups and individual staff 
members. Moreover, part 3 provides a description of the various 
organisational levels at AAU and their roles in terms of compe-
tence development. Part 3 also presents an example of an annu-
al cycle in which competence development efforts are illustrated 
through a range of activities. 

A discussion of current and future tasks is both of relevance to 
all staff members and managers at AAU and an essential part of 
defining the current and future competence development require-
ments. This must be discussed at several organisational levels, 
such as in consultation committees, in units and departments and 
between individual managers and staff members. 

Through its definition of new competence requirements and an en-
hanced focus on existing competences, Knowledge for the World 
alone defines an array of needs. Thus, AAU’s competence strategy 
supports the overall building of competence at AAU through the 
three initiatives described in part 2; management development 
competences, project competences and teaching skills. 

At the same time, individual staff members may need to develop 
and strengthen their competences for working on specific tasks, 
and units and departments may need to focus on specific compe-
tences related to teamwork. The diversity of the strategies, focus 
areas, objectives and tasks of our organisational levels gives rise 
to various competence requirements which cause for local consid-
eration. Moreover, this local focus must be supported by an orien-
tation towards the overall organisational tasks and development 
requirements of AAU; and thereby create organisational cohesion.

competence deve- 
lopment activities 
are local activities 
based on the overall 
strategy

Thus, when considering present and future competence devel-
opment requirements within the organisation, this must be done 
through the application of a local and present perspective as well 
as an organisational and strategic perspective. The tasks and re-
sponsibilities related to competence development at Aalborg Uni-
versity may be illustrated in four organisational levels: 

1. Aalborg University
2. Main areas
3. Units/departments
4. Staff and managers

The correlation between strategy, objectives, tasks and competences 
on several organisational levels

AAU’s  
strategy

AAU’s  
compe- 
tences

Main area 

strategies and  
focus areas

Main area 

competences

Unit/department 

strategies, objectives and tasks

Unit/department 

competences

Individual competences Tasks of staff members and managers
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1. On the basis of the mission, vision and strategy of AAU, the Ex-
ecutive Management and the Main Joint Consultation Committee 
(HSU) are responsible for determining the overall strategic com-
petence areas of AAU. The Main Joint Consultation Committee will 
discuss and evaluate these competence areas once each year. 
Both the Executive Management and the Main Joint Consultation 
Committee are responsible for discussing how competence devel-
opment activities are financed. 

2. While taking Aalborg University’s overall strategy into consid-
eration, the main areas and consultation committees identify their 
own competence development focus areas. Moreover, consulta-
tion committees are responsible for discussing how competence 
development activities are financed; and the main areas are re-
sponsible for the allocation of the resources from the Competence 
Development Fund. This will be explained in more detail.

3. In collaboration with units and departments, the local consulta-
tion committees (LSU) will determine the specific objectives of the 
competence development of each unit/department on the basis 
of their existing strategies and future objectives and tasks. These 
may be identified and determined through dialogues on the unit’s 
objectives and tasks, which may be discussed during local theme 
days. Subsequently, group performance and development reviews 
(GRUS) may form part of such process.

4. Staff members and managers will identify individual compe-
tence development objectives through performance and develop-
ment reviews (MUS/LUS). Specific competence development ac-
tivities will subsequently be determined. The agreements made 
must be included in an individual action plan which provided an 
outline for the further development and subsequent evaluation of 
competence development. 

According to the cooperation agreement, competence develop-
ment must form part of the work conducted in consultation com-
mittees and must be subject to evaluation once a year.

consultation  
committees

Illustration to show how the various consultation committees as well 
as GRUS and MUS reviews contribute to the dialogue on the objec-
tives, tasks and competences of the workplace.

Dialogue on the  
objectives, tasks and  
competences of the  

workplace

1.
The Executive
Management
Knowledge for  

the World

1.
Main Joint Consul- 
tation Committee
AAU competence  

strategy

2.
 The consultation 
committees of the  

main areas

3. 
Units and 

departments
Local consultation  

committees

3.
Group  

performance and 
development 

review

4. 
Individual  

performance and 
development 

review
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annual cycle  
for competence  
development  
- a systematic tool  
requiring flexibility

Applying a systematic approach towards competence develop-
ment may create a basis for cohesion between current and future 
tasks and the desired competence development of the unit and the 
individual staff member. 

Since our work tasks and economic latitude may change, change 
becomes a fundamental condition, and therefore, a systematic per-
spective cannot stand alone. Staff members and managers must 
be able to restructure in terms of economy, time and competence 
development activities. Therefore, in seeking to apply a systematic 
approach towards competence development, AAU staff members 
and managers must be able to adopt a flexible approach and react 
to any changes which may call for planned activities to be altered. 

Below is an example of an annual cycle for competence develop-
ment followed by a more detailed description of each of the activ-
ities included in the annual cycle. It must be emphasised that the 
budgeting process of each unit may impact how the annual cycle 
is structured most appropriately.

Competence development  
is an ongoing activity

Group  
performance and 

development 
review

BudgetingSystematic 
review

Evaluation of  
the past year

Example of competence 
annual cycle

dialogue on workplace goals, tasks and competences

At least once a year, it is essential that staff members and man-
agers explicitly address existing and future objectives and tasks 
and discuss whether the required competences for achieving and 
solving these are present in the workplace. The extent of such dis-
cussion depends on the nature and scale of the changes which the 
workplace is facing. In the event of major, radical changes, it may 
be necessary to involve all staff members over a period of time, 
while smaller adjustments may only involve the affected group 
over a short period of time. 

In this discussion, the strategic perspective is supported by an in-
volving perspective which allows for staff members to participate 
in the process of systematic competence development. 

In taking a systematic and strategic approach towards compe-
tence development, staff members and managers must conduct 
regular assessments to determine whether the required compe-
tences are present in the workplace. This may be done by carry-
ing out a gap analysis enabling staff members and managers to 
assess existing and future tasks in relation to the competences 
required to solve future tasks. Another tool which may be used to 
spark a discussion on the competence requirements of the work-
place is the SWOT analysis.

group performance and development review (GRUS)

In general, the group performance and development review 
(GRUS) is a forward-looking development-oriented conversation 
focusing on the joint tasks and responsibilities of the group. This 
conversational form is particularly helpful for working groups, re-
search groups or teams who work together for longer periods of 
time and therefore may need to form a common understanding of 
their objectives, tasks, roles and form of collaboration. 
The GRUS review is useful in particular when combined with the 
above annual cycle: 

• when used to follow-up on or in relation to a theme day 
during which the present and future tasks and compe-
tences of the workplace are discussed 

• when used to uncover the competence development re-
quirements of the group in preparation for MUS reviews

• when used after MUS reviews; the group may share their 
competence development plans and subsequently plan 
the future workflow of the group

Dialogue on the  
objectives, tasks  

and competences  
of the workplace

Individual  
performance and 

development 
review
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budgeting

Addressing the financial resources and time resources required 
for implementing an activity is central to strategic competence 
development. 

Based on the discussion of the objectives, tasks and competences 
of the workplace and perhaps the discussions of the GRUS review, 
a cost estimate for future competence development activities may 
be prepared.  This estimate may be included in the budgeting pro-
cess of the coming year. When the final budget has been deter-
mined, the manager will have a clear definition of the financial 
framework for competence development and may thus prioritise 
competence development activities in preparation for the upcom-
ing MUS/LUS reviews. 

Managers may also choose to conduct MUS/LUS reviews ahead 
of the budgeting process; thus, the requirements of the financial 
framework for the competence development activities may be es-
tablished prior to the budgeting process.

performance and development reviews (MUS/LUS)

The performance and development review (MUS/LUS) is a con-
versation between an individual staff member and their manager 
and is thus an essential part of their mutual dialogue. The MUS/
LUS review is an essential element for ensuring the continuous 
competence development of staff members. The MUS/LUS review 
is a natural element in an employment at Aalborg University, and 
it must be conducted once each year. 

Preparation is key to the success of MUS/LUS reviews. Manag-
ers are responsible for preparing for, conducting and inviting staff 
members to attend MUS/LUS reviews. Staff members are respon-
sible for providing input to their own competence development. 
During the interviews, staff members may influence the discus-
sion relating to their own future tasks and competence require-
ments. 

Staff members and managers are equally responsible for agree-
ing how to follow up on the interview. As part of the development 
review, and before planned development activities are initiated, it 
is essential that staff members and managers consider how new-
ly acquired competences may come into play. 

Additional information on all relevant aspects related to MUS/LUS 
reviews at Aalborg University is described in the AAU Manual.

www.aauhaandbog.aau.dk/faces/viewDocument/890

systematic review

After having conducted MUS reviews, managers must systemati-
cally follow up on all reviews to identify whether any of the devel-
opment areas of staff members overlap.  Subsequently, the man-
agement might gather to follow up on and evaluate MUS reviews 
to form an overview of the overall development requirements of 
the unit/department. This overview may also enable the unit/de-
partment to prioritise the overall financial framework. The discus-
sion may be based on the following questions:

• Which specific competence development requirements 
were uncovered?

• Are the desired competence development activities  
consistent with the future tasks of the unit/department?

• How do you plan to prioritise the funds available for  
competence development?

Following the management discussions and subsequent discus-
sions with individual staff members, the prioritisation and the 
background of this may be communicated to all staff members at 
a staff meeting. 

Individual teams may follow up by conducting GRUS reviews dur-
ing which the themes and areas of development discussed in MUS 
reviews may be coordinated and embedded. In applying a coordi-
nated approach to problem-solving, this may serve to strengthen 
the overall competences of the team. 

Following up on MUS reviews and the quality of such follow-ups 
are essential to how staff members experience whether or not 
their MUS reviews have an effect. Therefore, it is essential for staff 
members that their manager follow up on MUS reviews and that 
the activities discussed during such reviews are implemented and 
evaluated.

http://www.aauhaandbog.aau.dk/faces/viewDocument/890
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evaluation of the past year

As a minimum, competence development efforts must be evalu-
ated once a year. This evaluation must be conducted by the con-
sultation committee. Evaluations of competence development 
must focus on the actual learning and benefits achieved through 
development activities instead of merely focusing on quantitative 
observations. Thus, identifying the correlation between compe-
tence development activities and its practical application in every-
day work practices is essential to the evaluation. This calls for the 
consultation committees to actively study this correlation. The 
process of this evaluation should be included in the preliminary 
discussions in the consultation committee. 

Moreover, staff members and managers must engage in continu-
ous discussions of individual competence development activities. 
This means that the evaluation must be incorporated in and form 
part of the follow-up of competence development activities and 
must be included in the action plan for MUS/LUS reviews. 

The evaluation may take the form of a follow-up MUS/LUS review 
during which the established action plan is reviewed and perhaps 
adjusted. 

competence development is an ongoing activity

Competence development involves more than just course partic-
ipation. A number of different methods may be used for develop-
ing the competences of staff members, and these may be applied 
and combined according to the intended development goal. Work-
place learning taking place within the workplace is often a quick 
and efficient method of implementing competence development, 
while more extensive, formalised learning processes may support 
larger organisational change processes and competence devel-
opment. 

At the same time, what motivates one individual may not motivate 
another, and what may constitute an efficient learning process 
for one individual may not be effective for another. The method of 
choice also depends on whether a development process is target-
ed individuals, a group or the entire organisation. 

Examples of different learning environments:

• courses
• study programmes
• continuing  

education
• internships
• job rotation  

systems
• networks

• networks
• on-the-job training
• coaching
• feedback
• mentoring schemes
• job shadowing
• rotation
• new tasks
• project work
• team organisation
• project  

organisation

Source: The Agency for Competence Development in the State Sector

learning taking place 
outside the workplace

learning taking place 
at the workplace

internal  
courses,
e-learning and
workshops
external
trainers
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the competence development fund

In connection with the collective bargaining procedure, AAU re-
ceives funding from the Competence Development Fund for the 
support of individual competence development. This constitutes a 
supplement to the competence development having already been 
planned within the unit. At Aalborg University, the main areas are 
responsible for allocating funds from the Competence Develop-
ment Fund. Together with the focus areas of the AAU main areas, 
the AAU competence strategy forms the basis of the allocation 
of the funding from the Competence Development Fund. It is es-
sential that this opportunity to receive financial support is com-
municated to staff members, and this may be done during MUS 
reviews or at staff meetings. The implementation must be made 
in accordance with the guidelines stipulated in the AAU Manual: 
The Competence Development Fund – instructions and application 
procedure.

www.aauhaandbog.aau.dk/faces/viewDocument/2509

pedagogical competence development as part of  
aau’s quality assurance

The lecturer is the most important resource for the quality of 
teaching and study programmes. In order for AAU to continue to 
develop innovative teaching methods and forms of learning, it is 
essential that the pedagogical and didactical competences of AAU 
lecturers are continuously developed. 

The head of department is responsible for ensuring that assis-
tant professors, associate professors and professors continue to 
develop their pedagogical competences, such as through activi-
ties planned on the basis of teaching evaluations and annual MUS 
reviews. Furthermore, the head of department is responsible for 
ensuring that all part-time academic staff (D-VIP) are offered the 

opportunity to develop their competences in accordance with the 
study programme(s) they teach. In collaboration with the study 
board and the head of school, the head of department is responsi-
ble for following up on the student evaluations of the teaching as 
well as any evaluations of the department’s study programmes. 
Lecturers are responsible for documenting their own pedagogical 
competence development. All lecturers must compile a portfolio/
CV which must be continuously revised. It should include both the 
lecturer’s competence development activities and future goals. 

Pedagogical competence development is part of AAU’s quality as-
surance system and further information is available in Danish at:

www.kvalitetssikring.aau.dk/paedagogisk-kompetenceudvikling/

http://www.aauhaandbog.aau.dk/faces/viewDocument/2509
http://www.kvalitetssikring.aau.dk/paedagogisk-kompetenceudvikling/
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Part 4 – The Concept of  
Competence and Transfer
(Prepared in collaboration with the Department of  
Learning and Philosophy)

Competence is the ability to perform actions, both in one’s profes-
sional life and in other contexts. In the traditional sense, compe-
tence is having the necessary knowledge, skills and motivation to 
be able to act in a suitable manner. However, the Danish research-
er Knud Illeris emphasises the holistic nature of the concept of 
competence. He argues that competence consists of a person’s 
holistic rational and emotional decision-making potential and ca-
pacity within a given field, and this is realised in their assessments, 
decisions and actions in both familiar and unfamiliar situations.
 
Competence is thus a complex concept and is used in many dif-
ferent ways. The two main conceptions of competence involve a 
differentiation between potential and actions. On the one hand, 
competence may be defined as a person’s qualities and resources 
such as their experience, knowledge and skills. On the other hand, 
competence may be understood as the qualities and resources of 
a person which are displayed and used in practice. Both definitions 
are included in Illeris’ overall definition of competence which in-
cludes both potentials and their realisation through actions. How-
ever, in some cases it may be beneficial to distinguish between 
competence as a potential and competence as a concrete action. 
In particular, this distinction allows for recognition of the fact that 
a person may possess competences which cannot be expressed 
in their actual task performance because the framework for the 
job is too narrow. 

future competences 

The need for competence development changes in step with 
changes in the labour market and the society in general. Anal-
yses often point to three driving forces for change: firstly, new 
technology (especially information technology), which may alter 
our work processes and the interplay between companies and in-
stitutions, on the one hand, and markets and users, on the other 
hand; secondly, globalisation, which may cause distant markets 
to become neighbouring markets so that our collaboration part-
ners are found all over the world; and finally, new demands from 
markets, consumers and users, such as safety requirements and 
environmental issues. Such changes mean that flexibility, innova-
tiveness and openness of outlook become key qualities in work 
organisation and business culture, which in turn affect the need 
for competence development. 

The general competences that staff members need in today’s so-
ciety have been widely discussed. These key competences include:

• Information management; the ability to select, organise 
and absorb relevant information

• Self-management; the ability to organise one’s work 
processes under changing conditions and with changing 
collaboration partners

• Interdisciplinarity; the ability to move between different 
areas of expertise and utilise the knowledge found in these

• Personal and interpersonal communication; the ability to 
express knowledge, experience and emotions in order to 
work effectively in teams and in other contexts

• Reflection and evaluation; the ability to analyse and make 
decisions on one’s own work life on the basis of organisa-
tional values and objectives

• Risk management; the ability to predict, handle and learn 
from the multiple risks in life (such as unemployment,  
personal conflicts, health problems, etc.)

prerequisites for successful competence development

Learning is central to competence development, and successful 
competence development demands relevant the learning meth-
ods. 

Competence development must thus be based on an understand-
ing of how we learn. According to psychological learning mod-
els, learning occurs simultaneously in two “spaces”:  An external 
physical and social space in which we act and get reactions and an 
internal mental space in which we attempt to make sense of the 
link between our actions and the consequences of these actions.  

Knud Illeris defines this notion of external and internal spaces as 
practice and reflection. Practice is the context in which compe-
tence development is displayed, and reflection is the inner thought 
process that sustains learning and relates this to competences al-
ready acquired. According to Knud Illeris, the three preconditions 
for successful competence development are:

Commitment – Practice – Reflection
 

Prior to any form of competence development, it is therefore cru-
cial to encourage individual staff members or teams to get ac-
tively involved in their own development process because this will 
result in a higher learning outcome.
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informal or formal competence development

The two social spaces wherein competence development takes 
place are in the workplace or work situation and in an independ-
ent education space specifically intended for learning. 

Workplace learning may be an integral part of ordinary work pro-
cedures (e.g. when colleagues help or advise one another) or it 
may be more systematically organised. Some approaches to com-
petence development stress that new skills are better acquired by 
learning in practice. The workplace thus becomes a social com-
munity where the required practical knowledge is maintained and 
handed down. New members are gradually included in this com-
munity of practice and learn work procedures and professional 
quality criteria while being introduced to the work culture. 

Practice learning is an important element in the acquisition of 
professional skills. But it is also important that part of the learn-
ing is based in independent institutional spaces for teaching and 
learning. Naturally, school-based learning must be organised in-
dependently but aim at the skills required in the work. In such a 
space, experience can be thematised and linked to systematic dis-
semination of knowledge; we may experiment with different ways 
of working; and we have the opportunity of diving into professional 
knowledge that may not immediately be applicable to our work, 
but may strengthen our broader professional competence. 

transfer of learning to the task 

When we learn something, the general idea is that we will use what 
we have learnt. However, in many cases activating this new knowl-
edge in one’s practice is not easy. This is called a problem of trans-
fer. The concept of transfer refers to how and under which circum-
stances knowledge and skills are transferred from one context to 
another. As part of competence development, transferring formally 
acquired knowledge and skills – whether acquired through an ed-
ucation programme or a further education course – to work prac-
tices is highly relevant but also difficult. Various factors may hinder 
the transfer between education and work. Specialist knowledge ac-
quired during an education programme may have been organised 
in a way that makes sense in the teaching context, but in the work 
context this specialist knowledge may need to be used in a different 
way. Time pressures may also interfere with the application of spe-

cialist knowledge. The workplace also have procedures that were 
not anticipated in the education programme. These factors may hin-
der transfer and bringing new competences into play. 

Transfer must be supported by linking the context in which the 
skills are acquired with the context in which the skills are to be 
used. When a member of staff returns after a training course, his 
or her duties can be adapted to suit this situation and allow them 
the opportunity to try out their newly acquired skills. Courses can 
also be organised to provide interplay between the workplace and 
the course content during the course and discussions of daily work 
tasks and improvement of these can be a course activity. These 
links may also be established by promoting mentoring schemes etc. 
Supporting transfer is important in order to benefit from the organi-
sation and the individual staff member’s investment in competence 
development, but also in order to create a breeding ground for new 
ideas and procedures.
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