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CHAPTER 3
THE COMPETENCIES REQUIRED AT WORK AND IN SOCIETY
In an attempt to find out whether the teachers', pupils', parents', and ex-pupils' opinions on the
goals of education that were discussed in the last chapter were correct we reviewed the available
literature on the competencies required at work and in society3.1. This chapter briefly summarizes some
of the results.
The Qualities Required at Work
Klemp, Munger and Spencer3.2 and I3.3 have shown (Table 3.1) that more effective managers are
distinguished from their less effective peers by their greater tendency to do such things as think about
and develop the talents of their subordinates, move their subordinates into positions in which they can
capitalize on their talents and have their contributions recognized by their organizations, listen to what
lies behind what people say and do something about it, reflect on the workings of their organizations and
intervene effectively in them, analyse the workings of the wider social system around their organizations
and orchestrate effective inter-organizational activity to influence such wider constraints. Our work also
shows that the willingness and the ability to do the things which have just been mentioned is rare among
American and British managers but is much more common in Singapore and Japan3.4.
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Managerial competence is by no means the only area of competence which has been analysed.
Thus Raven and Dolphin3.5 studied a cross-section of employees in a wide variety of organizations
ranging from the civil service, through banks and offices, to large factories. The qualities required to deal
with the problems which plagued these organizations were the qualities which were emphasized by the
parents, teachers, and pupils whose views were reported in the previous chapter. However, although
employers were often anxious to do so, they frequently failed to develop and utilize the wide variety of
values, talents, and competencies which were available in their workforce. This was largely because
they lacked constructs for thinking about the relevant talents and abilities, how to develop them, and
how to utilize them. In particular, they lacked means of assessing them.
Research has also been carried out among construction site workers3.6, bus drivers3.7, nurses3.8,
small businessmen3.9, social workers3.10, architects3.11, pharmacists3.12, town planners3.13, civil
servants3.14, doctors3.15, scientists3.16, engineers3.17, and politicians3.18. Only one or two further examples
can be discussed here. Table 3.2 shows the competencies which Flanagan and Burns3.19 found to
distinguish more from less effective machine operatives. Their results have been confirmed more
recently in a study conducted by the Industrial Training Research Unit in Great Britain3.20. We
ourselves3.21 found that what 20 year olds who had been "drop-outs" from school at 15 years of age
liked about their job was the variety, the opportunity to take initiative, the opportunity to make the most
of themselves, and the opportunity to develop and use their talents in ways which had not been possible
at school. They also liked the fact that they did not, at work, have to do the same thing all the time and
do things they could not do. It emerges that work - even for this early-leaving group - is anything but the
soul destroying activity which many teachers take it to be. Grannis3.22 and Bachman et al.3.23 obtained
confirmatory results in the US.

Finally, it is, perhaps, particularly appropriate in a book like this to list (in Table 3.3) some of the
qualities which have been found to distinguish more from less effective school teachers3.24.
Taken as a whole, these data convincingly demonstrate that parents, teachers, pupils and
employers are right to say that the educational system should be primarily concerned with fostering such
qualities as initiative, the ability to make one's own observations, the competencies required to identify
and solve problems, the ability to work with others, leadership, and the ability to understand and
influence the workings of society.
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Civic Competence
But these are not the most important insights into the competencies to be fostered by the
educational system which have emerged from our work.
Some 20 years ago, I was offered an opportunity to study "values, attitudes and institutional
structures associated with economic and social development" in the Republic of Ireland. I approached
my task, as a psychologist would, with the idea of finding out how important such qualities as "need
achievement", "leadership", and "creativity" might be. I thought I might get a feel for how important such
qualities were by speaking to people who had a range of different sorts of job and asking them to tell me
something about their jobs and their lives. When they started to get excited about some problem they
had, I would ask them what they could do about it.
To my surprise they, one after another, said "There's nothing I can do about it; the Government
must do it". My first reaction to this was one of shock. I thought "What has happened to their initiative,
leadership, and ability to persuade others to help them to do something about their problems?" At first I
did not realise that what people were actually saying related directly to my interest in competence and
that it would lead to a re-interpretation of concepts like leadership. However, what they were saying did
seem important - even if I did not quite know why - and it therefore seemed relevant to document their
views more systematically. For this reason, and because we were in the fortunate position of not having
to explain precisely why we were collecting particular data before we did so, we were able to undertake
a number of studies of civic and political culture and political socialization3.25.
While this work was in hand, two things happened.
Firstly, I realised that what I had discovered was that people's behavior is not mainly determined by
such qualities as "initiative", need Achievement, or need Power, but by their beliefs about society, how it
works, and their place in it. Or, rather, that whether people will take a leadership role or display initiative
is markedly influenced by these beliefs and perceptions. Appropriate social and political beliefs are
therefore key psychological components in the cluster of activities that we refer to when we use terms
like initiative and leadership.
3

Secondly, I, once again, discovered that cumulated public opinion is a good guide to the truth. An
economist introduced me to some statistics which showed that 45% of GNP is, in all the countries of the
European Community, spent directly by their governments. It turns out that even this does not include
the spending of the nationalized industries or local government. When these are added on the figure
rises to 65%. And this still does not include the effects of grant and levy schemes, planning legislation,
health and safety legislation, or requirements that firms provide pensions - which are all designed to
lead people to spend much more of their "own" money in ways determined by government. Including
these brings the total to some 75%. So it was necessary - as my informants said - for the government to
tackle their problems. Their task then became to influence the government ... but they jibbed at that and for rational - but inadequate - reasons which do not need to be discussed here3.26.
I finally realised the true import of these observations nearly 15 years later, when I was working on
the text of Competence in Modern Society. What I then found myself saying was that competence in
modern society has almost more than anything else to do with the willingness and the ability to gain
control over the wider social and political forces which come from outside one's job, but which primarily
determine what one can do in it. So beliefs about the meaning and implications of such terms as
"democracy", "participation", "management" and "citizenship" turn out to be central to competence.
It may be thought that these observations do not apply to the United States where Government, it is
often said, plays a less significant role. However, when visiting the United States, I have repeatedly
found that what look like independent organizations have either been brought into being by
governmental legislation (like much insurance and medical schemes and much psychological
assessment) or are somehow or other dependent on government money - like the research units which
are dependent on defence or education contracts and the interventions in agricultural prices and
production. I suspect that, if a careful study were made, the results would be not too different from those
we have obtained in Europe. Of course, it is always possible to argue about such things as how much
control governments really have over such things as how transfer payments - money supposedly taken
from the rich and given to the poor - are actually spent. But, whatever the room for argument, the
conclusion that Governments play a major role in the management of modern societies is indisputable.
Actually, the importance of finding better ways of managing modern society is more serious than
even these observations suggest.
In another attempt to try to decide which competencies it is most important for schools to foster, we
modified and replicated a study which had previously been carried out by Flanagan and Russ-Eft3.27 in
the United States. We first undertook a quality-of-life survey to identify the problems which people had in
leading their lives as they would have liked. Then we studied what competencies and understandings
they would need if they were to to tackle these problems effectively.
What we found was that people are dissatisfied with the quality of their consumer goods. They are
still more dissatisfied with the quality of the environments in which they live and work. But they are most
dissatisfied with their relationships with politicians and public servants. It turns out that this is because
these politicians and public servants govern the quality of people's lives by controlling health services,
welfare services, education services, manpower policy, income distributions, prices, and international
trade (including trade with the Third World). But it is not the policies themselves that are the main
problem (important though they are). The most important problem is that citizens are unable to influence
the policies which are implemented, to obtain diversified treatment suited to their own priorities from the
bureaucracy, to provide adequate and effective feedback to policy makers, or to avoid demeaning, deskilling, and de-humanising treatment from bureaucrats. One of the main problems facing our society is
therefore to find ways of making public policy more open, diversified, and responsive. To do this we will
have to develop new ways of providing accountability and variety in the public sector3.28.
A large proportion of the problems which remain to be tackled by our society are in the public
domain. They have to do with the management of the world economic system and the relationships
which are established between national economic systems and the international system - and especially
trade between rich and poor countries. They have to do with health services - which need, for example,
to establish much more effective community support networks to care for the isolated, the disturbed, the
infirm, and the elderly. They have to do with the educational system - which needs to provide much
more effective community development networks to promote the growth of competence and, in
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particular, to promote the development of the civic competencies which are required to operate modern
political systems effectively. They have to do with staff placement and development within the public
service. They have to do with the quality of the environment, including the built environment. And they
have to do with broad ecological issues: pollution control, destruction of the soil, the seas, the air, and
the biosphere, and the management of irreplaceable human, physical, and biological resources. They
have therefore to do with the very future of our planet, never mind the sustainability of our so-called
"civilisation" or economy.
This is an appropriate point at which to emphasize that, because activities in all these areas are so
central to the quality of life in, and the effectiveness of, modern society, it is necessary to change the
way we view them. If public servants are mainly responsible for the quality of our environments, our
education, our health; if the agricultural policies they generate have a much greater effect on the amount
and quality of food available than anything an individual farmer can do no matter how hard he works, our
public servants create wealth. Unfortunately these essential, wealth-creating, tasks are not being carried
out as effectively as they might be - we have, for example, already said that some two thirds of the
money spent on "education" is wasted so far as the development of human resources is concerned. It
will gradually emerge that, to handle this problem, we need a great deal of fundamental, policy-relevant,
R&D; to explicitly set out to generate a variety of programs suited to a cross section of the population
and information on the personal and social consequences of each - and to feed that information outward
to the public instead of upward, through a bureaucratic hierarchy, to an assembly of elected
representatives. In other words, if our society is to function effectively, we will need new concepts of
wealth, wealth-creation, policy evaluation, bureaucracy, and democracy. We will need new tools to
administer and evaluate public policy - including the management of the so-called "private" sector ...
because that sector is all too prone to foist huge burdens (such as dealing with the pollution and illness
it creates) onto the public sector or future generations - and to find ways of holding public servants
accountable for acting on information in the public interest.
What these observations imply for the educational system is that it has a major responsibility to
nurture the development of the abilities required to evolve new civic and economic understandings, the
motivation and the capacity to act on insights so gained, and the willingness and the ability to support
others who strive to do all of these things.
The Competencies Required in Modern Society: Summary Statement
We may now summarize what we have learned about the qualities required to behave competently
in modern society. Competent behavior is, it seems, dependent on:
• The motivation, the beliefs, and the abilities required to engage in high-level, value-laden,
activities like taking initiative, exercising responsibility, and analysing and influencing the
operation of organizations and political systems.
• The willingness and the ability to contribute to a climate of support and encouragement for
others who are trying to innovate, find better ways of doing things, or take a stand against
unethical practices in both the public and private sectors.
• The ability to evolve accurate understandings of how the organization and society in which one
lives and works operate and how they are to be influenced - together with appropriate
perceptions of one's own role, and that of others, in those organizations.
• Appropriate understandings of a number of concepts which relate to the running of
organizations. These include such things as risk-taking, efficiency, leadership, responsibility,
accountability, communication, equality, participation, wealth and democracy.
The Need for Variety
Having emphasized the need for high-level competencies in all occupational groups and in all
walks of life, we must now emphasize both that pupils have the potential to develop a wide variety of
very different concerns and talents and that a wide variety of different patterns of competence are
required in society.
Looking first at occupational needs, any occupational group requires a wide range of people who
do very different things. Thus Taylor and his colleagues3.29 have shown that there are 20 different types
of outstanding physician and 12 different types of outstandingly creative scientist. Further, that effective
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teams of scientists, for example, need to be composed of a wide variety of different sorts of people: an
ideas man, a fund-raiser, an organizer, a publicist, and so on.
We may generalise these observations. To create the cultures of innovation and development to
which the pupils whose views were summarized in Chapter 2 seemed to wish to learn how to contribute,
it would be necessary to have a wide variety of people doing very different things: it would be necessary
to have some people who were good at organising others, some who were good at generating better
ways of thinking about things, some who were good at finding out how to translate those ideas into
effect, some who were good at pouring oil on troubled waters and so on. Put simply: A diversity of high
level talents would be essential.
Reverting to the other side of the coin, we may first note that no one person could possibly develop
all the concerns and patterns of competence of which we have spoken in this chapter. Furthermore, in
the course of our research, we have not only shown that different pupils want very different things from
their education and very different satisfactions from their jobs and their lives, but also that there is
marked variation in the values and aspirations of pupils who come from similar backgrounds and that
this variation is related to the occupational destinations for which they are bound. There is a great deal
more inter-generational social mobility - both upward and downward - than many people would have us
believe. Payne3.30 showed that 72% of adults in Scotland had been upwardly or downwardly mobile by at
least l category, and 20% of those who held the highest positions had come from the very lowest group.
Hope3.31 has shown that the same is true of the United States. The maintenance of our social structure
is therefore a great deal more complex than many have suggested. The evidence therefore points very
strongly toward the need to respect and build on the variance in pupils' values, priorities, and patterns of
competence (instead of trying to inculcate middle class values into working class children). The spectre
of teachers perpetuating socio-economic divisions, reproducing the social order, and creating a caste
society if they respect the variation in pupils' values, concerns, and talents therefore seems to be illfounded3.32.
Summary
Pupils, parents, teachers, and employers are correct: a wide variety of high-level competencies is
required for the effective operation of modern society. Unexpectedly, these talents consist of valueladen motivational dispositions which are centrally dependent on beliefs about how society works and
one's own role within it. Fears of teachers perpetuating the social order if they respected, and sought to
nurture, the diversity of pupils' concerns and talents are probably exaggerated.
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activity: we collected these data - and indeed much of the data on pupils' values and teachers'
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development, and, conversely, that divisiveness and an arrogant attachment to one's own point of
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goals in education and that we need to collect good data before we set about imposing our values
on others.
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