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The importance of flexibility, adaptability, and mobility in the global eco-
nomy and the information society is a leading theme in current discourse 
on education and training. Adults of the 21st century are expected to 
fulfill many different roles throughout life, act in different 
contexts, and meet multiple challenges.

Constructing the competencies needed to meet these expectations is at 
the heart of the international, interdisciplinary, and policy-oriented 
research program DeSeCo – Definition and Selection of Competencies: 
Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations.

Three categories of key competencies – interacting in socially heteroge-
neous groups, acting autonomously, and using tools interactively – 
grounded in a holistic model of competence, constitute a core element 
of DeSeCo’s overarching conceptual frame of reference. Key competen-
cies are conceptualized as contributing to a successful life and a well-
functioning society, as expressed by universal values such as respect for 
human rights, sustainable development, and democratic processes.

The DeSeCo framework sets a conceptual context for international 
assessments, such as the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), and the Adult 
Literacy and Life Skills (ALL) survey, for the development of OECD’s long-
term assessment strategy. It also adds meaning and conceptual depth 
the popular notion of lifelong learning.
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The world is rapidly becoming a different place, and the challenges to indi-
viduals and societies imposed by globalization and modernization are wide-
ly acknowledged and apparent. Our increasingly diverse and interconnect-
ed populations, rapid technological change in the workplace and in
everyday life, and the instantaneous availability of vast amounts of infor-
mation represent but a few of these new demands. Other demands relate to
the type of world OECD countries want to promote: balancing economic
growth with the sustainability of natural environments, individual prosper-
ity with social cohesion and reducing societal inequalities. The develop-
ment of the knowledge, skills, and competencies of the population –
through education systems and learning opportunities in the workplace
and other venues through the life span – is key to meeting these demands.
This necessarily sparks related questions about what are the competencies
that are most important for today’s and tomorrow’s world and how they
can be developed and fostered. OECD countries are at the forefront of
addressing these issues and developing sound indicators of the knowledge
and skills of young people and adults. To date, however, OECD work in this
arena has focused on measuring individuals’ reading, mathematical, and
scientific literacy. The Definition and Selection of Competencies: Theoretical and
Conceptual Foundations (DeSeCo) Project was initiated to provide solid theo-
retical and conceptual foundations for the broad range of competencies that

vii
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are needed to face the challenges of the present and the future. The project,
in which many OECD countries have participated, is led by the Swiss
Federal Statistical Office in collaboration with the U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, and with support from
Statistics Canada.

DeSeCo aimed to develop, through an interdisciplinary, collaborative, and
forward-looking approach, a frame of reference for assessments and indica-
tors of competencies that would have resonance with the information
needs of policy-makers. 

The first DeSeCo volume – Defining and Selecting Key Competencies – was pub-
lished in 2001 and provides the scholarly contributions during the first
phase of the project. In these papers, one can find the bases on which the
DeSeCo framework is built and fully appreciate the rich interdisciplinary
nature of the project. The present volume presents DeSeCo’s final report. It
is a vital contribution to advancing our understanding of what it means to
be a competent individual and of how investments in key competencies can
benefit both individuals and societies. DeSeCo’s overarching framework is
valuable because it provides a broad-based conceptual foundation that rec-
ognizes the complexity of the topic and stimulates us to take a more com-
prehensive view on why key competencies are important and to reflect on
what we value in competent individuals and what type of world we are
striving for. 

DeSeCo’s framework will serve as a guide to the OECD for the planning and
implementation of a coherent, long-term strategy for assessments and indi-
cators of key competencies among young people and adults. The DeSeCo
framework could also find much wider application in the development of
education and training programs for all stages of lifelong learning.

Many people made important contributions to the work of DeSeCo, but
none more than Dominique Simone Rychen and Laura Salganik. Their
commitment, their intellectual leadership, and their drive have ensured
that the work has been brought to such a productive conclusion. Heinz

viii Key competencies
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Gilomen and Eugene Owen provided the project with significant intellec-
tual support and, through the Swiss Federal Statistical Office and the
National Center for Education Statistics, with crucial financial support. 
I thank the four of them on behalf of all who enjoyed the opportunity 
to work with them on the project and all who will benefit from this 
publication.

Barry McGaw
Director for Education
OECD
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A project defined

Recent trends toward increasing diversity and liberalization on the one
hand, and continued globalization and standardization on the other hand,
both within and across countries, present clear challenges. While individu-
als and the governments that represent them seek continuous economic
growth, there is concern regarding the impact of this growth on natural
and social environments (OECD, 2001d). In a similar vein, many are
uneasy that although the rapid introduction of new technologies may
increase productivity, it will also contribute to increasing social inequality.
In such a context, education is widely considered an indispensable aspect
of any and all conceptual and practical approaches to these issues, as evi-
denced by the ever-increasing emphasis that is placed on education as a
resource and asset for individual and social achievement. With this height-
ened attention on education, tomorrow’s curriculum has become a relevant
topic for political discourse and education reform efforts all over the world.
There is a growing concern among governments and the general public
about the adequacy and quality of education and training, as well as the
economic and social returns on public educational expenditures. 

As a result, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and other multinational institutions have invested considerable
effort in the development of internationally comparable outcome indica-
tors in the education field (Salganik, Rychen, Moser, & Konstant, 1999;
Salganik, 2001). In general, these indicators measure traditional notions of
academic achievement and skill development, such as reading and mathe-
matics skills. This focus is partly the result of practical considerations, but

1
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is also due to the widely held and justifiable notion that these areas are cru-
cial to success in the modern economy and society. Simultaneously,
though, for some time it has been recognized that these curriculum-based
and subject-related competencies and basic skills do not capture the full
range of relevant education outcomes for human and social development
and political and economic governance. 

Apart from reading, writing, and computing, what other competencies are
relevant for an individual to lead a successful and responsible life and for
society to face the challenges of the present and the future? What are the
normative, theoretical, and conceptual foundations for defining and select-
ing a limited set of individually based key competencies (Rychen, 2001)?
An interest in such questions led to an international and interdisciplinary
endeavor launched in late 1997 under the auspices of the OECD. This proj-
ect, entitled Definition and Selection of Competencies: Theoretical and
Conceptual Foundations (hereafter referred to as DeSeCo), has been carried
out under the leadership of Switzerland.

DeSeCo’s goal was the construction of a broad overarching conceptual
frame of reference relevant to the development of individually based key
competencies in a lifelong learning perspective, to the assessment of these
competencies in an international setting, and to the development and
interpretation of internationally comparable indicators. DeSeCo has con-
sidered the topic of important, necessary, or desirable competencies from a
broad, holistic perspective. Thus, the reflection on key competencies was

2 Key competencies
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not limited to a particular context such as school and student achievement,
or workers’ skills and the demands of the labor market, or to what is easily
or currently measurable in large-scale assessments. Rather, DeSeCo focused
on competencies that contribute to a successful life and a well-functioning
society.

Based on theoretical and conceptual approaches to competence and
informed by political and practical considerations, the DeSeCo Project suc-
ceeded in developing a conceptual frame of reference for key competencies.
The present volume delineates this framework whereby demand-oriented
competencies are conceptualized within a three-fold categorization. The
DeSeCo framework provides a solid conceptual underpinning for future
international efforts to assess the competencies of young people and adults
within, and possibly beyond, the OECD. The results also present a reference
point for interpreting empirical findings about the outcomes of learning
and teaching. Further, this volume offers an important contribution to the
debate on priority areas for competence development and on policies
aimed at enhancing key competencies for all. What follows in this intro-
duction is an outline of the basic considerations underlying the DeSeCo
Project and a description of the processes that contributed to the results. 

3Introduction
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Basic considerations and research questions

DeSeCo originated in a governmental context, the OECD, and thus is
organized as a policy-driven research project. The following questions
exemplify the issues that have guided the reflections and conceptual work
on key competencies (Rychen & Salganik, 2001): 

• Can a set of competencies of prime importance for a successful life
and effective participation in different fields of life – including eco-
nomic, political, social, and family domains; public and private inter-
personal relations; and individual personal development – be identi-
fied?

• If so, what is the nature of these competencies and what distinguish-
es them as key competencies? How can they be described and theo-
retically justified? What are the components of these competencies?
Is the premise of a limited number of key competencies justified?

• Do key competencies operate independently, or should they be
viewed as an interdependent set or constellation of competencies?

• To what extent are key competencies immutable with reference to
social, economic, and cultural conditions? To what extent are they
generally valid from country to country or from region to region? 

• To what extent is it possible to identify key competencies independ-
ently of age, gender, status, professional activity, etc? Are certain com-
petencies particularly important in the various phases of life and, if
so, which ones? Do we need the same key competencies when we are
young, join the workforce, establish a family, advance in our profes-
sional or political careers, or retire?

• What are the consequences of these results for the development and
interpretation of indicators?

From the start of this study, it was clear that determining key competencies
is not simply an academic exercise. As one contributor to DeSeCo wrote, “It
is not enough for experts simply to define a conceptual and methodologi-
cal framework. The question is both ethical and political” (Perrenoud,

4 Key competencies
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2001, p. 121). Ultimately, the identification of a valuable and legitimate set
of key competencies is the result of a process of analysis and discussion that
occurs in the realm of policy and politics, in which academics are only one
of several stakeholders. To this end, the DeSeCo Project has attempted to
broaden the discussion by inviting participation from a variety of experts
and policy-makers representing the range of interested parties. 

Several notions have been emphasized throughout the project as particu-
larly relevant to the topic of key competencies. First, DeSeCo does not deal
with competencies simply from the point of view of society’s basic func-
tioning and individuals’ immediate survival. It approaches the question of
competencies via the perspective of a successful life and a well-functioning
society, conceiving the potential societal benefits of a well-educated citi-
zenry as including a productive economy, democratic processes, social
cohesion, and peace. At the individual level, the potential benefits of com-
petencies entail successful participation in the labor market, in political
processes, and in social networks; and meaningful interpersonal relations
and general satisfaction with one’s life. 

Second, although cognitive skills and knowledge – as explicitly transmitted
through traditional school programs – are important education outcomes,
the reflection on competencies cannot be limited to such elements. Both
labor market behavior and current research on intelligence and learning
indicate the importance of noncognitive factors such as attitudes, motiva-
tion, and values, which are not necessarily or exclusively acquired and
developed in the domain of formal education. 

Third, terms such as key or core competencies, life skills, or basic skills are in
widespread use with multiple, varied, and ambiguous definitions.
Therefore, a clarification of the concept of competence and related terms is
indispensable.

5Introduction
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Finally, DeSeCo recognizes that multiple approaches to the notion of key
competence exist. Depending on the perspective, different and not neces-
sarily compatible arguments and methodologies may be emphasized. Thus,
competencies need to be examined from multiple disciplinary and practi-
cal viewpoints.

In light of these basic considerations, constructing a solid overarching
frame of reference required the project to focus on the theoretical con-
structs and models that underlie and guide analyses and discussions on key
competencies, to explicitly include the normative considerations inherent
to the undertaking, and, last but not least, to consider the definition and
selection processes that take place in different socioeconomic and cultural
environments. The project’s work program, in turn, was designed to fulfill
these criteria to the widest extent possible.

The work program 

DeSeCo’s work program was designed to include multiple perspectives on
the topic of competencies and to encourage dialogue and exchange among
various stakeholders at the national and international levels. The work pro-
gram consisted of four major activities.

6 Key competencies
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The first activity was a critical analysis of several studies conducted during
the 1990s in OECD countries related to indicators of education outcomes
(Salganik et al., 1999). The analysis focused on the origin of concepts, the
theoretical and normative considerations, and the mechanisms of the def-
inition processes that influenced the conceptualization and realization of
the studies in question. 

Building a common understanding depends to a great deal on common
language and meaningful terms; otherwise, one risks juggling with catch-
words only. In light of the terminological and conceptual confusion relat-
ed to notions such as competence, skills, qualifications, standards, literacy,
and so on, the second major activity was a preliminary clarification of the
concept of competence (Weinert, 2001).

The third activity of DeSeCo’s work program was the determination of the-
ory-grounded sets of key competencies through the input of expert 

7Introduction
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opinions. Scholars1 from different academic disciplines (anthropology, eco-
nomics, philosophy, psychology, and sociology) were each asked to con-
struct a set of relevant key competencies from their own theoretical back-
ground and disciplinary perspective. They were expected to justify their
selections theoretically, taking into account any available state-of-the-art
research-based evidence. Subsequently, a commenting process was initiated,
wherein the scholarly papers were distributed among the authors, other aca-
demics, and leading representatives from various fields.2 It was a first step to
exploring the main convergences and divergences among the different dis-
ciplinary perspectives and to gain insight into priority areas from a more
practical and policy-oriented perspective.

Finally, a country consultation process (CCP) was organized within the
OECD to review national experiences in the definition and selection of key
competencies and issues related to the development and assessment of com-
petencies (Trier, 2003). Twelve countries3 prepared national reports on the
topic of key competencies and education indicators. The result was a clari-
fication of the various approaches taken by different countries to determine
and satisfy national education needs and priorities.

8 Key competencies

1 The scholars are Monique Canto-Sperber, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, France, and Jean-Pierre
Dupuy, Ecole Polytechnique, Centre de Recherche en Epistémologie Appliquée, France, representing 
a philosophical perspective; Jack Goody, St. John’s College, University of Cambridge, United Kingdom, representing
an anthropological perspective; Helen Haste, University of Bath, United Kingdom, representing a psychological per-
spective; Frank Levy, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, United States, and Richard J. Murnane, Harvard
University, United States, representing an economic perspective; and Philippe Perrenoud, University of Geneva,
Switzerland, representing a sociological perspective. Their contributions are published in Rychen and Salganik
(2001).

2 The commentators included Carlo Callieri, Confindustria, Italy; Jacques Delors and Alexandra Draxler, Task Force on
Education for the Twenty-first Century, UNESCO; Jean-Patrick Farrugia, Le Mouvement des Entreprises de France
(MEDEF), France; Bob Harris, Education International; Robert Kegan, Harvard University, United States; George
Psacharopoulos, University of Athens, Greece (formerly with the World Bank); Cecilia Ridgeway, Stanford University,
United States; Laurell Ritchie, Canadian Auto Workers, Canada; M. Boediono, Ministry of Education and Culture,
Indonesia; and Leonardo Vanella, Centro de Estudios e Investigación del Desarrollo Infanto-Juvenil, Argentina. Most
of these comments are published in Rychen and Salganik (2001).

3 Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden,
Switzerland, and the United States.
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Debates and exchange: From multiple perspectives
toward interdisciplinary insight

Each of the four activities described above highlighted the specific chal-
lenges that DeSeCo would have to overcome and reinforced the project’s
intention to bring together the knowledge and insight gained from these
activities. To that end, a series of events was organized to move from spe-
cific activities and multiple perspectives toward a common understanding
of the issues at stake and, eventually, to a consensus on an integrated frame
of reference. 

DeSeCo Symposium 1999

The first international symposium,4 held in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, in
October 1999, was a forum for intense debate and exchange among about
60 invited experts and academics. It brought together the authors of the
scholarly papers representing the different disciplinary perspectives, other
academics, and representatives of leading social and economic institutions
to reflect on DeSeCo’s aforementioned first three activities. The symposium
succeeded in

• creating an international network of academics and experts repre-
senting different disciplines and social fields interested in collaborat-
ing and working together toward an overarching conceptual frame-
work for identifying key competencies,

• increasing the discussion and awareness of the issues inherent in deal-
ing with questions of competencies and their assessment, and

• clarifying which avenues would be particularly fruitful for further
work in this area.

Expert papers prepared in conjunction with the first DeSeCo symposium
were compiled into Defining and Selecting Key Competencies, released in
August 2001 (Rychen & Salganik, 2001).

9Introduction

4 For information about this symposium, go to
http://www.statistik.admin.ch/stat_ch/ber15/deseco/deseco_symp99.htm
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erstellt von ciando

Followíng the symposium, the conceptual work on key competencies pro-
gressed as two subsequent workshops with the authors of the scholarly
papers were organized to further explore possible commonalities and dif-
ferences in defining and selecting key competencies. In light of these reflec-
tions, an interim synthesis (Rychen & Salganik, 2000) was prepared laying
out DeSeCo’s findings on a number of theoretical and conceptual issues
and outlining common features among the proposed approaches to defin-
ing and selecting competencies.

Toward a consolidation of the overarching frame of reference 

During 2001, a number of additional expert papers were commissioned to
complement and extend the examination of key competencies represented
in the first publication.5 Based on the expert papers contributed through-
out the project and the country reports, a revised synthesis in the form of
a discussion paper was prepared in anticipation of a second international
symposium (Rychen & Salganik, 2002). The discussion paper outlined the
major themes and theses developed in the course of DeSeCo’s work pro-
gram. Rather than focus on the extraordinary richness and diversity found

10 Key competencies

5 The authors included Barbara Fratczak-Rudnicka, Warsaw University, Poland; Judith Torney-Purta, University of
Maryland, United States; Daniel Keating, University of Toronto, Canada; and Tim Oates, Qualifications 
and Curriculum Authority, London, United Kingdom. These papers are published in Rychen, Salganik, and
McLaughlin (2003).
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in the contributions (which could not have been presented adequately), it
focused on the common strands as a means of moving toward a consensus
about key competencies for the 21st century. 

DeSeCo Symposium 2002 

A second international DeSeCo symposium was held in February 2002 in
Geneva.6 The symposium provided further opportunity to work toward a
consensus on key competencies among a wide range of countries, stake-
holders, and interest groups. The various inputs and the engaging dis-
courses of the various sessions at the symposium enabled the project to take
an important step toward a more coherent view of what constitutes key
competencies.

DeSeCo’s final conclusions and recommendations 

In response to an OECD request, a strategy paper with the project’s con-
clusions and recommendations was prepared during the first half of 2002
(OECD, 2002). The strategy paper is further developed in this volume, the
final report of the DeSeCo Project, which draws primarily on contributions
to DeSeCo since its inception. 

As described in this introduction, DeSeCo’s conclusions and recommenda-
tions are the ultimate result of an international collaborative effort among
scholars from different disciplines; experts from education, business, labor,
health, and other relevant sectors; specialists in large-scale assessments; 
and representatives of OECD member countries and of international 

11Introduction

6 For more information about this symposium, go to
http://www.statistik.admin.ch/stat_ch/ber15/deseco_int02.htm
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organizations such as UNESCO, the World Bank, the International Labour
Organisation (ILO), and the United Nations Development Program
(UNDP).

Outline of this volume

In chapter 1, Laura Hersh Salganik and Maria Stephens provide a backdrop
for the subsequent chapters with an analysis of contributions to DeSeCo
from the policy sector, including the country reports from the CCP. 

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 delineate the major theoretical and conceptual ele-
ments of DeSeCo’s overarching frame of reference for key competencies.
Chapter 2, by Dominique Simone Rychen and Laura Hersh Salganik, pres-
ents a holistic model of competence, which integrates and relates demands,
cognitive and noncognitive prerequisites, and context into a complex
action system. Chapter 3, by Dominique Simone Rychen, lays out analyti-
cal criteria for defining and selecting key competencies leading to a three-
fold categorization for key competencies – interacting in socially heteroge-
neous groups, acting autonomously, and using tools interactively. In
chapter 4, Heinz Gilomen addresses the topic of conceptual linkages
between key competencies and the quality of a successful life and a well-
functioning society and, as an initial step, outlines a number of critical
dimensions of these desired outcomes.

Chapters 5 and 6 move the discussion to the realm of assessments and indi-
cators of key competencies. Chapter 5, by T. Scott Murray, discusses the
broad policy relevance of assessments of key competencies and the impli-
cations of DeSeCo’s frame of reference for the development of assessments
and indicators in the future. In chapter 6, Andreas Schleicher, writing from
an OECD perspective, discusses the challenges associated with the develop-
ment of a coherent, long-term assessment strategy based on the theoretical
and conceptual foundations provided by DeSeCo.

The book closes with concluding remarks by Heinz Gilomen and an after-
word by Eugene H. Owen. 

12 Key competencies
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Competence priorities in policy and practice

Laura Hersh Salganik and Maria Stephens

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the various ways that key compe-
tencies have been thought about and addressed in OECD countries. It pro-
vides an analysis of the approaches taken to defining and selecting key com-
petencies and, in doing so, identifies some of the differences across and
within countries. By exploring the multiple activities associated with key
competencies, both in the policy realm and in practice and in different
social spheres or contexts, this chapter will also set a backdrop for the con-
ceptualization of key competencies within the DeSeCo Project.

The chapter draws primarily on comments from policy-makers and experts
in economic and social fields contributed at different phases of the project
and reports from a country contribution process (CCP) conducted within
DeSeCo. The CCP, in which OECD member countries were invited to par-
ticipate, aimed to solicit and introduce national views on competencies to

13

Chapter 1

CHAP 1.qxd  5/28/2003  3:10 PM  Page 13

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



the process of defining and selecting key competencies1 and to supplement
the theoretical work being undertaken simultaneously. Twelve countries2

participated in the CCP and submitted reports, which were synthesized by
Uri Peter Trier (2003) in his summary report.3

Following a discussion of the feasibility of identifying key competencies
that are relevant in OECD countries and possibly beyond, we first examine
the different approaches OECD countries have used to identify and select
key competencies, that is, the activities through which discussions and
applications of competencies manifest themselves. We then discuss the
resulting content, namely, similarities and differences among the competen-
cies they identify. In many cases, the approaches vary by sector (e.g., edu-
cation, the economy) as well as by country. However, as Trier (2003) points
out, there are many significant similarities with respect to content that tran-
scend the multiple approaches.4

14 Key competencies

1 A variety of terms are used in the CCP reports, such as essential or core competencies or skills. These terms are used
interchangeably throughout this chapter.

2 The twelve countries were Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, New
Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States. We also have drawn from other reports prepared for
the DeSeCo Project, such as those from Australia (Gonczi, 2003), Canada (Brink, 2003), and England (Oates, 2003),
which are not intended to be country-level reviews of activities related to competencies but rather descriptions of
specific activities. 

3 The authors gratefully acknowledge this summary report (Trier, 2003) as an invaluable source in the preparation of
this chapter and will credit many of the analyses and observations herein to it. 

4 In this and other sections, the descriptions of activities are based on commentaries and country reports solicited dur-
ing and prior to 2000.

CHAP 1.qxd  5/28/2003  3:10 PM  Page 14

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



Insurmountable differences or common vision?

To start with, let us first raise the important question of whether it is possi-
ble to identify a set of competencies that can be considered key and have
similar meanings across or even within OECD countries. Many DeSeCo
commentators have rightly noted that competencies and the importance
placed on them are related to differences in culture, context, and values.
This issue was raised frequently as a challenge for working toward a com-
mon set of key competencies. 

The interpretation of autonomy as a widely held value provides an excellent
example. As the New Zealand report (Kelly, 2001) points out, the idea that
autonomous and reflective behavior by individuals is a desirable character-
istic reflects a Western paradigm, aspects of which can often be in conflict
with Mäori and Pacific peoples’ cultures, which emphasize consensus deci-
sion-making, collective responsibilities, and group competencies. Tim Oates
(2003) offers another example, citing the differences in how capitalist soci-
eties and middle-Asian communal economies might view “respect for prop-
erty” and how that, in turn, would affect the value placed on competencies
related to it. Thus, the roles of individuals within society and the balance
between individual and collective competencies can be an important cul-
tural difference. 

15Policy and practice
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Even in cases where a common value or competence area is identified, such
as communication or citizenship, the particulars of the competencies com-
prising it and how they would be evaluated differ across communities. For
instance, how is the ability to communicate considered when different
groups use different forms of communication with different rules of eti-
quette? Do the competencies required to be a “good citizen” differ across
countries (Fratczak-Rudnicka & Torney-Purta, 2003)? It is concerns such as
these that led to the suggestion from French authorities to focus on specif-
ic populations (e.g., the underskilled) within specific contexts in individual
countries’ training and work systems rather than work toward internation-
al comparisons of universal competencies (Emin, 2003).

Cultural differences are obvious, as are their implications for the develop-
ment of empirical comparisons of competencies across countries. However,
as stated in Trier’s (2003) summary report: 

Nobody who supports the idea of universal key
competencies is suggesting that these competencies could
not or should not be related to concrete social and
cultural contexts. And almost nobody who believes that
competencies cannot be sensibly discussed without
relating them to specific contexts and socio-political
conditions will deny the existence of universal values.
(section 6.5)

This statement complements Franz E. Weinert (2001), who emphasizes that
activities to identify a common set of key competencies can be fruitful as
long as they are placed within a normative framework that acknowledges
and incorporates such differences.

Jacques Delors and Alexandra Draxler (2001) point out that as we constant-
ly recognize the importance of context and cultural differences, it is impor-
tant to also keep in mind that there are things that we share. The evidence
for Delors and Draxler of the possibility of developing and working from a
common vision is the very fact that we routinely undertake major collective

16 Key competencies
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endeavors – consider the establishment of the United Nations and its vari-
ous missions and activities – that rely on the belief that there are some
ideals we have in common. They also draw on the specific example of the
International Commission on Education for the 21st Century, which is
much related to the DeSeCo Project’s purposes and which discovered a
striking agreement among countries about the nature of important compe-
tencies (e.g., making and applying moral judgments, describing the world
and our own real and desirable place in it, marshaling our own skills to con-
struct a future that involves living in society) (UNESCO, 1996). While they
recognize that people or governments may not universally practice such
common ideals, they counter that it cannot be argued that these ideals do
not exist. To them, many of the differences observed across countries reflect
a “diversity of application,” not of aspiration (Delors & Draxler, p. 215).

Key competencies in education, the economy, 
and other sectors

The concept of key competence has been relevant for policy discussions in
different social fields in many OECD countries. However, while the differ-
ent sectors often are reacting to the same broad demands imposed by rapid
technological advances, globalization, and a subsequent movement toward
developing knowledge economies, their specific needs for and approaches
to identifying key competencies are somewhat, and perhaps understand-
ably, different. Such a sector-based distinction emerges in most of the
reports from the CCP, as well as in other sources.

For instance, in education, key competencies often are associated with the
broadening of general and vocational education and also with reforming
education for social renewal. In the economy, key competencies are associ-
ated with new forms of business and job organization, although nuances
emerge as multiple perspectives within the economic sector (e.g., business,
industry, labor) are explored. Reports from representatives of civic society
emphasize in particular the importance of achieving societal balance and
fostering active democratic participation. 

17Policy and practice
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Key competencies in the education sector

Certainly, it comes as no surprise that education is one of the sectors of soci-
ety in which the notion of competencies and their development has been
and still is being addressed and debated. In nearly all the CCP reports, com-
petencies were discussed extensively from this perspective. 

Within the education sector, competencies are approached in several ways
that are generally related to curricular reform and the expansion or refine-
ment of educational objectives. From the CCP and other sources, compe-
tencies have appeared in (1) requirements for the completion of upper sec-
ondary school, (2) school curricula, and (3) all-encompassing educational
goals.

School leaving requirements

In at least two countries, Germany and Switzerland, competencies that span
subject areas have been embedded in the requirements for achieving the
academic upper secondary school leaving certificate – the Abitur in the for-
mer and the Maturität in the latter. For instance, earning the Abitur requires
that in addition to achievement in traditional subjects such as German lan-
guage, foreign language, and mathematics, students acquire 12 overarching
competencies, including understanding the structure of knowledge, direct-
ing one’s own learning, reflecting on one’s own learning, and thinking,
judging, and acting (Witt & Lehmann, 2001). Switzerland’s “transdiscipli-
nary goals” for the Maturität identify 12 similar competencies, such as hav-
ing the capacity for lifelong learning, the capacity for independent judg-
ment, and intellectual openness (Trier, 2001b).

As Trier (2003) points out, the motivation in these countries for the explic-
it inclusion of these broad competence requirements goes as far back as the
1960s, to perceived deficiencies in the existing education system and to the
application of educational research findings, which promoted educational
reform through the establishment of more integrated curricula. Establishing
broad competence requirements has thus been seen as a means to foster and
achieve integrated curricula, improvements in schooling, and greater equi-
ty among students. Trier also notes, however, that historically there has

18 Key competencies
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been a gap between stated goals and actual practice, although in the future
such competencies may become fully integrated into the practice of exist-
ing systems, as external pressure on school systems regarding their impor-
tance increases.

School curricula 

In some other countries, competencies find a no less important place in
newly revised or developed curriculum documents. One example is in
Austria, where perceived social and technological changes resulted in pres-
sure for change in the education system. The term key skills was associated
with criticism of an overemphasis on knowledge in general education and
specialization in vocational education (Lassnigg, Mayer, & Svecnik, 2001).
In 1999, Austria reformed its curriculum for students ages 10 to 14 in order
to expand its existing focus on subject-matter knowledge to include more
“personality-driven” competencies and those that reinforce a “real-life ori-
entation” (Lassnigg et al.). Five educational areas were defined to encourage
the integration of disciplines and the new competencies: language and
communication, mankind and society, nature and technology, creativity
and design, and health and exercise. In this way, it is somewhat similar to
the previous examples, in that competencies become vehicles to encourage
organizational models that reinforce or advance desired educational
reforms.

This also was the case with a project in Flemish Belgium, in which a con-
sortium of middle schools developed a reference framework for key compe-
tencies for the basic curriculum for 12- to 14-year-old students. The
approach views human beings as “a crossroads of relationships” (Dunon,
2001, p. 4) and identifies five broad competencies that are important for
participating in a critical and creative way in the development of society
and of oneself. What is interesting is that this consortium also views the
debates and activities surrounding key competencies as an opportunity to
accelerate desired reforms in school culture and teaching practice. 

A final example involves curriculum in vocational education. In Germany,
the approach has been to use a small number of competence areas –

19Policy and practice
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domain-related, personal, and social competence – as a guide for organiz-
ing curriculum into thematic units (Witt & Lehmann, 2001; Oates, 2003).
This contrasts with the approach in England, where during the 1990s, con-
siderable effort was devoted to identifying key skills to enable workers to
cope with increasing complexity in work tasks. From very early on, the
effort was characterized by a desire to assess students in the skill areas
(Oates). Thus, the key skills identified – which are grouped into six broad
areas (communications, application of number, information technology,
working with others, improving one’s own learning and performance, and
problem-solving) – are further specified at five levels of performance. Oates
suggests that the assessment-driven nature of the use of key skills in
England makes it fundamentally different from activities that are driven by
a pedagogical focus. 

All-encompassing educational goals

Competencies also have earned a place in the overall educational goals in
several countries, namely, the Nordic countries, Germany, and New
Zealand. In Norway and New Zealand, for example, comprehensive cur-
riculum statements that focus on the whole education system5 demonstrate
a broad view of the purpose of education and include many overarching
competencies. Norway’s curriculum describes its goal as one of developing
“integrated human beings,” individuals who are spiritual, creative, work-
ing, liberally educated, social, and environmentally aware (Knain, 2001).
New Zealand, following a 1988 document outlining four broad goals of
education, specified eight essential skills that students should possess: com-
munication skills, numeracy skills, information skills, problem-solving
skills, self-management and competitive skills, social and cooperative skills,
physical skills, and work and study skills (Kelly, 2001).

Both Sweden and Finland identify competence areas of a more general
nature that should be developed and assessed in schools. In Sweden, these
include seeing connections and being able to find one’s way in the outside
world, making conscious ethical decisions, understanding and applying

20 Key competencies

5 Norway’s Core Curriculum includes primary, secondary, and adult education. New Zealand’s Curriculum Framework
covers students through upper secondary school.
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democracy, and being creative and able to communicate (Skolverket, 2001).
In Finland, they include learning to learn, communication competencies,
and lifelong learning, with component competencies further identified
under these headings (Etelälahti & Sahi, 2001). In Denmark, where compe-
tencies are taking a prominent place in industrial development policy, they
appear in education through the various national decrees that govern the
different levels of education (e.g., primary, secondary, vocational, adult)
and that emphasize education’s purpose to foster “active participation in a
democratic society” and “personal development” (Otterstrom, 2001). In
Germany, the Forum Bildung (Education Forum), an initiative of the Federal
Minister of Education and Research and the Länder-based Ministers of
Education, released preliminary guidelines for articulating educational
aims, which recognize the importance of individual development and
social participation as aims of both general and vocational education. The
guidelines propose six fundamental competencies: intelligent knowledge,
applicable knowledge, learning competence, method-related/instrumental
key competencies, social competencies, and value orientation (Witt &
Lehmann, 2001). 

The impetus for developments in the countries discussed in this section is
a broader national effort for societal renewal, to which education is an
essential contributor (Trier, 2003). Whereas in some of the previous exam-
ples relating to school-leaving requirements and curricula, the driving ques-
tion was “How can education be improved?”, here the question seems to
have been “What can education do and what is it for?” – with the answer
being that education should be more holistic, achieving broad humanistic
goals.

In contrast, in the United States, concerns that the graduates of the educa-
tion system would not have the skills to keep the country economically
competitive culminated in the publication of A Nation at Risk (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) and set the context for dis-
cussions on competencies. Thus, discussions on competencies in the
United States at the national level took the form of setting standards and
maintaining competitiveness (Trier, 2001c, 2003). 

21Policy and practice
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In the foregoing analysis, the groupings reflect the subtle differences in the
approaches being taken across countries toward competencies, even within
a single sector. Cutting across these examples, we draw on Trier’s (2003)
observation of the evolution of competencies in goals and curricula in
OECD countries more generally. He reminds us how, at first, these compe-
tencies might have been woven into, or implicit in, programs of study, but
how over time they emerged more explicitly in goals and frameworks or in
targeted areas. Finally, in the last decade, competencies have appeared in
curriculum documents with indications of which ones are of particular
importance for education systems to develop. In each of these cases, key
competencies have provided a perspective that either complements or pro-
vides an alternative to the traditional use of subject matter as the primary
schema for organizing learning in schools. 

Key competencies in the economic sector

The notion of competencies, and in particular key competencies, is also the
focus of a great deal of attention, discussion, and effort in the economic
sector, from both employers and employees. In the economic sector, edu-
cational outcomes are seen as crucial factors for productivity and competi-
tiveness. The importance of worker quality, skills, and competencies as key
for survival and “the first strategic factor that can be used to boost produc-
tivity and market competitiveness” (Callieri, 2001, p. 228) was underscored
by various commentators from the business perspective (see also Farrugia,
2001; Oliva, 2003).

22 Key competencies
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The discussion in the economic sector on key competencies is directed both
outwardly – to education and training systems regarding their role in devel-
oping competencies – and inwardly – to its own communities, employers
who want to attract and manage competent employees, and employees
(e.g., unions) who want to identify and gain access to opportunities to
develop key competencies. Activities related to competencies in the eco-
nomic sector have included (1) competence or skill development and man-
agement as a new employer strategy, (2) labor union concerns and initia-
tives, (3) occupational profiles and job analyses, and (4) employer surveys
of key competencies.

In contrast to the examples from the education sector, the activities that are
described in this section do not focus on identifying key competencies,
which are not typically the subject of much debate. As Attilio Oliva (2003)
explains: “There are certain areas in which there is a growing agreement on
what are considered ‘key competencies,’ specifically in the world of work
and business… The more the pattern of the market with its rules extends,

23Policy and practice
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the more common and evident are the key competencies required 
to perform in it successfully” (section 2). Rather, in the economic sector,
most of the examples relate to acquiring, evaluating, or managing key 
competencies.

Competence development and management as an employer strategy

Discussions on competencies arise in the economic sector from an organi-
zational perspective, namely, from the increasing regard given to the impor-
tance of the development and management of competencies. Broadly
speaking, this refers to treating competencies and their development as
integral components of organizational decisions regarding staffing and
training, within the overarching goal of organizational management and
improvement.

For employers, the focus is on competence as a guiding framework for career
development and human resource management. In France, this reflects a
fairly major shift in attitudes among employers whereby they view their
employees’ careers in terms of a competence-building process and look for
ways to use the notion of competencies to supplement – or even replace –
the use of qualifications (e.g., years of experience, education) to develop
and manage human resources. Competence development and manage-
ment, furthermore, is viewed as a tool that will better ensure that employ-
ees are able to respond to new and changing situations in the workplace
(Farrugia, 2001; Ministère de l’Education Nationale, 2001). For example,
the Mouvement des Entreprises de France (MEDEF) is an initiative representing
employers in France aimed at exploring the new social relationships
between employers and workers being brought about by the importance of
the development of skills and competencies to businesses’ survival
(Farrugia). MEDEF identifies competence management as a key strategy in
creating conditions for productivity. In MEDEF’s estimation, workers are
responsible for upgrading their skills in order to remain in the “employa-
bility circle,” whereas employers are responsible for the provision of
resources for competence development and for organizing production in
ways that will make the best use of workers’ competencies.

24 Key competencies
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The report from Flemish Belgium also notes that competence management
is becoming a “key component in the structure and strategy of an increas-
ing number of organizations” (Dunon, 2001, p. 5). In many Flemish com-
panies, competence development and management is beginning to be used
to recruit, train, and select employees and is closely tied to the specific goals
of the respective companies. Although the interest in competence manage-
ment comes mainly from a human capital development perspective, the
Flemish report also notes an awareness that competence management can
play a role in empowering employees for independent and autonomous
learning.

Hand in hand with competence development and management from the
career management perspective, at least theoretically, are the activities in
some countries to establish systems to better or more comprehensively rec-
ognize individuals’ competencies. Again, we draw on examples from France
and Flemish Belgium.

Several recent legislative and institutional provisions in France have
attempted to make possible the evaluation of a broad range of competen-
cies in order to address the critical question of how “all citizens can gain
recognition for the job skills acquired outside of formal training” (see,
Ministère de l’Education Nationale, 2001, p. 5). The provisions are two-
pronged. One prong is Skill Assessment Centers (the most recent version of
a variety existing in France since the 1980s), which assist individuals in pro-
filing their skills and competencies, researching and training for specific
jobs, and becoming advocates in their own professional and competence
development. The newest legislation relating to skills assessment allows
employees to take leave from work to utilize these services. The second
prong is the Validation of Job Experience provisions in two key pieces of leg-
islation, which allow job experience to be substituted for other qualifica-
tions for entry into job training programs or to count toward a previously
unearned diploma under certain guidelines.

In a similar vein, the offices of the ministers of education and employment
in Flemish Belgium recently established a joint working group to develop an
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integrated model for the recognition of competencies (Dunon, 2001). Such
a model would acknowledge those competencies gained in formal, semi-
structured, and informal ways.

Labor union concerns and initiatives

From a labor perspective, however, there is a concern that competence
development and management is fundamentally detrimental to workers, a
tool to further control them and to erode the rights and protections they
have gained through collective bargaining. Laurell Ritchie (2001) posits that
employers promote competencies primarily in their own interests:
“‘Flexibility’ is typically about market deregulation and the elimination of
legislation and contract terms…employers can use ‘teamwork’ programs to
set worker against worker with consequent job loss, and to build unques-
tioning conformity to a corporate culture” (p. 236). Moreover, Ritchie
argues that employers use competence development and management as a
means to shift the cost of training to workers. Rejecting the interpretation
of human capital theory that states that individuals should invest in their
own retraining, she comments, “This is a transparently self-serving inter-
pretation on the part of those defending the corporate dumping of training
costs” (p. 240). Ritchie’s main critique is that the focus on competencies of
workers shifts the balance of responsibility for unemployment and under-
employment too far in the direction of the workers. She asks, “what if we
turned this on its head?” (p. 237). For instance, flexibility would require
that employers be flexible in accommodating workers’ participation in edu-
cation programs; trustworthiness would require that they observe “neutral-
ity” during union organizing campaigns; teamwork would mean providing
labor with equal participation in the introduction of new technologies and
work methods. 

Another major concern is that employers’ focus on broad competencies will
result in few opportunities for workers to develop new specific skills and
qualifications that they believe will contribute more toward increasing their
value in the labor market. This tension between broad and job-specific com-
petencies (which labor views as a tension between rhetoric about the impor-
tance of broad competencies and the reality of the importance of job-spe-
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cific skills) was frequently mentioned as a key issue to be taken into con-
sideration in the debate on competencies in both the country reports (Trier,
2003) and other sources (Ritchie, 2001). More precisely, the tension reflects
a concern among some actors (on both the labor and business sides) that
focusing on general competencies could swing too far and ultimately lead
to an overemphasis on personal qualities and a wholesale de-emphasis on
context-specific vocational training. The implication is that the balance
between general competencies, context- or job-specific competencies, and
more traditional qualifications is a delicate one.

Labor unions themselves have been engaged in the identification of com-
petencies, often as a first step in the broader goal of encouraging govern-
mental and employer support for competence development. This is well
described in a quote from the Austrian report:

Employee organizations have tried to make a
contribution to the development of key competencies…by
a range of different activities in respect of their own
further education or the development of supportive
teaching tools… As unionists, [they] were always the
first to call for the conveyance of key skills… (Lassnigg,
1998, as cited in Lassnigg et al., 2001, p. 22)

One of the countries to report at length about activities among unions was
Sweden. In Sweden, the major trade unions (represented by the Swedish
Trade Union Conference, the Swedish Confederation of Professional
Employees, and the Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations)
authored a joint memorandum in 2001 that was an attempt to develop a
common framework for the discussion of issues related to lifelong learning
and competence development. Their position supports the development of
“the learning workplace,” which they see as involving both personal and
organizational-related development. The former captures, on the one hand,
the idea that individuals have a responsibility for their own competence
development but, on the other hand, that there also must be access to 
quality development opportunities. The latter reflects the idea that 
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organizations also have a level of responsibility to identify which compe-
tencies are needed and to invest appropriately in their development in
employees. The main idea of the memorandum was that competence devel-
opment is an outlook, or an approach, to work and life that needs to be fos-
tered not only at the individual level, but in supportive work environments
as well (Skolverket, 2001). 

The Swedish Metal Workers’ Union takes this idea a step further, calling
competence development and lifelong learning a human right. Its goal is to
create the conditions for all workers to access learning opportunities that
are clearly tied to their individual needs. In doing so, it describes compe-
tence as a four-pronged combination including “what one knows, what one
can do, what one wants, and what one dares to do” (Skolverket, 2001, p. 10)
and identifies a number of components at the organizational level that
would promote competence development in order to help all individuals
achieve their individual capacity (e.g., instituting work rotation systems,
composing work teams with attention to members’ individual competen-
cies and interests, and fostering a positive regard for career development
among managers).

Generally speaking, a major facet of unions’ competence-related efforts is
increasing workers’ opportunities – especially among the most vulnerable
(i.e., the lowest skilled) – for competence development. This is the case in
the previous examples from Sweden and one from Denmark as well. The
Danish Federation of Trade Unions, similar to the Swedish trade unions’
joint activity, has been developing a strategy that focuses on the improve-
ment of cooperation between employees and employers in order to increase
employees’ influence and responsibility at work and create more productive
workplaces (Otterstrom, 2001). The messages coming out of this activity,
however, are more similar to those expressed by the Swedish Metal Workers’
Union, in that obtaining key competencies is viewed as a right and that
employers should both provide opportunities for the development of new
competencies and structure the work environment to allow workers to use
what they have learned. An outgrowth of this activity is the union’s attempt
to monitor Denmark’s competence, or human capital, to ensure that com-
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petence development is occurring not just for the elite but for the less edu-
cated worker as well (Danish Federation of Trade Unions, 1999). 

Occupational profiles and job analyses

Activities in the economic sector to identify and define important compe-
tencies have taken the form, in several countries, of developing occupa-
tional profiles and conducting job analyses.

For example, in Flemish Belgium, the COBRA system is a catalog of required
competencies for different careers in the Flemish labor market. What is
most interesting is the recent agreement of the Flemish Employment
Service and Vocational Training Agency, which is responsible for COBRA, to
gear it in the future to the occupational profiles used by the Socio-Economic
Council of Flanders. In other words, the training and economic sectors are
forging a link around the shared importance of competencies. As a result of
this collaboration and harmonization, the profiles also are now drawing out
the most important tasks, knowledge, skills, and key competencies required
by various professions or clusters of professions (Dunon, 2001).

The United States also has a nationally developed system to catalog and
describe occupations and the skills and competencies that underlie them
(Trier, 2001c, 2003). O*NET OnLine, from the U.S. Department of Labor, is
a database and a tool that describes the skills required in different jobs at a
fairly fine level of detail. For instance, while an overarching area is social
skills, O*NET further breaks this down into components such as social per-
ceptiveness, coordination, persuasion, and negotiation.

While the two preceding examples focus on the categorization and cata-
loging of competencies for use by employers, employees, and perhaps train-
ers, a final example under the job analysis heading – which, in fact, was a
precursor to the O*NET example above – had a somewhat different purpose
that involved a more inductive approach to identifying competencies. The
Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS), appointed
by the U.S. Secretary of Labor, drawing on analyses of 50 jobs and 900
underlying tasks, aimed to identify “workplace know-how.” SCANS 
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concluded with the identification of five competence areas (resources, inter-
personal skills, information, systems, and technology) and three founda-
tional areas (basic skills, thinking skills, and personal qualities) that are
essential for those in the workforce to possess (U.S. Department of Labor,
1992, p. 83).

Employer surveys of key competencies

A final example of how the economic sector approaches competencies
includes employer surveys, which attempt to identify the skills and compe-
tencies necessary for the workforce to acquire. For instance, recent surveys
in New Zealand of employer expectations for entry-level job applicants
showed that the vast majority of required competencies are interpersonal.
The competencies frequently emphasized included communication, coop-
eration, creativity, and critical thinking, as well as the more traditional com-
putational skills and computer literacy (Kelly, 2001). A survey of 709
employers in Finland identified 13 imperative competencies or qualities
including, among others, initiative, interest, honesty, and conscientious-
ness (Etelälahti & Sahi, 2001). A study in Sweden further confirmed the
importance employers attribute to broad competencies relative even to
basic knowledge (Skolverket, 2001). And an international group of employ-
er federations from seven European countries, in a statement to govern-
ments urging their support for improvements in education, stressed the
importance of “emotional intelligence and control,” identifying it as the
most important competence when workers come together to collaborate
(Oliva, 2003).
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Key competencies in other contexts

Discussions of competencies have also been relevant in sectors other than
education and the economy, though to a lesser extent and with less consis-
tency across countries. From the country reports, we describe activities to
identify key competencies in four other contexts: (1) indicators and assess-
ments, (2) national-level research, (3) youth development, and (4) civic
society.

Indicators and assessments

Several countries are engaged, either individually or collaboratively, in
activities to develop indicators or to measure the competence levels of their
populations. The activities may come out of labor ministries, education
ministries, or collaborative efforts and may focus specifically on adult or
student populations. 

We first provide a few examples of indicator and assessment activities relat-
ed mainly to adult populations. Denmark – through the Danish Economic
Council, 53 affiliated companies, and other stakeholders in the public sec-
tor and academia – has established a National Competence Account, with
the goal of monitoring Denmark’s achievement of competencies for the
knowledge society through the development of indicators. The National
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Competence Account compares Denmark with six other OECD countries on
127 indicators, built around three identified core values (creativity, com-
petitiveness, and cohesiveness) and competencies that fall under four main
headings (learning, change, relationship, and meaning). 

Several other countries are involved in activities to measure adult skills
directly. For instance, France is planning a household survey of adults to
collect data on their literacy and numeracy skills in contextualized situa-
tions, which planners believe is an essential element for obtaining valid
information on adults’ skills. In Canada, an extensive strategy for collecting
data on skills has been developed in the broader context of its Skills Agenda
in order to support human capital development, which is viewed as essen-
tial for improvements in innovation, productivity, and, ultimately, quality
of life (Brink, 2003). The data strategy integrates across seven existing
national and international surveys to cover the life span from birth to 90
years of age. Information about adults is drawn from four of these sources
and includes both direct skills assessments and other contextual data. 

There also are large-scale survey efforts to measure skills and competencies
across countries. The Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALL) is being car-
ried out in two waves, in 2003 and 2005, and assesses literacy, numeracy, and
analytical reasoning skills. It also includes a survey on familiarity with infor-
mation communication technology. ALL builds on the work of the
International Adult Literacy Study, which was administered to adults in 20
countries in three waves during the mid- to late 1990s and which found
important relationships between adults’ literacy skills and their economic
outcomes (see chapter 5). Most national and international assessments of
school populations from the 1960s until 2000 focused on achievement in
major school subject areas. More recently, however, studies have been con-
ducted that aim to measure students’ competencies more broadly. For exam-
ple, the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) col-
lects information on 15-year-old students’ reading, mathematical, and
scientific literacy, as well as on cross-curricular competencies (e.g., self-regu-
lated learning and problem-solving). In another example, the IEA Civic
Education Study measured the civic knowledge, skills, and attitudes of 14-
year-old students.
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National-level research activities

Two large-scale research projects of national scope were recently undertak-
en in Switzerland and the United States. The purpose of each of these proj-
ects was the identification (and, in the case of Switzerland, measurement)
of comprehensive sets of key competencies and the preparation of related
indicators. Although the methodological approaches taken differed, both
projects realized empirically validated information on key competencies
(Trier, 2003).

The Young Adult Survey in Switzerland aimed to measure how 18- to 20-
year-olds performed on a variety of indicators of interdisciplinary objec-
tives, or competencies. This research project began with an analysis of the
goals of primary, secondary, and vocational curricula in Switzerland and the
identification of a set of attainment targets, which were further tested, stud-
ied in regard to existing theoretical research, and refined into a set of 15
constructs that could be considered indicative of important key competen-
cies (Grob & Maag Merki, 2001).

In the United States, Equipped for the Future: What Adults Need to Know
and Be Able to Do in the 21st Century (EFF) aimed to identify which com-
petencies mattered most to adults in fulfilling the sixth National Education
Goal, which was for “every adult American to be literate and possess the
knowledge and skills necessary to compete in the global economy and exer-
cise the rights and responsibilities of citizenship” (National Education Goals
Panel, 1999).6 The approach was to analyze, based on survey and focus
group responses, what activities adults thought they needed most in their
different roles as citizens, family members, and workers and to identify
which skills underlay those activities (Merrifield, 2000). In the end, 16 EFF
Standards, called “generative skills,” were established, along with 13 com-
mon activities. EFF was an important source for the identification of key
competencies in DeSeCo’s three-fold categorization of key competencies
(see chapter 3).
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was dissolved pursuant to the enactment of the new education law in the United States.
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Though arguably the sets of competencies identified by each project have
some similarities in content (e.g., cooperation is on both lists), Trier (2003)
notes how the differing methodologies affect “profoundly the categories
and the form in which the competencies are aggregated to construct ‘key
competencies’” (section 2.2). In the Swiss case, the constructs are generally
overarching and have their roots in the theories and pedagogical goals of
the country. In the U.S. case, the skills are more specifically described and
have their roots in what are perceived to be common demands. 

A youth development perspective

Discussions on competencies also arise in initiatives outside the formal edu-
cation system that aim to contribute to the social, emotional, physical,
and/or intellectual development of young people. Projects undertaken in
this context often underline the importance of family and community sup-
port in the development of key competencies. In the United States, a
research project to conceptualize the life skills necessary for young people’s
development was conducted by the 4-H (Hands, Health, Head, Heart) pro-
gram. The program is affiliated with the U.S. Department of Agriculture and
has been running nonformal education activities for young people 5 to 19
years old since 1914. The skills identified are organized around the four
“H”s: Hands (giving, working), Health (being, living), Head (thinking, man-
aging), and Heart (relating, caring) (Trier, 2001c). In the Netherlands, the
Council for Youth Policy identified a set of six key competencies that are
necessary for young people to cope with the demands and challenges they
face (Peschar, 2001). These included self-steering, self-confidence, commu-
nication, problem-solving, engagement, and commitment.

A civic society perspective

Representatives of civic society tend to discuss competencies not so much
in terms of lists of needed or important skills and qualities, but rather in
terms of selected activities such as voting or participating in community
activities, which are seen as contributing to desired social goals (e.g., bal-
ance, equity, cohesiveness, active democracy). The tone of the discourse on
competencies in the civic sphere is generally one of perceived or potential
deficiencies in these activities. Reports from studies in at least two countries
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suggest that the competencies for political participation may be lacking
among the population (Trier, 2001b, on Switzerland; National Commission
on Civic Renewal, 1998, on the United States). Results from the IEA Civic
Education Study, which assessed 14-year-old students in 28 OECD and other
countries, were somewhat more optimistic (Torney-Purta, Lehmann,
Oswald, & Schulz, 2001). 

The civic society perspective also reminds us, as other examples have, that
competencies are found (or demonstrated) not just at an individual level,
but at the societal level as well. This is exemplified by the model of the IEA
study, which viewed civic competencies as relating to the ways in which
individuals become increasingly connected to communities at the personal,
local, national, and international levels, and the processes of civic learning
that involve the growth of meaning-making, practice, relation to commu-
nity, and formation of identity (Fratczak-Rudnicka & Torney-Purta, 2003).

Lists of key competencies 

The preceding section focused on different activities that resulted in the
identification of key competencies. This section brings us back to what
came out of those activities at the level of content – that is, which key com-
petencies were identified – and addresses the question of whether we can
draw any, even preliminary, conclusions about key competencies across sec-
tors and countries. 

Priority areas across sectors and countries

The CCP reports and other sources include many different sets or lists of key
competencies. Despite national differences and specificities in the sectors
considered, we can highlight some important and compelling commonali-
ties, thus providing evidence that it may be possible to construct key com-
petencies that will be valued and applicable across sectors and nations.
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Convergence across sectors

An easy conclusion to draw from the preceding section would be that there
is a divergence in the discussion of key competencies between the education
and economic (and other) sectors. While this might be partly true, a closer
look at the content of the discussions shows that the convergence between
the sectors is actually larger than the divergence (Trier, 2003). 

First, the differences between sectors often actually stem from differences in
semantics. For example, in the education sector, key competencies are in
many cases identified in the context of specifying goals for education, cur-
riculum development, or learning standards – without direct or explicit ref-
erence to key competencies. This is in contrast to the economic sector,
where key competencies often are referred to more directly, albeit with a
variety of terms.

Second, the main differences between sectors do not come from the identi-
fication of which key competencies matter but from the relative importance
given to them or their component parts. For example, a “value orientation”
competence area merits considerable discussion in both the education and
economic sectors. However, the education sector tends to emphasize ethics,
social and democratic values, tolerance, and human rights, whereas the
economic sector tends to emphasize personal virtues such as integrity, reli-
ability, loyalty, and honesty (Trier, 2003). This is not to say that integrity is
not important to education or that tolerance is not important in the work-
place, simply that different strands of the same general idea may be rela-
tively more (or less) important in one sector than in another because of its
particular focus, needs, and purposes. 

Common competence areas across countries

The CCP reports showed that similar competencies, or competence areas
with almost identical content, are held in common and emphasized as
being particularly important across the participating countries. The aggre-
gation of frequently mentioned competence areas proposed in the CCP
summary report offers a valuable list of areas of particular interest and rele-
vance in a number of OECD countries (table 1).
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Table 1: Frequency of mentions of key competence areas in country reports

Source: Trier (2003, section 2.3.3)

Virtually all participating countries recognize the importance of areas relat-
ed to social competencies/cooperation, literacies/intelligent and applicable
knowledge, learning, and communication. To define these competence
areas, we draw virtually verbatim from Trier (2003):

• Social competencies and cooperation consist of interpersonal skills
such as cooperation with others, advocating and influencing, and
resolving conflict and negotiating. In a narrower sense, this compe-
tence area addresses working together, guiding and supporting others,
seeking guidance and support from others, and (crucially) under-
standing and cooperating with people from different cultural back-
grounds. However, this competence area is one that is particularly 
susceptible to cultural differences impacting how the competence is
defined in the first place (e.g., refer back to the example of the differ-
ences between Western cultures and Mäori and Pacific peoples and 
the differing value placed on the notion of individually oriented
behavior).

• Literacies and intelligent and applicable knowledge essentially denote
the classical literacies, which are linked to language processing 
(e.g., the abilities to read, write, speak, listen, and understand) and
basic numeracy. On a deeper level, they are linked to the use of 
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High Medium Low

Social competencies/ Self-competence/self- Health/sports/physical 
cooperation management competence

Literacies/intelligent Political competence/ Cultural competencies
and applicable knowledge democracy (aesthetic, creative,

intercultural, media)
Learning competencies/ Ecological competence/
lifelong learning relation to nature 

Communication Value orientation
competencies
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mathematics, highly complex information processing, problem-solv-
ing, critical thinking, reflectivity, and metacognition. The main differ-
ences across countries arise in whether metacognition and using ICT
(information and communication technology) are separate compe-
tence areas – perhaps, in the latter case, a new “basic literacy” – or
whether they can be subsumed in this category. 

• Learning competencies and lifelong learning imply technical,
methodological, strategic, and motivational dimensions. For instance,
it requires “conscious expertise in relation to one’s own learning,” the
ability to transfer knowledge both horizontally and in depth, and, as
the Flemish report described, “having the courage to explore and
being eager to learn” (Dunon, 2001, p. 9).

• Communication competencies, which are sometimes subsumed under
the “social competencies” heading, include both a cognitive, or more
instrumental or technical, aspect (i.e., being able to maintain dis-
course, interact in discussions, defend a personal opinion) and an
emotional one (i.e., being able to empathize or relate to others), which
arguably enables “true” dialogue. The degree to which foreign lan-
guage communication competencies are incorporated in this category,
however, differs across countries.

Other areas of concern appearing less consistently across the lists are 

• value orientation, a wide-ranging area that encompasses personal
virtues such as integrity, responsibility, caring, and honesty; the
acceptance of universal ethical norms; and, with less frequency, spiri-
tuality and religion; 

• self-competence/self-management, which can refer both to action-ori-
ented competencies such as self-regulation and to reflection-oriented
competencies such as developing and expressing a sense of self; 

• political or civic competencies, which imply the individual and col-
lective competencies that reinforce democratic civic life from the
neighborhood to the nation and which include dimensions such as
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exercising rights and responsibilities and valuing social justice or
peaceful conflict resolution; and 

• ecological awareness and behavior, an area which includes knowledge,
attitudes, and actions regarding the environment and humans’ inter-
action with it. 

Competence areas related to culture, such as aesthetics, creativity, intercul-
tural exchange or media, or to health, fitness, and sports, are mentioned
infrequently. Trier (2003) finds this fairly surprising and concerning, con-
sidering the amount of time we devote to cultural activities and the impor-
tance of health awareness, attitudes, habits, and physical self-image. 

Limits to formal synthesis

Although there are many commonalities and interrelationships among the
lists of key competencies, and the aggregation presented above offers a valu-
able overview of areas of particular interest and relevance in a number of
OECD countries, a synthesis of the various lists does not yield a coherent,
logical system. The lists of competencies put forward in the CCP reports are
mostly the result of a pragmatic approach; they reflect consensus-building
in specific contexts and, as Helen Haste (2001) reminds us, are often driven
both by the values that are held in high regard by the discussants responsi-
ble for identifying them and by the deficits that are perceived in need of
remedy.

Thus, rather than following formal definitional constraints, many of the
lists include items that belong to different conceptual levels or are situated
at different degrees of generality or follow different criteria of categorization
(Rychen, 2003). The same list may include demand-driven competencies
(e.g., technological competence), cognitive skills (e.g., analytical skills), and
values (e.g., honesty, ecological awareness), as well as competence areas
related to particular social fields (e.g., cultural, political, health, or environ-
mental competence). Moreover, Oates (2003) points out that most compe-
tence lists – which are typically developed through a consensual rather than
a research process – fail to distinguish between commonly occurring skills,
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generic skills which contribute to effective performance in a wide range of
settings, skills of transfer from one setting to another, and skills which are
currently uncommon but likely to be needed in the future. If key compe-
tencies are to be sound bases for either assessment or curriculum develop-
ment, Oates argues, there is a need to ground them with a firm theoretical
foundation.

In closing, it is clear that, at a very basic level, the concept of key compe-
tence and the notion of “what people can do” is a highly relevant policy
topic in many countries. The concept of key competence is used by policy-
makers and other individuals and groups to articulate and advance their
particular agendas in various sectors and in various milieus. Furthermore,
there is a great deal of convergence in the competencies that are identified
as important or “key.” The following chapters will discuss issues related to
competencies and key competencies against this background and address
how to identify key competencies both from an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive and based on theoretical work.
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A holistic model of competence

Dominique Simone Rychen and Laura Hersh Salganik

Introduction

Reviews of various initiatives (Oates, 2003, Trier, 2003; Weinert, 2001)
reveal a lack of rigor and consistency in the use of terms related to compe-
tence. In public discourse and sometimes also in specialized literature, there
is a tendency to use terms such as skill, qualification, competence, and lit-
eracy, either imprecisely or interchangeably, in order to describe what indi-
viduals must learn, know, or be able to do to succeed in school, at the work-
place, or in social life. Minimal or no attention is devoted to defining the
various notions or to distinguishing among them. For instance, in the eco-
nomic field, the terms skills and competencies tend to be used synonymous-
ly, embracing “a broad definition of skills that includes not only cognitive
skills but also noncognitive skills such as perseverance” (Levy & Murnane,
2001, p. 183). 

DeSeCo’s full title, Definition and Selection of Competencies: Theoretical and
Conceptual Foundations, sets it apart from many other related activities,
including those described in the previous chapter. In contrast to these
efforts, in which semantic and conceptual subtleties have not been at the
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forefront, DeSeCo begins by taking a step back to define the concept of
competence. OECD constituencies, recognizing the need for solid theoreti-
cal and conceptual foundations for defining, selecting, and assessing com-
petencies that matter socially and economically, welcomed and supported
DeSeCo’s theory-oriented approach to competence.

Our premise is that notions and concepts do not contain their definitions
in and of themselves; they are social constructs that can facilitate the under-
standing of reality while also constructing it in a manner that reflects and
reinforces prevailing ideological assumptions and values. Thus, defining
explicitly the meaning and nature of competence constitutes a crucial step
in enabling a coherent and substantial discourse on competencies from a
lifelong learning perspective.

A review of theory-grounded approaches to the concept of competence
(Weinert, 2001) reveals that there is no single use of the concept of compe-
tence and no broadly accepted definition or unifying theory. Multiple and
varied definitions of competence exist in social science literature. In line
with Weinert’s recommendation and subsequent discussions within the
project, we opted for what he called a “conceptual pragmatism” in the sense
of defining the term competence in a scientifically plausible and pragmati-
cally relevant way.

The first section of this chapter presents a definition of the concept of com-
petence that is relevant for policy, practice, and research (both theoretical
and empirical). The second section elaborates on this concept and distin-
guishes it from other similarly used terms and ideas. The chapter ends with
a discussion of the ramifications of this concept for policy. 
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The concept of competence 

A functional approach to competence…

A competence is defined as the ability to successfully meet complex
demands in a particular context through the mobilization of psychosocial
prerequisites (including both cognitive and noncognitive aspects). This rep-
resents a demand-oriented or functional approach to defining competen-
cies.1 The primary focus is on the results the individual achieves through an
action, choice, or way of behaving, with respect to the demands, for
instance, related to a particular professional position, social role, or person-
al project.

Two examples taken from the scholarly contributions to DeSeCo illustrate
the demand-oriented approach: Finding and sustaining community links is
structured around the demands associated with forming communities in
high-technology societies (Haste, 2001), and working in groups in the work-
place allows workers to meet the demands associated with the changing
organization of firms (Levy & Murnane, 2001). The National Vocational
Qualifications (NVQs) in England and the national occupational profiles in
Germany are examples of characterizations of demands referenced to par-
ticular occupations (Oates, 2003).

This functional approach to competence has the advantage of placing the
complex demands and challenges that individuals encounter in the context
of work and in everyday life at the forefront of the concept. As Weinert
(2001) has pointed out, a demand-oriented approach does not depend on a
comprehensive sociological classification of individual and social demands,
but it does require a typical or specific characterization of classes of
demands, performance criteria, and indicators of competencies. For this,
curriculum theory, measurement models, task profiles for vocations, and
task profiles for typical life situations (e.g., interaction with the mass media,
leisure behavior, social conventions) provide valuable information. 

43A holistic model of competence

1 For a more comprehensive discussion of this issue, see Weinert (2001) and Witt and Lehmann (2001). 
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…with its internal structure

This functional, demand-oriented approach to competence has implica-
tions for the conceptualization of competence. As Ralf Witt and Rainer
Lehmann (2001) have argued, “Without the functional approach no con-
sideration of relevance is possible for competencies; without research on
internal structures, no barriers can be provided against the temptations and
traps of mere ‘ability-to’ expressions” (p. 5). Thus, the demand-oriented
approach needs to be complemented by a conceptualization of competen-
cies as internal mental structures in the sense of abilities, dispositions, or
resources embedded in the individual. As illustrated in figure 1, these vari-
ous dynamically interrelated components are defined by the characteristics
of complex demands encountered in life (Weinert, 2001). 

Figure 1: The demand defines the internal structure of a competence

Source: DeSeCo

For instance, in the IEA Civic Education Study, knowledge (of democratic
principles), skills (in interpreting political communication), attitudes (relat-
ed to trust in public institutions, the nation, opportunities for women, and
political rights), and expectations for participation (in civic-related activi-
ties) are all regarded as relevant to meeting the demands of civic participa-
tion in democratic societies (Fratczak-Rudnicka & Torney-Purta, 2003;
Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, & Schulz, 2001).
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The components of the internal competence structure encompass a wide
range of attributes. There is no question that cognitive skills or intellectual
abilities (such as analytical or critical thinking skills, decision-making skills,
or general problem-solving skills) and the knowledge base constitute crucial
mental resources that need to be mobilized for competent performance or
effective action. However, there is a broad agreement that meeting a
demand or accomplishing a goal also requires the mobilization of social
and behavioral components such as motivation, emotions, and values (see
Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001; Haste, 2001; Perrenoud, 2001; Witt &
Lehmann, 2001). Oates (1999), emphasizing the importance of the full
range of resources needed for competent performance, states that job pro-
files that gloss over the importance of both values and underpinning
knowledge do not adequately capture the attributes needed for successful
performance. This holistic apprehension of competence is supported by
recent findings from neuroscience, namely, “that reasoning and emotion
are vitally connected” (Gonczi, 2003, section 4). Possessing a competence
means that one not only possesses the component resources, but is also
able to mobilize such resources properly and to orchestrate them, at an
appropriate time, in a complex situation (Le Boterf, 1994, 1997).

This approach is consistent with the action competence model described by
Weinert (2001), which combines components that together represent a
complex control system and result in a person taking action: “The theoret-
ical construct of action competence comprehensively combines those intel-
lectual abilities, content-specific knowledge, cognitive skills, domain-spe-
cific strategies, routines and subroutines, motivational tendencies,
volitional control systems, personal value orientations, and social behav-
iors into a complex system” (p. 51). 

…and context-dependency

The underlying assumption of our model of competence is that the rela-
tionship between the individual and society is dialectical and dynamic.
Individuals do not operate in a social vacuum. Actions always take place in
a social or socio-cultural environment, in a context that is structured into
multiple social fields (such as the political field, the fields of work, of
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health, of family), each consisting of a structured set of social positions
dynamically organized around a given set of social interests and challenges.
It is within these fields that demands and the criteria for effective perform-
ance and action take form and manifest themselves, and individuals act to
meet them. The necessary contextualization of competence echoes well
with situated learning theory, which views competence as inseparable from
the context in which it is developed and used (Gonczi, 2003; Oates, 2003),
and with cognitive science research, which rejects the distinction between
what is stored in the brain and what exists in the environment. Andrew
Gonczi (section 5) writes, “To clarify, it is not that the patterns [of mental
resources] are stored in the mind, rather they are in the environment and
that our brain interacts with the environment to produce the appropriate
pattern, i.e., to act intelligently and competently.” Thus, because compe-
tence is a product of the interaction of attributes of individuals and the con-
text in which they operate, “scrutiny of the ‘characteristics’ of the individ-
ual alone is insufficient to explain effective performance in a range of
settings” (Oates, section 4.1).

In summary, the underlying model of competence adopted by DeSeCo is
holistic and dynamic in that it combines complex demands, psychosocial
prerequisites (including cognitive, motivational, ethical, volitional, and
social components), and context into a complex system that makes compe-
tent performance or effective action possible. Thus, competencies do not
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exist independently of action and context. Instead, they are conceptualized
in relation to demands and actualized by actions (which implies intentions,
reasons, and goals) taken by individuals in a particular situation. 

Elaboration and clarification

The complexity of the nature of competence as defined here raises a num-
ber of issues that call for further elaboration and clarification. A detailed dis-
cussion of these issues is, however, beyond the scope of this publication.
Readers who are interested in further analysis are referred to other DeSeCo
publications (in particular, Gonzci, 2003; Keating, 2003; Oates, 2003; and
Weinert, 2001) and to the references they cite. 

Transfer and adaptation

The notion that context is an integral element of competent performance
raises the issue of whether an individual who is competent to meet a
demand in one context or situation would be able to meet a similar demand
in another context. Frequently, this topic is addressed in terms of transfer,
the benefit obtained from having had previous experience in acquiring a
new competence or performing successfully in a new situation. This raises
the question of when a situation is new. As Oates (2003) points out, every
situation we face is in one way or another different and new. Some of the
differences may be trivial, some may be significant – and the significance of
these differences can vary from person to person.

47A holistic model of competence
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The disparity between existing competencies and competencies needed to
meet new demands is resolved through adaptation (Oates, 2003). This
approach leads away from the notion of transfer in the sense of transferring
a skill or a competence from an old situation to a new one to a conception
in which the adaptation of existing skills or competencies to meet the
demands of new contexts is at the center. This understanding is consistent
with Piaget’s assertion that effective performance is a function of the dialec-
tical interaction between existing competencies of the individual and
demands of the new situation or context (Oates). In cases where compe-
tencies are applied in different domains of life, adaptation entails actively
and reflectively using the knowledge, skills, or strategies developed in one
social field, analyzing the new field, and translating and adapting the orig-
inal knowledge, skills, or strategies to the demands of the new situation. 

Observation of competence

A competence is manifested in actions, behaviors, or choices in particular
situations or contexts. These actions, behaviors, or choices can be observed
and measured, but the competence that underlies the performance, as well
as the multiple attributes that contribute to it, can only be inferred (Gonzci,
2003; Oates, 2003; Weinert, 2001). Stated another way, attributions of com-
petence (i.e., that an individual possesses a certain level of competence) are
fundamentally inferences, made on the basis of evidence provided by
observations of performance.

“What evidence is necessary to infer that a competence exists?” becomes a
critical question. For example, it could be argued that, because of the con-
textual nature of competence, competence in one context cannot be
inferred from evidence gathered in a different context. Oates (2003) and
Gonczi (2003) suggest that evidence of competence is strengthened when
relevant behaviors are observed multiple times and in a number of settings.
In addition, Weinert (2001) argues that because performance depends on
both cognitive and noncognitive prerequisites, it is important to account
for the range of critical dimensions that make up a competence (including
cognitive skills and motivational, ethical, and emotional aspects) when
making inferences about competencies. 
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Levels of competence

Defining competencies with regard to the demands that individuals and
societies face raises the question of what levels of competence are adequate
or necessary in order to cope with these manifold and multifaceted
demands. Robert Kegan (2001) proposes a progression of competence levels
based on a theoretical perspective from developmental psychology that
describes how individuals’ “ways of knowing” change through childhood
and into adulthood. Increasing levels of competence are associated with the
gradual development of mental complexity. Roughly during adolescence,
for instance, individuals develop the ability to think abstractly, construct
values and ideals through self-reflection, and subordinate their own inter-
ests to those of another person or group. A higher level of mental com-
plexity is reached when adults can step back from the “socialization press”
and make their own judgments (see chapter 3).

Because the notion of competence refers to a particular level of ability – i.e.,
individuals are described as competent when they achieve a certain level of
expertise or ability – competencies and competence-related components
are assumed to exist on continua (see chapter 5). Underlying this notion is
a theoretical scale, ranging from low to high, that describes the difficulty
level of demands an individual is facing. Whenever judgments are made
about competence (e.g., in the case of assessments), it is therefore not a
matter of finding out whether an individual does or does not possess a par-
ticular competence or component, but rather of determining where along
the continuum from low to high an individual’s performance falls. For
future assessments, it will be important to include the complete range of
competence levels, including the one that reflects the higher order of men-
tal complexity necessary to cope with the demands of modern life.

Competencies are learned

It is important to make explicit that competencies are assumed to be learn-
able and teachable. “Learning processes are a necessary condition for the
acquisition of prerequisites for successful mastery of complex demands”
(Weinert, 2001, p. 63). Weinert recognizes that at times notions related to
ability and competence are used to describe characteristics that “are part of
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the basic cognitive apparatus and as such are not learned prerequisites for
reaching specific performance goals” (pp. 59–60). He recommends that the
system of primary cognitive abilities, which are innate and not learned, be
distinguished from learned, demand-specific competencies and that the
notion of competence should refer to those abilities that can be learned and
taught.

Individual and collective competence

Within the DeSeCo Project, the focus has been on the individual rather than
on the collective concept of competence. The latter focuses on demands fac-
ing groups of individuals or institutions, such as teams, firms, organiza-
tions, communities, or nations. For an organization to be competent, that
is, to meet the demands facing it, its members may need a range of com-
petencies, but each individual may not need them all (Weinert, 2001). The
conception of collective competence raises fundamental questions not
answered in DeSeCo related to the division of labor, the distribution of
resources, and principles of equal opportunity and justice (see chapter 4).
Other issues concern interrelationships between structural and institution-
al factors and collective competence, and the manner in which collective
competence is the result of a dialectical relationship between the compe-
tencies of individuals and the structural and institutional characteristics of
the context. Depending on the cultural context, collective competence may
also serve as a reference point for individuals’ judgments about their own
competence, with individuals attributing to themselves what they view as
the competence of the group (Featherman & Carson, 1999).

DeSeCo’s decision to focus on individually based competencies does not
mean that demands facing groups or communities are excluded from con-
sideration. Many of the complex demands of modern life indeed imply
interactions among individuals and groups. This is reflected in one of the
three categories of key competence (discussed in chapter 3), interacting in
socially heterogeneous groups. The competencies put forth in this category
(the ability to relate well to others, to cooperate or work in teams, and to
manage and solve conflicts) are conceived of as individual competencies
everyone should acquire and develop.
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Competencies, skills, and personal qualities

Reviews of literature in both the research and policy arenas reveal that there
is often little definitional and conceptual distinction between the terms
competencies and skills and that attributes often characterized as personal
qualities also appear on lists of competencies (Weinert, 2001; see also chap-
ter 1). Clarifying the meaning and usage of these terms in relation to the
concept of competence delineated above can benefit and facilitate further
discussion of competence and related topics.

First, the terms competence and skill are not synonyms. Although occasion-
ally the term skill is used in a manner that is quite similar, even identical,
to the notion of competence,2 more often it carries meanings and conno-
tations that are quite different: for instance, skills as being decomposed into
abstract rules and algorithms (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001), skills as fully
automatized (Weinert, 2001), or skills as “an ability to perform complex
motor and/or cognitive acts with ease, precision, and adaptability to chang-
ing conditions” (Weinert, 1999, p. 35). The term skills also at times refers
to a relatively low difficulty level, as is often the case with the term basic
skills.3 Each of these conceptions is clearly inconsistent with the concept
and notion of competence as a complex action system encompassing cog-
nitive skills, attitudes, and other noncognitive components and irreducible
to its component parts. 

Second, the term competence is also sometimes used to refer to general per-
sonal qualities such as honesty, integrity, and responsibility. These quali-
ties, however, are usually not associated with a specific type of demand. The
same is true for values and ethics or motivational aspects, which constitute
general foundations of particular competencies, but are not competencies
themselves.

51A holistic model of competence

2 For instance, in reference to activities associated with noncognitive domains, such as teamwork skills or social skills.
3 Basic skills, however, do not always refer to low-level skills. In the U.S. Secretary’s Commission on Achieving

Necessary Skills (SCANS) project, reading, writing, arithmetic and mathematics, and speaking and listening are iden-
tified as basic skills, but here basic indicates that they are a base for other skills rather than indicating a level of dif-
ficulty. For example, reading includes being able to “judge the accuracy, appropriateness, style, and plausibility of
reports, proposals, or theories of other writers”; mathematics includes being able to “understand the role of chance
in the occurrence and prediction of events”; speaking includes being able to “understand and respond to listener
feedback; and ask questions when needed” (U.S. Department of Labor, 1992, p. 83).
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To illustrate, with regard to demands such as “cooperate with others” or
“use technology or information effectively,” we would evoke the term com-
petence rather than skill, assuming – from a holistic perspective – that a
range of mental prerequisites needs to be mobilized. On the other hand, if
the focus – be it in assessment or teaching practice – is only on a single com-
ponent (for instance, cognitive functioning or motivation), then the term
competence would indeed be inappropriate. Neither cognitive components
nor motivational aspects alone make up a competence. For example, criti-
cal thinking skills, analytical skills, general problem-solving skills, and per-
sistence would not be considered competencies because they do not
describe an individual’s complete response to a demand. They constitute,
however, valuable, if not indispensable, components of action competence.

Competence and literacy 

Like competence, the notion of literacy is currently enjoying widespread use
in education policy discourse. Traditionally, the word literacy referred to the
level of reading and writing skills needed for a minimal functioning in soci-
ety; an individual was considered either to be literate (above the cutoff) or
illiterate (below the cutoff), with no possibility of expressing gradations
beyond the dichotomy. In the 1990s, the International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS) introduced to the policy discourse in OECD countries a new
conception of literacy that represented a significant shift from previous
usages of the term, building the assessment around the notions that litera-
cy allows individuals to achieve their goals and develop their knowledge
and potential, and that it exists on a continuum (OECD & Human
Resources Development Canada, 1995; Salganik, 2001). 

More recently, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
adopted literacy as a unifying concept across the subject-area domains (e.g.,
PISA assesses reading, mathematical, and scientific literacy). The literacy
concept directs the assessment away from an exclusive focus on curricular
content and toward reflecting on knowledge, achieving personal goals, and
participating effectively in society (OECD, 2000). 
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The use of this expanded concept of literacy in international assessments
and also in the policy arena4 has not, however, eliminated many of the ter-
minological difficulties stemming from numerous and imprecise uses of the
word, difficulties similar to those encountered with the use of competence
(see Weinert, 2001, pp. 45–46). Furthermore, translating literacy into other
languages has proven problematic, and even in English it is generally asso-
ciated with the cognitive realm and rarely directly conveys the intended
conceptual centrality of meeting complex demands through mobilizing a
range of mental prerequisites. 

The convergence between the concept of literacy as defined in current
assessment frameworks and DeSeCo’s concept of competence, and the diffi-
culties associated with the term literacy, together suggest that international
assessments would benefit from replacing the concept of literacy with the
concept of competence. An added advantage would be that such a change
would be consistent with the political discourse at the level of the OECD
education ministers, as reflected in their communiqué “Investing in
Competencies for All” (OECD, 2001b), which states that “sustainable devel-
opment and social cohesion depend critically on the competencies of all of
our population – with competencies understood to cover knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and values” (p. 2).

Competence and key competence

Terms such as key competencies, core competencies, key qualifications, and
life or core skills enjoy much popularity in the social sciences and in 
education policy. Generally, the terms refer to “multifunctional and trans-
disciplinary competencies that are useful for achieving many important
goals, mastering different tasks, and acting in unfamiliar situations”
(Weinert, 2001, p. 52). In the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALL), life
skills are defined as “skills or abilities individuals need in order to achieve
success in life, within the context of their socio-cultural milieu, through
adaptation to, shaping of, and selection of environments” (Binkley,
Sternberg, Jones, & Nohara, 1999, p. 3).

53A holistic model of competence

4 A few examples are health literacy, media literacy, family literacy, and environmental literacy.
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In line with DeSeCo’s objective to focus on competencies that are of partic-
ular importance, the notion of key competencies is used – to start with – as
a synonym for critical or important competencies. As will be discussed in
more detail in the next chapter, DeSeCo conceives of key competencies as
individually based competencies that contribute to a successful life and a
well-functioning society, are relevant across different spheres of life, and are
important for all individuals. Consistent with the broad concept of compe-
tence, each key competence is a combination of interrelated cognitive skills,
attitudes, motivation and emotion, and other social components.

Competencies that do not meet all of the criteria above are not considered
key competencies. Thus, competencies that are relevant or important for
only some individuals – for example, teaching modern history or cultivat-
ing mussels and oysters – are not deemed key competencies. These compe-
tencies may be important for a successful life for some, but they are clearly
not important for everyone. In addition, they are work- or job-specific and
thus do not meet the condition of applying across multiple social fields.

Oates (2003) cautions against the interpretation that key competencies pro-
vide the complete range of resources needed to meet demands in a particu-
lar context or occupation. Clearly, whatever is defined and identified as a
key competence, it will not be sufficient, as pointed out by Weinert (2001),

to possess some key competencies, to have learned how to
learn, and to acquire some media competence so that
necessary information can be acquired at any time in an
electronic form… Modern cognitive psychology would tell
us that such an educational model is not only a utopia,
but also mostly nonsense. (p. 53)

Thus, DeSeCo’s focus on key competencies does not question the impor-
tance of other competencies. Key competencies do not substitute for
domain-specific competencies, which are also necessary and often consti-
tute important resources for coping with the demands of particular contexts
and situations. 
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Assessment of competence

The complex nature of competencies and their inseparability from context
have important implications for the assessment of competence. First, com-
petence cannot be directly measured or observed, but must be inferred from
observing performance to meet a demand in a number of settings (Oates,
2003). It must be recognized that large-scale assessments, even those that
are “performance-based,” are only approximations of the demands individ-
uals face in real life. A number of strategies have been suggested to narrow
the gap between assessment tasks and real-life demands on individuals.
These include using a wide range of material from situations in real life,5 val-
idating assessment results by showing that they predict successful outcomes
apart from the assessment (Weinert, 2001), and designing assessments to
include different contexts or settings that require individuals to adapt to
similar demands in the context of the assessment (Oates).

In addition, most assessments of competencies – including classroom test-
ing in schools and large-scale assessments – have traditionally been restrict-
ed to the cognitive components of competence. Weinert (2001) cautions
against restricting attention on assessments to cognitive elements of com-
petencies if one is concerned with individuals’ ability to meet demands
across a range of fields, noting that comparative measurements require
scales to measure both cognitive and noncognitive elements (see chapter 5).

The fact that competence must be inferred from performance is at the root
of a fundamental critique of assessment, which argues that specifying
assessment tasks is not a neutral exercise:

55A holistic model of competence

5 PISA and ALL, for example, use this approach.
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There is clearly a power dimension that animates these
concerns. If I set the task demands (a functionalist oper-
ation), then I am empowered to make inferences about
your competence based on your performance, whereas
you are compelled to try to maximize your performance
in order to persuade me of your competence. This is the
precise power differential that is revealed as one moves
from population indicators to accountability or selection
regimes. It is generally non-problematic for elites or for
those who hold power, but if the goal is to move toward
broader enhancement of competencies, this power differ-
ential cannot be ignored. (Keating, 2003, section 3.2)
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These considerations pose a major challenge and important responsibility
for those who are engaged in designing and interpreting assessments of
competencies.

Implications for policy: Toward competencies for all

The concept of competence developed in DeSeCo has important 
tions for policy and raises questions about the adequacy and 
of traditional teaching and learning methods. Although not a main 
DeSeCo, many issues related to competence development and, 
education policy have been addressed in the written contributions to
DeSeCo and were raised at the 2nd international symposium. Here, we can
only sketch some of the practical implications and issues at stake as poten-
tial topics for further consideration.
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Strategies to promote learning

How can competencies be developed and enhanced? What are the implica-
tions for schools – modern societies’ primary institution responsible for
teaching and learning – as they seek to foster and enhance competence and
key competencies for all? Schools have traditionally emphasized transmis-
sion of knowledge and cognitive skills through discipline-based curricula. In
this long-standing model, teachers, who have the knowledge, are entrusted
with imparting that knowledge to students, who do not have it. In most
cases, students have relatively little input about how schools are run or
what their everyday life in school is like.

Gonczi (2003) strongly questions this traditional notion of learning in
terms of filling up the mind of the learner with facts, knowledge, beliefs,
and ideas as if the mind were a container.
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The old learning paradigm needs to be replaced by a new
one which links learners to the environment in which
learning is taking place. Such a conception of learning
takes account of the affective, moral, physical, as well as
cognitive aspects of individuals and insists that real
learning only takes place in and through action. Hence
the learning of key competences can only occur through
acting on the world in ways that increase the capacity to
make judgments – presumably over the life span. (sec-
tion 1)

He points to projects piloted in Australia in the 1990s as examples of school-
based activities consistent with this model of learning (Gonczi, 2003). They
include encouraging active independent learning in ways that simulate later
life contexts. Underlying this approach is situated learning theory, which
argues that knowledge is developed or created in learners through actions
taken in a range of contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1990). Gonczi also recom-
mends integrating the teaching of key competencies with the teaching of
other material and making key competencies explicit even when integrated
into other activities.

Further, the concept of competence highlights the importance of ensuring
that what is taught makes sense to individuals and enables them to meet
demands encountered in different contexts. For this, the notion of adapt-
ability is critical. Studies have shown that some learning strategies not only
increase adaptability, which is associated with deep learning rather than
short-term recall, but also motivation and autonomy. Effective learning
strategies include using a wide range of contexts, inductive rather than
deductive processes, problem-based learning contexts in which problems
are integrated rather than broken into discrete, artificial elements, and
encouragement of self-directed learning and self-reflection on learning
styles (Oates, 2003, section 3.2).

DeSeCo’s finding that meeting complex demands in and across social fields
(see chapter 3) implies an overall development of critical thinking and a
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reflective approach based on formal and informal knowledge and experi-
ence in life calls for more than altering or expanding school curricula or
programs. Rather, it requires 

a fairly significant shift in the teacher-student relation-
ship and the functioning of educational establishments
towards the ‘self-government’ type of education. What
has to be envisioned, therefore, is a high-risk education,
necessitating changes in attitudes and learning/teaching
commitments…as much as changes in the curriculum.
(Perrenoud, 2001, p. 147) 

In the area of developing civic competencies, the IEA Civic Education Study
found that in the majority of countries, the extent to which students
reported that an open, trusting climate existed in their classrooms was a
predictor of whether the students expected to vote in political elections in
the future and also of several other measures, such as civic knowledge and
students’ confidence in their ability to be effective participants in decisions
influencing their school (Fratczak-Rudnicka & Torney-Purta, 2003).

Thus, for individuals to reach the higher level of mental complexity neces-
sary to meet the demands of modern life, schools must provide their stu-
dents the support to master a challenging curriculum over time. “No school
presents its students with a curriculum they can master immediately”
(Kegan, 2001, p. 203). Further, since individuals typically do not reach this
competence level until adulthood, educational experiences and opportuni-
ties for learning and mental development need to be provided into the
adult years to allow “not only the acquisition of skills or an increase in one’s
fund of knowledge, but education for development, education for transfor-
mation” (p. 203). For Kegan, this understanding provides an important
foundation for the purpose of adult or lifelong education.

A favorable environment

The acquisition of competencies cannot be the responsibility only of the
individual and cannot be reduced to a matter of personal effort, motivation,
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and learning skills. The development and actualization of competencies are
contingent upon the existence of a favorable material, institutional, and
social environment. Economic and social policies, in particular, education
policy, are challenged to provide adequate opportunities for both young
people and adults not only to learn the necessary competencies but also to
use them. In fact, “if societies do not afford their citizens meaningful oppor-
tunities to use the competencies that they have and value, then erosion
rather than enhancement of competencies is the more likely outcome”
(Keating, 2003, section 2.3.5).

To date, social policy with respect to human capital has focused on school-
ing and economic outcomes. However, building a genuine learning society
that strives for sustainable development requires more. It necessitates “a
shift to equal consideration of societal affordances…for renewing, retaining,
and reinforcing competencies throughout the population” (Keating, 2003,
section 2.3.5).
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A complete analysis would need to include, at least, con-
sideration of family policies; policies affecting workplace
participation, learning, and renewal of competencies;
policies affecting the quality of the social and physical
environment where people live and work; health and
health care policies; and policies dealing with retirement,
activities of older citizens and elder care. (Keating,
2003, section 2.2.4)

Further, a learning society would involve all social institutions that have a
learning dimension and a responsibility for the growth and development of
their members, such as schools, workplaces, families, trade unions, clubs,
and professional associations (Gonczi, 2003, section 12). The appropriate
“division of work,” however, among the various institutions is not obvious.
The specific roles each one can play in enhancing the development of key
competencies – and partnerships among them – need to be clarified based
on sound conceptual and theoretical foundations. This would suggest 
that efforts directed at individually based competencies would need to be 
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complemented by an analysis of the actual and desirable competencies of
institutions: How can social institutions provide an enabling environment
for the actualization of individually based key competencies and contribute
to a well-functioning, sustainable society?

This chapter has focused on formalizing a definition of competence high-
lighting the centrality of demands, psychosocial prerequisites of individu-
als, and context. This holistic model of competence is theoretically ground-
ed and constitutes a critical element of DeSeCo’s overarching frame of
reference by laying out a conceptual foundation for defining and selecting
key competencies.
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Key competencies: Meeting important 
challenges in life

Dominique Simone Rychen

Introduction

From the start, DeSeCo was faced with a number of questions and critiques
regarding the construction of a limited set of key competencies of interna-
tional relevance. Philippe Perrenoud, a sociologist, provocatively entitled
his contribution to the first international DeSeCo symposium in 1999,
“Identifying universal core competencies: Technocratic fantasy or an exten-
sion of human rights?” And Jack Goody (2001), an anthropologist, chal-
lenged the project by denying that a limited set of competencies valid in
and across nations and social fields could be found. His argument was based
on the observation that cultures, ways of life and skills, or the way these
skills are defined and valued, vary enormously from one society to another,
among groups, and over time. This argument is reinforced by the fact that,
even within the OECD member countries, one encounters a great deal of
diversity in cultures, value systems, political and economic priorities, living
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conditions, and ways of life, both across and within national borders. These
differences suggest significant variation in demands placed on societies,
institutions, organizations, and individuals. 

With the myriad of conceivable individual and social differences in and
across countries, is there any ground for defining a general (or universally
applicable) set of key competencies? To what extent is the basic premise,
that a limited number of common key competencies can be constructed,
even justified? Various contributions to DeSeCo yield an important
response: Diversity does not preclude claims of common visions, shared
ideals, and a recognition of global processes and challenges.

If we view the first step in defining key competence as the conceptualiza-
tion of competence (see chapter 2), the second step must be to describe
what makes a competence “key.” The notion of key competence is not new,
but in recent years it has become especially popular among social scientists
and education policy-makers in many OECD countries (see chapter 1). This
increased interest has brought with it a variety of definitions and proposed
lists of key competencies, but little conceptual consistency and theoretical
grounding (Oates, 2003). Although some commonalities do exist, the many
differences make it difficult to infer or synthesize a formalized definition of
key competence or a formalized distinction between the terms competence
and key competence. Furthermore, as has been observed in the DeSeCo coun-
try reports (Trier, 2003), the term key competencies is often used inter-
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changeably with the terms core competencies, skills, or educational goals.
Weinert (2001) describes the situation in the following terms:

The concept of key competence is…no less vague and
ambiguous than the concept of competence. Clear and
well-reasoned distinctions between the two concepts are
either arbitrary or nonexistent. Within the last few years
over 650 different key competencies have been suggested
just in the German literature on occupational training.
These competencies range from such constructs as cre-
ativity, logical thinking, problem-solving skills, achieve-
ment readiness, independence, and concentration abili-
ties, to foreign language skills, communications skills,
and media competencies. (pp. 51–52)

Clearly, if the term key is to have any meaning, credibility, or utility, there
cannot be 650 key competencies. Thus, a major goal of the DeSeCo Project
has been to stimulate and review expert opinions in order to put forth some
explicit criteria and requirements for key competencies. Such a definition
must be relevant and useful in research as well as in policy and practice, and
should provide a basis for selecting key competencies in an international
context.
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This chapter presents critical elements of DeSeCo’s overarching frame of ref-
erence for key competencies: the definition of key competencies, the com-
petence level required in light of the complex demands individuals and
societies are facing today, and a three-fold categorization of key competen-
cies as a conceptual basis for mapping and describing key competencies. A
number of individually based key competencies are highlighted within the
three-fold categorization. Finally, recognizing that contextual variation is a
key issue, a model for thinking about how key competencies function in dif-
ferent situations is addressed in the last section of the chapter.

Definition of key competencies

Using the definitional criteria for the competence model described in chap-
ter 2, one could imagine any number of competencies. Not all, however,
would generate widespread interest and support for their monitoring and
development, especially from a policy perspective. Policy-makers would
presumably not wish to devote valuable resources to the development of
competencies that have little impact on the well-being of individuals or
society or to competencies that are already considered to be widely held.
There are, therefore, compelling reasons to distinguish between competence
and key competence, with key used, to begin with, as a synonym for critical
or important. Naturally, then, the follow-up question is “important 
for what?”

Based upon a review of existing work in the area of competence and on the
input of experts from a variety of backgrounds, the concept of key compe-
tence as defined in DeSeCo relies on three general criteria, namely, that key
competencies

…contribute to highly valued outcomes at the individual and societal levels in
terms of an overall successful life and a well-functioning society.
This conception is consistent with the importance placed on human and
social capital for personal, economic, and social well-being. Recent research
reinforces the view that not only does human capital play a critical role in
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economic performance (e.g., Levy & Murnane, 2001), but also that impor-
tant individual and social benefits flow from investment in human capital,
such as better health, improved well-being, better parenting, and increased
social and political engagement (OECD, 2001d). 

…are instrumental for meeting important, complex demands and challenges in a
wide spectrum of contexts.
Individuals participate in many different spheres of activity. There is no
doubt that in order to function well or perform successfully – as an employ-
er or employee, a consumer, a citizen, a student, a family member – differ-
ent domain- or role-specific competencies are required or are desirable. The
focus of DeSeCo, however, has been on competencies that are thought to
be instrumental for coping with important individual and social demands
in a wide spectrum of contexts. Thus, key competencies aim to enable indi-
viduals to navigate and participate effectively in and across multiple social
fields, such as the economic sector, political life, social relations and the
family, public and private interpersonal relations, and the health field. This
means that key competencies are not specific to only one domain; they are
transversal in the sense that they apply to multiple areas of life.

…are important for all individuals.
This criterion reflects a political choice in the sense of a commitment to
enhancing competencies that contribute to social equality rather than sim-
ply fostering the interests of an elite (Ridgeway, 2001). “This commitment
is illustrated by the focus on learned skills rather than innate abilities and
on competencies necessary for an adequate, meaningful life that could be
available to all rather than one that will be inherently confined to an elite”
(p. 205). Or, in the words of Perrenoud (2001): “What is the point of defin-
ing basic competencies unless it is to mobilize all the resources required to
enable all citizens to acquire them, first and foremost those who are at pres-
ent failing to acquire them?” (p. 121). Investing in competencies for all is
also consistent with the general commitment of OECD countries (OECD,
2001b) to expand opportunities for all individuals in various spheres of life,
to improve overall living conditions in society, and to invest in the devel-
opment of competencies for all as a means to these ends.
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The references to a successful life, a well-functioning society, and complex
demands in this definition of key competence require further explanation
regarding a general vision of, or an agreement on, societal goals and some
key features that characterize the world in which competencies are applied.
This is the topic of the following section.

A common vision of the world as a backdrop 

“Economics values the development of hypotheses that can be empirically
tested, and outcomes that can be measured with available data. As a result,
most economic analysis focuses on the economy that exists – not an ideal-
ized economy that might exist” (Levy & Murnane, 2001, p. 151). However,
“…if one wants to go beyond an individual’s adaptation level to the world
of today with its limited possibilities of further development, and change
the world by providing people with the appropriate competencies, it is nec-
essary to choose a normative starting point, and not an empirical one, when
defining key competencies…” (Weinert, 2001, p. 53). Defining and selecting
key competencies is not just an academic issue; normative considerations
regarding the world and the individual play a role in what are considered
important, desired, and valued outcomes.

Thus, tackling the seemingly straightforward research question “What com-
petencies are relevant for an individual to lead a successful and responsible
life and for society to face the challenges of the present and future?” raises,
from the outset, even more profound questions, such as “What type of soci-
ety do we imagine and desire?”, “What constitutes a successful life?”, and
“Which social and economic developments are we referring to?” More
importantly, the premise of DeSeCo requires us to look for answers that are
relevant for all individuals in OECD member countries and, potentially, in
transition and developing countries as well. Thus, a first step is an outline
of some common goals and recognizable features of society and the world.
Our description of commonalities, even if sketchy, provides a heuristic set
of values, demands, and conditions that serve as a backdrop for defining
and selecting key competencies.
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A normative starting point

As noted by Delors and Draxler (2001), “the United Nations system and
democratic governments…function on the assumption that there are 
certain ideas, values, and notions that we can agree upon and use to 
found collective enterprises” (p. 214). Thus, it is possible to begin our search
for a common normative vision of the world with a number of adopted
international conventions detailing objectives for global social reform 
and socio-economic development. Conventions and agreements – in par-
ticular, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the World Declaration
on Education for All, and the Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development – specify basic human rights, democratic values, and sustain-
able and integrated environmental, economic, and social development as
desirable goals for all societies. For example, in defining the aim of educa-
tional development, the World Declaration on Education for All (1990),
more than 10 years old, states in Article I that educational opportunities
should help individuals “to survive, to develop their full capacities, to live
and work in dignity, to participate fully in development, to improve the
quality of their lives, to make informed decisions, and to continue learn-
ing.” It further states that fulfilling educational needs

empowers individuals in any society and confers upon
them a responsibility to respect and build upon their col-
lective cultural, linguistic and spiritual heritage, to pro-
mote the education of others, to further the cause of
social justice, to achieve environmental protection, to be
tolerant towards social, political and religious systems
which differ from their own, ensuring that commonly
accepted humanistic values and human rights are
upheld, and to work for international peace and solidar-
ity in an interdependent world. (Article I)

The assumption that there are common features and shared values that
unite us is reinforced by the theoretical contribution to DeSeCo from the
philosophical perspective of Monique Canto-Sperber and Jean-Pierre Dupuy
(2001). Focusing on the ideal of the “good life,” they state that not only do
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individuals have “many of the same physiological needs and capacities,”
but that “there are also psychological similarities,” for instance:

They do not differ in their psychological aspirations to go
beyond necessity, to do what is necessary for survival,
and to aim at a condition in which they have leisure,
choices, alternatives. We are alike in the capacity to
learn from the past and plan for the future. We have a
view, though never clearly articulated, about what we
want to make out of our lives. We have the capacity to
think, remember, imagine, have feelings and emotions,
and to restrain ourselves. Contact with other people is
part of human life; most of the time we depend on it.
(pp. 73–74)

The authors go on to identify key values that account for the good life in gen-
eral and that are consistent with any major moral theory (Canto-Sperber &
Dupuy, 2001, p. 75). The values of the good life, the philosophers say, include

• accomplishment;

• the elements of human existence (“choosing one’s own course
through life and having a life which is properly human”);

• an understanding of oneself and one’s world;

• enjoyment; and

• deep personal relations. 

These values are general principles compatible with individual and social
diversity. Many different forms of the good life are conceivable, depending
on individual lifestyle and socio-economic and cultural context. Yet, it
should be noted that the realization of these values still remains out of
reach, particularly in developing countries, for large populations whose
lives are reduced to a daily struggle for survival.

For our purpose (i.e., defining and selecting key competencies for a suc-
cessful life and a well-functioning society), the assumed common values
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and the widespread acceptance of the international conventions means
that universal objectives such as respect for human rights and sustainable
development do exist and can serve as a regulative ideal and normative
anchoring point for the discourse on key competencies. The more specific
question “What are the particular dimensions of a successful life and a well-
functioning society that key competencies contribute to and against which
they will need to be validated?” will be addressed in chapter 4.

Common and global challenges

Within a common normative framework, countries and societies – even
within the OECD – differ significantly in terms of economic and political
goals and priorities, cultural traditions, environmental settings, available
resources, and employment and social opportunities, thereby challenging
the construction of a common set of key competencies (e.g., Goody, 2001).
In spite of common values and principles at the general level, representa-
tions and beliefs can come into conflict when it comes to applying them in
practice. Hence, the meaning and the concretization of individual and soci-
etal goals as well as the underlying hierarchies of values – and trade-offs
between, at times, conflicting objectives – are influenced by socio-econom-
ic and cultural factors and contingent upon power relations and personal,
social, or political choices and priorities (e.g., Carson, 2001).

Exclusively emphasizing diversity, differences, and variation risks drifting
into relativism, which does not do justice to the social reality. Cultural
diversity and socioeconomic inequalities traverse most, if not all, countries
and often have similar origins. And whatever the differences between coun-
tries in occupations, workplaces, and social and political institutions, the
fact is that these same settings and institutions exist in most – in many
cases, all – countries and are often as similar as they are different. Thus,
increasing individual and social diversity is only one common facet of our
world. Increasing complexity and interdependence are other central fea-
tures of today’s world. As a result, societies and individuals are confronted
with a plethora of old and new global problems and issues with varying
effects and manifestations at all levels of life: substantial inequality of
opportunities; poverty in its various forms; population movements; 

71Meeting important challenges in life

CHAP 3.qxd  5/28/2003  3:13 PM  Page 71

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



economic changes; competition; ecological and political destabilization;
disorganization of communities; new forms of communication, alienation,
and violence; and so on. Some are related to particular forms of asymme-
tries in political, social, and economic power; others are more the result of
recent globalization processes. For instance, economic and cultural global-
ization and the convergence of technology and production have given rise
to fora of exchange and standards that are truly global. As evidence, one
need only consider the rise of large-scale international movements, organ-
izations, and corporations or the ease with which information and knowl-
edge can be exchanged globally. Although the degree to which individuals
have access to and participate in the “global village” varies widely (for
many individuals and groups, the “global village” remains a myth),1 its
emergence exerts a powerful influence – for both better and worse – on
national policies and initiatives. 

The fact that we can point to numerous similarities within and across coun-
tries does not mean that they will automatically translate into meaningful
key competencies, nor does it allow us to extrapolate key competencies for
all OECD countries from those found in a single country (see chapter 1).
Yet, as Frank Levy and Richard Murnane (2001) note, “the globalization of
trade and the international spread of technology are strong forces pushing
toward a global set of key competencies” (p. 170). 
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Referring to common values and goals as well as to wide-ranging global
issues and problems does not deny diversity, but only asserts that there is
enough similarity in the lives people lead to make the construction of a
general set of key competencies useful.

Theoretical and conceptual foundations 

In light of the definitional constraints for key competencies and against the
backdrop of the broad societal goals and global challenges, we have focused
our efforts on identifying concepts and theoretical models that can under-
pin the conceptualization of a general set of key competencies from an
interdisciplinary perspective.

The first international DeSeCo symposium2 – held in Neuchâtel,
Switzerland, in October 1999 – and subsequent workshops provided impor-
tant opportunities for intense debate and reflection among scholars and
experts from multiple disciplines on common features that transcend the
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particularities of the various approaches and inputs. What has emerged is a
broad agreement on some general overarching concepts that give shape to
a theory-grounded frame of reference for key competencies. 

There are two key elements of this framework, in addition to the model of
competence (see chapter 2) and the defining parameters noted above: first,
the specification of the level of mental complexity required by modern life,
based on an evolutionary model of the complexification of the mind
(Kegan, 2001, p. 194); and, second, a three-fold categorization for key com-
petencies that contribute to a successful life and a well-functioning society.
We comprehend the required mental complexity via a concept of reflectiv-
ity (in the sense of a reflective approach to life on the part of the individ-
ual) and express our conception of key competencies in terms of three
broad categories – interacting in socially heterogeneous groups, acting
autonomously, and using tools interactively – all of which assume the
development of the higher level of mental complexity. 

The concept of reflectivity as a response to complex mental demands and
the three-fold categorization for key competencies are the result of
exchange, discussion, and analytical and creative work and, thus, represent
an important transition in the DeSeCo Project from multidisciplinary per-
spectives to interdisciplinary comprehension and theorization.

This section begins with a description of the umbrella concept of reflectivi-
ty. Following that discussion, the three categories of key competencies are
outlined as the model for translating the theoretical foundations (i.e., reflec-
tivity and the underlying concepts of the categories) into the more tangible
terms of action-oriented key competencies. 

Reflective practice in the face of the complex demands of modern life 

As noted above, our analysis and conceptualization of key competencies 
are grounded in a vision of the world as complex,3 interdependent, and 

74 Key competencies

3 But as pointed out by Canto-Sperber and Dupuy (2001), “it must be acknowledged that a good deal of the con-
temporary human world, especially in its technological dimensions, is more complicated than complex” 
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conflict-prone, affecting and challenging not only countries, communities,
institutions, and organizations but, ultimately, the individual and his or her
mind. Uncertainty is one of the consequences of a complex world, with
implications for individuals. As, for instance, Carlo Callieri (2001) states:

Indeed, the problem is a world in which uncertainty is
growing as situations become increasingly complex…
Societies must equip themselves with tools that enable
them to tackle complexity in a manageable way that con-
quers uncertainty. In this new perspective, the individual
takes on an absolutely crucial function, creating the tools
with which to manage uncertainty and turn it to his or
her own advantage. (p. 231)

The idea that individuals need not only respond to complex situations, but
“create the tools” to do so, takes the idea of a competence well beyond that
of a skill that can be applied repeatedly in the manner in which it was orig-
inally learned. Such skills may very well be needed, but current challenges
require a level of competence that enables individuals to cope with innova-
tion and continuity (see Haste, 2001; also Oates, 2003) and to go beyond
simply “applying” competencies as if they were formulae or straightforward
processes.

The issue of complexity, or related terms, is – like a leading theme – mir-
rored in various discourses on competencies and education goals. A review
of the skills and competence lists available to DeSeCo suggests that much of
what is identified as key competencies or educational goals goes well
beyond recalling accumulated knowledge, thinking abstractly, and being
well socialized (Trier, 2003; chapter 1). For coping with many of the
demands of modern life, these are apparently not sufficient. As illustrated
by Kegan (2001) and presented in several academic essays (Rychen &
Salganik, 2001), coping with complex challenges as they manifest in and
across multiple social fields calls for the development of a higher level of
mental complexity or, in Kegan’s terms (2001), the “self-authoring order of
mental complexity.” This mental order implies a critical stance and a 
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reflective and holistic approach to life, enabling individuals “to learn from
experience and think for themselves, without being prisoners of the exclu-
sive thinking or expectations of their environment” (Perrenoud, 2001, 
p. 146).

Underlying reflectivity is the idea of an objectivation process: what was sub-
ject becomes object. “Object refers to those elements of our knowing or
organizing that we can reflect on, handle, look at, be responsible for, relate
to each other, take control of, internalize, assimilate, or otherwise operate
upon... Subject refers to those elements of our knowing...that we are identi-
fied with, tied to, fused with, or embedded in” (Kegan, 1994, p. 32). In other
words, and with important consequences for the development of key com-
petencies, individuals can only be responsible for, in control of, or reflect
upon that which is object.

According to Kegan (2001) – and reflected also in various scholarly essays –
this “self-authoring order of mental complexity” requires that we 

• gain some distance from the socializing press so that we can look at
and make judgments about the expectations and claims that bombard
us from all directions;

• take responsibility for the fact that we are the creators…of…feelings
and thoughts – i.e., it is not enough to reflectively identify the origins
of our dysfunctional behaviors, thoughts, and feelings in our early
family experience, as if we could only become more astute audience
members viewing the drama of our inner psychologies; rather we are
expected as mature adults to become more like playwrights who can
jump on stage and re-author the scripts of the dramas themselves; and

• create a more complex system of abstractions or values – a whole
framework, theory, or ideology – which generates distinct abstractions
or values, prioritizes them, and internally resolves conflicts among
them. (p. 197)
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In this perspective, requirements such as flexibility and adaptability, toler-
ance and open-mindedness, and responsibility and initiative, which are
usually associated with a competent adult, take on particular meaning and
underpin the necessity of conceiving key competences as involving a high-
er level of mental complexity. 

To elucidate the meaning of reflectivity as the competence level required for
coping with the mental challenges that confront adults in many life situa-
tions, three conceptual illustrations are presented below – navigating in
social space, dealing with differences and contradictions, and taking respon-
sibility. The notion mental is used here in the broad sense of referring to
“the person’s meaning-constructive or meaning-organizational capacities.”
It is not just about “how one thinks,” but “how one constructs experience
more generally, including one’s thinking, feeling, and social-relating”
(Kegan, 1994, pp. 29, 32). 

Navigating in social space 

The importance of flexibility and mobility (in space and in mind) in the
global economy and the information society is a theme that runs through-
out many of the contributions to DeSeCo. Kegan (2001) summarizes these
views in the previous DeSeCo volume: “The adult of the 21st century will
need to be able to travel across a wide variety of contexts” (p. 192). Indeed,
today’s adults are expected to lead successful, responsible, and productive
lives and to fulfill many different roles in society and throughout life; to
understand and act in different contexts; and to meet the multiple chal-
lenges and demands of modern life. 

What does navigating in social space or traveling across a variety of contexts
imply? To start with, social space, context, or the environment is more than
a surface. In the DeSeCo Project, we apprehend context as structured in mul-
tiple social fields (Bourdieu, 1980, 1982) that make up society. Perrenoud
(2001) provides numerous examples of social fields, including parental rela-
tionships, culture, religion, health, consumption, education and training,
work, media and information, and community. Over the course of their
lives, today’s individuals are involved in most, if not all, of these social fields.

77Meeting important challenges in life

CHAP 3.qxd  5/28/2003  3:13 PM  Page 77

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



Social fields are characterized by specific challenges and interests, different
forms of capital (e.g., money, specific types of knowledge, recognition, net-
works, and relationships), and ongoing struggles among agents within the
field to gain power and define the borders of the field. As such, social fields
are somewhat analogous to games. Both social fields and games have play-
ers, challenges, rules, stakes, and recognized struggles. Thus, for individuals
to be players and not just spectators, they need to acquire a familiarity with
the “knowledge, values, rules, rites, codes, concepts, language, laws, insti-
tutions, and objects specific to the field in question” (Perrenoud, 2001, 
p. 130). In order to participate in games – or to navigate multiple important
areas of life – individuals also need an awareness of the resemblance
between demands that are specific to a game and those that are similar
across games. At the forefront of navigation across fields and flexible adap-
tation to unfamiliar contexts is not so much “know that,” but rather “know
how,” which implies, among other things, recognizing patterns already
encountered in past experiences, establishing analogies between previously
experienced situations and new ones, and using patterns to guide activity in
the world (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001, pp. 81–82). 

Dealing with differences and contradictions: Going beyond the either–or

Another frequently mentioned requirement in light of multiculturalism,
pluralism, and postmodernism is dealing with differences and contradic-
tions (Haste, 2001, pp. 105–108). One natural reaction to complex issues is
to make them less complex, for example, by reducing problems and ques-
tions to sets of mutually exclusive alternatives or adopting hard-and-fast
rules for dealing with differences and contradictions. However, such an
approach is not only impractical in many ways, but it often impedes a holis-
tic understanding of and interaction with the world. Our diverse world
demands that we not rush to a single answer, to an either–or solution, but
rather deal with tensions – for instance, between equality and freedom,
autonomy and solidarity, efficiency and democratic processes, ecology and
economic logic, diversity and universality, and innovation and continuity –
by integrating seemingly contradictory or incompatible goals as aspects of
the same reality. For example, the concept of sustainable development is
one possible answer to the tension between economic growth, ecological
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constraints, and social cohesion, recognizing their complex and dynamic
interplay instead of treating them as separate and unrelated, if not mutual-
ly exclusive, goals. Another example is the notion of the social embedding
of individuals, a conception that counters the idea of the independent indi-
vidual and is based on the assumption of a dialectical and dynamic rela-
tionship between the individual and society. 

More generally, an integrated, holistic approach is most likely the best
response to the often complex, intractable, dynamic, and multifaceted
problems posed by modern life. Dealing with ambiguous or contradictory
positions and actions is not, in itself, challenging. Indeed, most of us do so
without thinking about it. The challenge – which must be reflected in key
competencies – is dealing skillfully and reflectively with multiple, dynamic,
and often conflicting aspects and recognizing that there may be more than
one solution or solution method. As Haste (2001) argues, “As we recognize
the need for a more complex picture of the world, the competence required
is the ability to manage diversity and dissonance in a creative and coping
way, and avoid premature closure or dissolution into relativism.” Thus,
individuals have to learn to think and act in a more integrated way, taking
into account the manifold interconnections and interrelations between – at
times, only superficially – contradictory or incompatible ideas, logics, and
positions.

Taking responsibility 

In the DeSeCo Project, “it is not any competent individual that is being
imagined, but at the very least one able to function successfully in the lib-
eral democracies and capitalist economic regimes that characterize the
OECD nations” (Carson, 2001, p. 39). Today, in most OECD countries, value
is placed on entrepreneurship and personal responsibility. Not only are
individuals expected to be adaptive, but also innovative, creative, self-
directed, and self-motivated and, thus, able to take responsibility for their
decisions and actions in multiple social fields – be it as parent, partner,
employee or employer, citizen, student, or consumer.
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Throughout many of the contributions to DeSeCo appears the notion that
individuals are expected not to simply follow what they have been taught
or told, but to “think for themselves” (as an expression of moral and intel-
lectual maturity), to construct their own knowledge and guidelines 
for action. 

As summarized by Kegan (2001):

Haste, Perrenoud, Canto-Sperber and Dupuy, and Levy
and Murnane all present us a picture of socializing
processes, but they all ask “competent adults” to be
simultaneously mindful of them (thus not a sociopath or
irresponsible ward of society) without being captive of
them (thus not merely a faithful, loyal, obedient part of
an unquestioned set of arrangements). (p. 199)

Taking responsibility implies that individuals – in order to meet the various
claims placed on them – need to take a critical stance and be willing “to
question much that…has been taken for granted” (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy,
2001, pp. 84–85), and thus “to take the socializing press as ‘object’, some-
thing that can be reflected upon, decided about, at times, but reframed”
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(Kegan, 2001, p. 199). It involves, for instance, questions (Canto-Sperber &
Dupuy) such as “How should I live?”, “What should I do in this concrete
situation, given my overall view of what a good life should be?”, “Was I
right to do that?”, “Knowing the consequences of what I did, should I have
done it?” and “Why did I take this path to reach this aim?” Thus, “respon-
sibility is about being the originator of one’s own perspective, about taking
possession of it, and moderating it to one’s own goal” (Haste, 2001, p. 115).
This, however, does not pertain to an egoistic or individualistic conception
of action – individuals are socially embedded. In fact, “the ‘meaning’ of
something – including the meaning of our own identity and our own
morality – depends on what is comprehensible and recognized within our
social community” (Haste, p. 101). 

What does this entail in terms of mental processes? This conception of
responsibility requires the capacity to “construct on an individual basis the
framework of a good life and to discover which values are important to us
through reciprocal adjustment between the moral traditions we live by and
our individuality” (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001, p. 86). In all aspects of
life, then, responsible individuals are challenged to reflect upon and evalu-
ate their actions in light of their experiences and personal and social goals,
what they have been taught and told, and what is right or wrong in 
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conduct from the perspective of life as a whole” (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy,
p. 86). This assumes an overall understanding of the meaning of things,
actions, events, experiences, and critical values (see, in particular, Canto-
Sperber & Dupuy, pp. 89–99; Haste, 2001, p. 101). This process of creating,
extending, and applying meaning, knowledge, rules, and values reflectively
is an underlying mental assumption of the many complex demands facing
adults in various circumstances and situations.

Reflectivity – a mental prerequisite for key competencies

This higher level of mental complexity, as elucidated above, does not pre-
suppose either a very high degree of cognitive skills or a high level of edu-
cation, but “necessitates an overall development of critical thinking and
reflective practice which has to bear on the sum total of formal and infor-
mal knowledge and experience in life” (Perrenoud, 2001, pp. 145–147).
Thus, this approach is not foremost a cognitive or intellectual question, but
one that concerns complex action systems encompassing appropriate moti-
vational, ethical, social, and behavioral components, along with cognitive
and intellectual components (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001).4 Research tells
us that this level of mental complexity will not ordinarily be obtained until
adulthood. Before individuals can distance themselves from “the socializing
press,” make independent judgments, and take responsibility for their
actions, they need to be well socialized. This understanding is based on an
evolutionary model of human development in which individuals incorpo-
rate higher levels of mental complexity into their thinking and actions
(Kegan, 2001). 

Reflectivity concerns the internal structure of a key competence and is an
important transversal feature relevant to the conceptualization of demand-
and action-oriented key competencies. Thus, in regard to the competence
model outlined in chapter 2, this analysis allowed us to go a step further in
specifying a critical aspect of the internal structure of key competencies.
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A three-fold categorization as a conceptual basis

The demand- and action-oriented approach to competencies adopted under
the DeSeCo Project resulted in the articulation of three categories of com-
petence-related demands common across fields: interacting in socially hetero-
geneous groups, acting autonomously, and using tools interactively. At the most
basic level, living entails acting on one’s own, using tools, and interacting
with others. When combined with the level of mental complexity required
by modern life (reflectivity), it seems plausible to posit that it is not suffi-
cient merely to act, but that one must act in a reflective and responsible
way, that is, autonomously. The same is true for using tools and interacting
with others; all three activities require a reflective approach to life, which is
expressed in the titles of the categories. It is not sufficient to use a tool, one
must use it interactively, and it is not sufficient to interact with others, one
must interact with others in socially heterogeneous groups.

The conceptualization of the three categories of key competencies relies to
a great extent on the abstractions and theorizations of the scholars that con-
tributed to DeSeCo. For instance, “the ability to join, form, and function
effectively in social groups” is advanced by Cecilia Ridgeway (2001, p. 206)
as “the one truly universal key competency.” The concept of the
“autonomous actor” is a main focus of Perrenoud’s essay (2001). And the
“tool user” model is developed by Haste (2001). Although these concepts
and models are prominently elaborated in those particular essays, many of
the same features are found in other contributions, albeit often with a dif-
ferent emphasis. Our understanding is that these concepts and the under-
lying theoretical models and arguments put forth by the scholars are rele-
vant across the disciplinary perspectives and, thus, have transdisciplinary
character. Naturally, some concepts were further elaborated, adapted, and
assimilated in light of the many exchanges that took place in the course of
the work. 

Conceptual elements or models that proved to be particularly relevant for
the construction of the three categories include understanding the rela-
tionship between the individual and society as dialectical and dynamic; the
notion of tools (in the broadest sense of the term) as instrumental for an
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active dialogue between the individual and the environment; comprehen-
sion of the environment as structured by social fields; the evolutionary
model of mental development underpinning the notion of reflectivity; 
and the necessary adaptation processes implied by the concept of key com-
petence.

The three categories of key competencies are interrelated, yet conceptually
distinct, abstractions. They are “ideal types” in the Weberian sense, and
thereby provide a conceptual basis or tool for describing and mapping all
potential key competencies and for increasing the explanatory power of key
competencies by conceptually linking them to a broader theoretical foun-
dation. Each of the constructs has a specific focus. The category interacting
in socially heterogeneous groups emphasizes the individual’s interaction
with others. The focus of acting autonomously is on relative autonomy and
identity. And using tools interactively concerns an individual’s interaction
with the world through physical and socio-cultural tools (including lan-
guage and the traditional academic disciplines.) The three categories of key
competencies (and each of the identified key competencies within these
categories) imply the development of a higher level of mental complexity
as a condition for competent and successful action in modern life. Acting
autonomously assumes the mental processes necessary to navigate in social
space with all that such navigation entails, to deal with diversity, and to
take responsibility. The same is true for using tools interactively and inter-
acting in socially heterogeneous groups. As theory-based constructs, the
three categories form the basis for constructing competencies that empow-
er individuals to play an active, responsible part in all relevant social fields.

The next section of the chapter elaborates on the three-fold categorization
and puts forth, within this categorization, a set of key competencies. The
key competencies identified, along with the categories in which they fall,
are embedded within a normative frame in which democracy and respect
for human rights and sustainable development are considered core values.
They apply to multiple areas of life (understood as social fields in the sense
of Bourdieu) and across national boundaries. And, as detailed in this sec-
tion, they imply the development of a critical stance and a reflective
approach to cope with the varied and complex demands of modern life. 
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Three categories of key competencies 

The construction of the three categories and the identification of particular
key competencies within these categories followed different, though com-
plementary, paths. As discussed in the previous section, the categories of
key competencies were constructed by way of a deductive approach based
mainly on the initial scholarly inputs and the subsequent interdisciplinary
reflection. In contrast, the key competencies highlighted within the three
categories are the result of an examination of the many lists devised
throughout the project in light of the established definitional, normative,
and conceptual criteria. 

What follows is an outline of the significant features of each of the three
categories of key competencies, which, we emphasize, form an interdepen-
dent ensemble, and a brief sketch of the identified key competencies con-
gruent with the conceptual basis provided by DeSeCo.5

Interacting in socially heterogeneous groups

In this category, the focus is on interaction with others. Through socializa-
tion and the development of interpersonal bonds, individuals are linked to
the group, the society. In light of fragmentation and segmentation process-
es and increasing individual and social diversity and uncertainty, strength-
ening social cohesion and developing a sense of social awareness and
responsibility are presented as important societal and political goals.
Integration, networking, partnerships, solidarity, and cooperation are some
of the key words frequently mentioned. There is a consensus among experts
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5 It is beyond the scope of this publication to thoroughly present and explain the detailed theoretical and conceptual
background of the categorization of key competencies or to further conceptualize the particular key competencies
identified. Our purpose here is only to shed light on select relevant features as time, reason, and expertise allow.
What is important is to successfully explain the developed frame of reference for selecting key competencies and
demonstrate that the categorization is meaningful within that normative framework and based on the conceptual
work supplied by the numerous scholars and discussed with experts involved in fieldwork and practice. All interest-
ed parties are directed to the first DeSeCo collection (Rychen & Salganik, 2001) for a more nuanced and complete
discussion of the concepts and theory-based models that led to and underpin the three-fold categorization. The vol-
ume provides a valuable resource and includes extensive bibliographies for the scholarship received from multiple
disciplinary perspectives. As to the identified key competencies, they are only considered an initial sketch. We are
aware that extensive literature exists on each of the themes evoked, and that further research and development are
needed in these areas.

CHAP 3.qxd  5/28/2003  3:13 PM  Page 85

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



that in pluralistic, multicultural societies, in a world of different cultures,
interests, values, and beliefs, it is necessary that individuals learn to join
and function in groups and social orders whose members are from diverse
backgrounds, that they successfully deal with differences and contradic-
tions.

In the most general sense, competencies in this category are required for
individuals to learn, live, and work with others. They address many of the
features associated with terms such as “social competencies,” “social skills,”
“intercultural competencies,” or “soft skills” found in the submitted lists of
key competencies. These terms designate, in one way or another, the abili-
ty to interact with other people, but often without clear distinction or def-
inition.

Human beings are dependent throughout their lives on ties to others for
material and psychological survival, a sense of self, identity, and social
meaning (Ridgeway, 2001). Identity develops only in relation to and in dia-
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logue with our surroundings, in interaction with others. Contact with other
people is a part of human life; most of the time we depend on it. We live in
a network of close relationships in which we cooperate, compete, and share
(Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001, p. 74). Thus, interacting in socially hetero-
geneous groups concerns the development of social bonds and coexistence
with people whose backgrounds may be different from one’s own, who do
not necessarily speak the same language (literally or metaphorically) or
share the same memories, history, culture, or socio-economic background. 

The development of competencies related to this category is particularly rel-
evant for creating social capital, networks of mutually reinforcing obliga-
tions, expectations, and information channels (OECD, 2001d). The follow-
ing competencies are relevant for interacting reflectively and responsibly
with other people: 

• relating well to others; 

• cooperating; and

• managing and resolving conflict. 

The ability to relate well to others 

This key competence allows individuals to initiate, maintain, and manage
personal relationships with, for instance, a family member, friend, or neigh-
bor. It assumes that one respects and appreciates the values, beliefs, cultures,
and histories of others in order to create an environment where they feel
welcome, are included, and thrive (Stein, 2000). This competence is also
referred to in competence lists described in the DeSeCo country reports
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(Trier, 2003). Finland’s 1999 framework for evaluating educational out-
comes includes, among elements of communication competence, “social
and interactive skills” and “verbal and nonverbal perception and expres-
sion.” Norway’s Core Curriculum for Primary, Secondary, and Adult
Education lists two characteristics of “the spiritual human being”: “the abil-
ity to meet other cultures openly” and “respect and knowledge for other
religions and faiths.” Similarly, the U.S. Equipped for the Future project
identifies “respecting others and valuing diversity” as a common activity
one engages in as a citizen, family member, and worker (Stein 2003).

Relating well to others is not only a requirement for social cohesion but,
increasingly, for economic success. Levy and Murnane (2001) point out that
“both changes in firms and changes in the economy are placing increased
emphasis on elements of ‘emotional intelligence,’ including the ability to
relate well to other people.” They go on to state that “increasingly, high
wage jobs require not only mastery of cognitive skills, but also what econo-
mists call soft skills, especially skills related to interacting well with other
people” (p. 166). These skills are necessary for relating not only to fellow
workers, but to clients and customers as well.

There are several prerequisites for relating well to others. Empathy is per-
haps the most important, entailing taking the role of the other person,
imagining the situation from his or her perspective (Ridgeway, 2001), and
feeling what he or she feels (Goleman, 1996). It is “the ethical move par
excellence” (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001, p. 87). Empathy leads to self-
reflection, when, upon considering a wide range of opinions and beliefs,
one recognizes that what one takes for granted in a situation is not neces-
sarily shared by others. Another important aspect of relating well to others
is dealing effectively with one’s own emotions and inner mood. This abili-
ty assumes self-awareness and effective interpretation of one’s own and oth-
ers’ underlying affective and motivational states (Haste, 2001).

The ability to cooperate

Many demands and goals of modern life cannot be met by one individual
alone but, instead, require those who share the same interests, purpose, or
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convictions to join forces in groups such as work teams, civic organizations,
political parties, or trade unions. Thus, a second key competence within the
category of interacting in socially heterogeneous groups is the ability to
cooperate and work together with others for common purposes. There is
broad consensus on the importance of this key competence, as the ability
to work in groups or teams is mentioned as a key competence in almost all
of the country reports (Trier, 2003). 

Consistent with the definition of key competencies used in DeSeCo, the
focus here is not on the competencies needed by the group as a collective,
but the competencies needed by each member as an individual. Cooperating
involves balancing commitment to the group and its norms with
autonomous action, and balancing responsibility for active participation in
the collective with the need to share leadership roles and support others.
Important components of this competence include, at the outset, present-
ing one’s ideas and listening to those of others, switching frames and
approaching topics from different viewpoints, understanding one’s specific
role and responsibilities in relation to those of others and the overall goal,
and limiting one’s freedom and blending into the larger group. Once
engaged in cooperative behavior, understanding the dynamics of the debate
and the agendas and tendencies present, detecting the limits of solidarity
and constructing tactical or sustainable alliances, and compromising
between conflicting interests take center stage (Perrenoud, 2001, 
pp. 140–141). Finally, this competence entails negotiating and building
agreements, and making decisions that allow for different shades of opinion.

The ability to manage and resolve conflict

A third competence is the ability to manage and resolve conflict, to negoti-
ate conflicting interests and find acceptable solutions. Although there are
occupations dedicated solely or in part to conflict resolution, such as mag-
istrate, attorney, mediator, or ombudsman, all people face conflicts in their
daily lives and must resolve them, usually without outside intervention.
Conflict occurs in all aspects of life, whether in the home or workplace or
in the larger community or society. It arises when two or more individuals
or groups oppose one another because of divergent needs, goals, or values.

89Meeting important challenges in life

CHAP 3.qxd  5/28/2003  3:13 PM  Page 89

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



Conflict is part of social reality, an inherent part of human relationships, as
the quid pro quo for liberty and pluralism (Perrenoud, 2001, p. 142). The
key to approaching conflict in a constructive manner is to recognize it as a
process to be managed and, thus, not seek to wholly avoid or eliminate it,
but to deal with it in a sensible, fair, and efficient manner.

This competence assumes that individuals consider the needs and interests
of others and recognize that it is preferable when all the parties involved in
a conflict benefit to some degree (win-win solutions), rather than one party
achieving all of its goals at the expense of the other parties. For individuals
to take an active part in conflict management and resolution, they need to
analyze the issues and interests at stake (e.g., power, recognition of merit,
division of work, equity), the origins of the conflict, and the reasoning of
all sides, and recognize that there are different possible positions. Other
important components include initially identifying areas of agreement and
disagreement, reframing the problem, and prioritizing needs and goals
(what one is willing to give up and under what circumstances). This com-
petence eventually requires recognizing when the needs and goals of others
take precedence over yours, and generating options for resolving conflict in
such a way that all the parties benefit (Stein, 2000).

Acting autonomously

Interacting in socially heterogeneous groups and acting autonomously have
to be understood as two complementary facets of the same coin. Autonomy
is a means of survival in groups and a key to equitable cooperation. 

To be clear, acting autonomously is not synonymous with acting alone or
independently. Acting and operating effectively in and on the world does
not mean functioning in social isolation, nor does it necessarily mean act-
ing solely in self-interest. We all play roles as “members of multiple com-
munities, each of which offers us identity and personal meaning” (Haste,
2001, p. 101). In one’s relationships with others, however, there is an
important difference between orienting oneself based on the expectations
of the other in the relationship, and orienting oneself using one’s own cri-
teria for fashioning the terms of the relationship. In the former, one is cap-
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tive of one’s relational orientation; in the latter, it is a vehicle for a form of
connection, which one is autonomously driving.

Acting autonomously means that individuals are empowered to navigate in
the social space and to manage their lives in meaningful and responsible
ways by exercising control over their living and working conditions. Thus,
acting autonomously means to act rather than to be acted upon, to shape
rather than to be shaped, and to choose rather than to accept choices decid-
ed by others. Acting autonomously refers to participating effectively in the
development of society, in its social, political, and economic institutions
(e.g., to take part in decision processes), and functioning well in different
spheres of life – in the workplace, in one’s personal and family life, and in
civil and political life. 

To act autonomously incorporates two central interrelated ideas: defining
oneself and developing a personal identity (including a value system) and
exercising relative autonomy in the sense of deciding, choosing, and play-
ing an active, reflective, and responsible part in a given context. Thus, indi-
viduals need competencies that enable and empower them to develop and
express a sense of self, exercise rights, and take responsibilities as a citizen,
worker, family member, learner, consumer and so on in the different
spheres of life. 

The image of an actor influencing relationships and outcomes is most com-
monly associated with the powerful, but key competencies related to acting
autonomously are equally essential for those who are on the margins of, or
who are discriminated against in, any social arrangement and for those who
champion their cause. Both groups must be able to step back from the
assumed, known, apparent, and accepted – the former in order to conceive
their liberation, the latter to convert others to their position. 

This category is compatible with a value system that promotes autonomy as
an aspiration and basis for personal identity. Building relative autonomy
goes hand in hand with the development of a personal identity (Perrenoud,
2001, p. 132). At times, however, the socialization process may work 
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counter to the development of individual autonomy. Depending on the sit-
uation or context, this may happen for a variety of reasons, including a lack
of value placed on autonomy (e.g., in the military, sects, or certain busi-
nesses), a clash of values (e.g., obedience, humility, or uniformity), or
because autonomy is not associated with the status of newcomer.
Autonomy is thus a matter of relative autonomy: making an individual as
autonomous as possible within the limits of each organization or field
(Perrenoud, pp. 145–146). 

In general, autonomy requires an orientation toward the future and a mean-
ingful life plan, and an awareness of one’s environment, its functioning
(i.e., an understanding of social dynamics and the specific challenges they
imply), and the roles one plays and wants to play. It assumes the possession
of a sound self-concept and the ability to translate needs and wants into
acts of will: decision, choice, and action. This conception is diametrically
opposed to a vision of the world in which individuals are forced to bury
their identity in the collective and the established order (e.g., a totalitarian
state).

Within this category, we propose the following competencies as relevant when
it comes to acting autonomously in a responsible and reflective manner:

• acting within the big picture or the larger context;

• forming and conducting life plans and personal projects; and

• defending and asserting one’s rights, interests, limits, and needs.

The ability to act within the “big picture”

This key competence involves understanding and considering the “big pic-
ture,” that is, the larger – normative, socioeconomic, and/or historical –
context of actions and decisions, how that context functions, one’s position
in it, the issues at stake, and the long-term and indirect consequences of
one’s actions, and taking these factors into account when acting. This idea
is expressed to some extent by the slogan “think globally and act locally.”
Acting within the big picture requires and enables individuals to develop,
construct, and maintain coherence in their actions and behavior.
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In many cases, the big picture is the global system. In other cases, it is the
society in which the individual lives or a specific social field, such as the
community or the workplace. In any of these contexts, individuals must
look beyond their immediate situation to the long-term and indirect effects
of their actions, and beyond their own needs and interests to those of oth-
ers around them. 

This competence allows individuals to understand the issues at stake at a
global level, their role and the consequences of their actions in a larger (his-
torical, cultural, or environmental) context. In society, it helps to ensure
that individuals act in a just and responsible way, even when doing so may
require effort and sacrifice, be inconvenient, or have little immediate
impact, or when the consequences for not doing so may seem minimal or
nonexistent. There are numerous examples of such actions including vot-
ing, recycling, or purchasing “fair trade” products. In the workplace or in
other collective undertakings, “big picture thinking and acting” motivates
people by allowing them to value the contributions they make to the over-
all functioning and impact of the enterprise, even though their specific
tasks and responsibilities are comparatively insignificant or the impact of
that collective effort will not be felt until a later point in time, if at all. 

This competence requires something similar to what Perrenoud (2001)
describes as a “conceptual blueprint of the system of action” (p. 138).
Expanding on this concept, component steps and skills of acting within the
big picture may include:

• understanding the structures, culture, practices, and formal and infor-
mal rules and expectations of the system (Stein, 2000). This includes
understanding laws and regulations, but also unwritten social norms,
moral codes, manners, and protocol. It complements an understand-
ing of one’s rights with knowledge of the constraints of one’s actions. 

• determining the roles one plays within the system and the roles
played by others. This involves identifying the direct and indirect con-
sequences of one’s actions and how one’s actions relate to the actions
of others. 

93Meeting important challenges in life

CHAP 3.qxd  5/28/2003  3:13 PM  Page 93

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



• envisioning multiple courses of action along with their consequences
and evaluating the various possibilities with respect to shared norms
and goals; and 

• monitoring the system, predicting changes, controlling the effects of
actions to the best of one’s ability, and readjusting forecasts and plans
of action along the way (see Perrenoud, 2001, p. 137; Haste, 2001, 
p. 106). 

The ability to form and conduct life plans and personal projects 

The normative framework we describe recognizes that each of us has obli-
gations, goals, and dreams – things we must, should, or want to accomplish.
Examples include finding a new job, career, or apartment; retraining and
learning new skills; traveling; and improving the local community or
beyond. Each objective requires us to develop an idea or a plan for achiev-
ing it, whether that plan is informal and simple or formalized and detailed.

In focusing on specific projects and plans, it is important to recognize that
they do not exist in isolation from one another. Our sense of identity and
self-esteem is based on the continuity that we experience and create in our
lives. We need to see our life as an organized narrative to give it meaning
and purpose. This is particularly relevant in a changing environment, where
often life is disrupted and fragmented (e.g., Sennett, 1998), and in the mod-
ern world, where tradition and absolute moral frameworks have lost much
of their influence. As a result, not only do individuals need to construct
plans for their personal projects and goals, but they also need to ensure that
these plans make sense in their lives and are consistent with larger life
plans.

This is not to suggest that individuals have to create their own mission
statements and conduct a formal process of review for each project to
ensure consistency with the larger design. Rather, when people create or are
confronted with choices, their decisions ideally should be informed by their
goals and obligations. For example, when considering a change in employ-
ment, one should consider factors such as alignment with personal skills
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and interests, the likelihood of providing income sufficient to support one’s
family and lifestyle, the availability of time required to acquire new skills,
and consistency with long-term career goals. 

The ability to form life plans and personal projects assumes an orientation
toward the future, implying both optimism and potential. At the same time,
it requires a firm grounding within the realm of the feasible, typified by
identifying and evaluating the resources one has access to and the resources
one needs (e.g., time, money, and other resources) and choosing appropri-
ate means to actualize the project. It implies that one can prioritize goals
and refine their meaning and use one’s resources in an efficient and effec-
tive manner: in other words, balance one’s resources to meet multiple
needs, goals, and responsibilities. Establishing projects and plans also
requires learning from past deeds, and taking account of future outcomes.
The orientation toward the future must naturally be grounded in past
actions and experiences. Once the project and strategy have been devel-
oped, monitoring the project’s progress, adjusting where necessary, and
evaluating its effectiveness become important activities. 

Competence-based requirements similar and related to forming and con-
ducting personal projects appear frequently in lists of key competencies.
The country contribution process (Trier, 2003) revealed many such exam-
ples, typically phrased in terms of self-management and the ability to learn
and work on one’s own. These include “the ability to assess how new tasks
can be tackled” and “assessing and analyzing one’s own skills and learning
processes and outcomes” (Finland), “self-directed learning” (Germany),
“the ability to plan and organize one’s own work and learning process”
(Norway), “effective self-management” and “strategic competencies: (learn-
ing and working, planning, transfer of skills, elaboration, monitoring, per-
severance, evaluation skills)” (Switzerland), and “allocat(ing) time, money,
materials, space, and staff” and “creating and pursuing vision and goals”
(the United States).
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The ability to defend and assert one’s rights, interests, limits, and needs

In order to have choices, meet needs, and assume responsibility, “one must
constantly defend one’s interest, rights, limits, and needs” (Perrenoud,
2001, p. 133). In our modern world, where individuals’ rights, interests, and
needs continually come into conflict with those of others, where individu-
als face increased responsibility for many important decisions and func-
tions, and where the rules that govern these conflicts, decisions, and func-
tions are increasingly complex, defending and asserting one’s rights lie at
the very heart of autonomous action. This competence is related to both
self-oriented rights (e.g., the same salary for the same work) and needs (e.g.,
adequate health care), as well as the rights and needs of the individual as a
member of the collective (e.g., actively participating in democratic institu-
tions and in local and national political processes). 

This competence is relevant in situations ranging from highly structured
legal affairs to everyday instances that require assertiveness. People must use
this competence both in public and in private, and when dealing with fam-
ily, friends, employers, co-workers, teachers, neighbors, lawyers, doctors,
corporations, service providers, and government.

The fact that the rights, interests, and needs of individuals are often estab-
lished and protected via laws, contracts, and other official documents does
not relieve individuals of the responsibility of acting on their own behalf.
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In describing the law, Perrenoud (2001) emphasizes that it is “only a
resource” (p. 131). It is up to individuals to identify and evaluate their rights,
needs, and interests – through research, if necessary – and to actively assert
or defend them. The development of this competence empowers individu-
als to assert both personal and collective rights, ensure a dignified existence,
and gain more control over their lives. It means that individuals capably put
themselves forward as a subject of whom account has to be taken, and
adeptly assume their responsibilities and choices as a citizen, family mem-
ber, consumer, and worker.

Using tools interactively

Using tools interactively represents the third category for key competencies.
The word “tool” is used here in the broadest sense of the term, including
both physical and socio-cultural tools. The social and professional demands
of the global economy and modern society, the “information society,”
require mastery of such socio-cultural tools as language, information, and
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knowledge, as well as such physical tools as machines and computers.
Competencies in this area are frequently mentioned in lists of key compe-
tencies, including those described in the DeSeCo country contribution
process (CPP) and the supporting material developed for this project. 

In using tools interactively, the adverb interactively is meaningful. In a world
where individuals are expected to create and adapt knowledge and skills,
simply having the technical skills to use a tool (e.g., read a text, use a com-
puter mouse, etc.) is no longer sufficient. To use a tool interactively assumes
a familiarity with the tool itself and an understanding of how the tool
changes the way one can interact with the world and how the tool is used
to accomplish broader goals. A “tool” is not just a passive mediator, but an
instrumental part of “an active dialogue between the individual and the
environment” (Haste, 2001, p. 96). It is a figurative and literal extension of
the human body and mind.

The underlying idea is that we encounter our world through our tools.
These encounters, in turn, shape how we make sense of and become com-
petent in interacting with the world, how we deal with transformation and
change, and how we respond to new long-term challenges. Thus, using
tools interactively implies not only having tools and the technical skills
required to use them, but an awareness of the new forms of interaction that
can be established through the use of tools and the ability to adapt one’s
behavior accordingly in everyday life (Haste 2001).

The following competencies are relevant in this category: 

• using language, symbols, and text interactively; 

• using knowledge and information interactively; and 

• using technology interactively.

The ability to use language, symbols, and text interactively

The focus is on the effective use of language skills (both spoken and writ-
ten) and computation and other mathematical skills (e.g., via graphs, tables,
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and symbols in various forms) in multiple situations (e.g., in the family, the
workplace, and civic life). It is an essential tool for functioning well in society
and the workplace and participating in effective personal and social dialogues.
This key competence could also be labeled “communication competence” or
“literacies,” but as with most such terms, their meanings vary widely or have
no uniform definition, making such terms unattractive (see chapter 2).

An example of this key competence is reading literacy as defined in the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reading literacy
framework: “reading literacy is understanding, using, and reflecting on writ-
ten texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and
potential, and to participate in society.” Participation includes the “fulfill-
ment of individual aspirations” in the workplace, in one’s personal life, in
social, political, and cultural life and “social, cultural, and political engage-
ment.” It further defines the extent of participation as possibly including “a
critical stance, a step towards personal liberation, emancipation and
empowerment” (OECD, 1999, pp. 20–21). Other examples of this compe-
tence are the concept of numeracy, or numerate behavior and mathemati-
cal literacy. As described in the Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALL)
framework, numeracy involves not only the enabling knowledge and spe-
cific cognitive skills required to manage the mathematical demands of
diverse situations effectively, but also encompasses the activation of a range
of behaviors and processes (Gal, Tout, van Groenstijn, Schmidt, & Manley,
1999). Mathematical literacy, as described in PISA, is “the capacity to iden-
tify, to understand, and to engage in mathematics and make well-founded
judgments about the role that mathematics plays, as needed for an individ-
ual’s current and future private life, occupational life, social life with peers
and relatives, and life as a constructive, concerned, and reflective citizen”
(OECD, 1999, p. 12). A similarly broad, function-oriented description of
writing or speaking literacy would include not only the technical aspects of
using language correctly, but using it effectively to achieve a given purpose
or goal.

Command of languages is naturally a crucial aspect of this competence.
Mastering one’s native language is seen as fundamental in all countries.
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However, responses to the CCP indicate that there are substantial differ-
ences in the importance attributed to mastering foreign languages in order
to meet the demands of modern life (Trier, 2003). 

The ability to use knowledge and information interactively 

The increasingly important worldwide economic role of the service and
information sectors certifies knowledge and information competence as a
key competence. Outside the workplace, information technologies provide
individuals with improved access to material on almost any given topic,
thereby enabling them to conduct extensive research and analysis on any
decision made. To function successfully in all areas of life, individuals must
not only access knowledge and information, they also need to use it in an
effective, reflective, and responsible manner. For example, this competence
is essential in such situations as researching and evaluating choices for
products and services (e.g., education or legal assistance) and choices in
elections and referenda. 

A concrete illustration of this key competence is scientific literacy, defined
in PISA as “the capacity to use scientific knowledge, to identify questions,
and to draw evidence-based conclusions in order to understand and help
make decisions about the natural world and the changes made to it through
human activity” (OECD, 1999, p. 12).
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Another example, taken from Norway’s Core Curriculum for Primary,
Secondary and Adult Education, describes the “liberally educated human
being” as possessing a “sound foundation of knowledge and broad frames
of reference; the ability to organize knowledge; methodological skills;
respect for facts and sound argument;…the ability to acquire and attain new
knowledge” (Trier, 2003).

This key competence concerns the ability to independently find and make
sense of information and knowledge, without being dependent on others
for that information. It assumes critical reflection on the nature of infor-
mation itself, its technical infrastructure, and its social, cultural, and even
ideological context and impact. Information competence is necessary as a
basis for understanding options, forming opinions, making decisions, and
taking informed and responsible actions. 

Thus, using knowledge and information interactively implies a series of
behaviors and dispositions, starting with recognizing and determining what
is not known and identifying, locating, and accessing appropriate informa-
tion sources (including assembling knowledge and information in cyber-
space). Once sources are identified and information obtained, it is necessary
to critically evaluate the quality, appropriateness, and value of that infor-
mation, as well as its sources. Organizing the information (incorporating
selected information into one’s own knowledge base), using the 
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information effectively to make informed decisions and take coherent
action, and understanding – to some extent – the economic, legal, social,
and ethical issues surrounding the use of information are other require-
ments associated with this competence.

The ability to use technology interactively

Advances in the field of technology – especially information and commu-
nication technology – place new demands on individuals in and outside the
workplace. At the same time, they also present individuals with new oppor-
tunities to meet demands more effectively in new and different ways. In
knowledge and information societies, this competence concerns informa-
tion, communications, and computer technology. The importance of tech-
nological competence has also been emphasized in several of the country
reports submitted in the CCP (Trier, 2003). 

Technological competence, as defined in DeSeCo, involves more than tech-
nological proficiency. In many cases, new technologies are not difficult to
master, especially if they are “user friendly” or represent modifications of
existing technologies. Nor are high levels of technical skill or skills applica-
ble to specific technologies always valued. Levy and Murnane (2001) point
out that most high-wage firms do not require that candidates for entry-level
positions possess knowledge of particular software programs. More impor-
tant is “familiarity with the keyboard and a mouse, recognition that most
software programs are put together the same way and have on-line help sys-
tems, and an openness to learning new programs” (p. 167). This implies the
importance of adapting existing technological skills to new situations. 

Although the ability to adapt to technologies is an important aspect of
technological competence, its full power is only realized with an awareness
of the new forms of action and interaction made possible by technology
and the ability to take advantage of that potential in daily life. As Haste
(2001) points out, it does not require much technical skill for individuals to
use the Internet and electronic mail to complete tasks that are already part
of their lives, such as corresponding with others or reviewing the day’s
news. That same technology, however, has the potential to transform the
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way people work (by reducing the importance of location), access informa-
tion (by allowing instant access to a wide variety of sources and by provid-
ing a means of quickly sorting through large amounts of information), and
interact with others (by facilitating the development of “virtual” commu-
nities of people from around the world who communicate electronically on
a regular basis). Although individuals benefit from these transformations
without going through the process of envisioning them or even thinking
about them systematically, they realize the true potential of these transfor-
mations only when considering them in light of their own specific circum-
stances. It is, thus, the incorporation of new tools into common practice
that gives people the familiarity with the tool, that allows them to adapt its
potential to other needs, and eventually to accommodate their practices to
that potential. As Haste (2001) remarks: “We cannot of course expect indi-
viduals…to anticipate the nature of such a transformation, but it is…a part
of technological competence to be able to deal reflexively, in a coping man-
ner, with such developments” (p. 103). 

Understanding the potential of technology is essential in another, more
common process of using technology interactively: identifying technologi-
cal solutions to problems. In this process, one is not confronted with a new
technology, but rather with a problem, such as the need to perform a task
or perform it more efficiently. Thus, more important than technical profi-
ciency is a general understanding of the purpose and functioning of differ-
ent technologies and an ability to envision their potential. 

Each key competence described here builds on a combination of cognitive
and noncognitive aspects as defined by the nature of context-specific
demands. Successfully managing those demands requires a critical stance
and a reflective approach. It is important to reemphasize that none of the
constructed key competencies assumes a very high degree of cognitive intel-
ligence or a very high level of education. In Canto-Sperber and Dupuy’s
(2001) terms, action competencies – the underlying model of competence
(see chapter 2) – “involve the psychological prerequisites for successful 
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performance; they include problem-solving capacities and skills for critical
thinking; they are forms of practical intelligence: the capacity to grasp the
relevant characteristics of a problem and to select and employ a suitable
strategy” (p. 76).

Key competencies in different contexts

The key competencies presented above are constructs and, thus, are in no
way submitted as a final, ready-to-use set of key competencies. They are sit-
uated at a sufficiently high level of generality to provide a conceptual tool
for thinking about how key competencies play out in different contexts,
under different socio-economic conditions. What follows are some initial
thoughts about the practical functioning of the key competencies, and
about how to incorporate contextual variation into the framework. 

The key competencies put forth within the three-fold categorization are
conceived as necessary for a successful life and a well-functioning society.
For example, reading literacy (as defined in the PISA literacy framework) –
a specificity of the key competence “the ability to use language, symbols,
and texts interactively” – is universally lauded, and, indeed, empirical stud-
ies confirm the importance of this competence for personal, social, and eco-
nomic well-being. Obviously, though, this important key competence alone
is not sufficient for coping with the manifold demands and challenges asso-
ciated with securing an overall successful life and a well-functioning socie-
ty. A more inclusive approach to the topic is necessary. The complexity of
the demands and societal objectives in today’s world calls for the mobiliza-
tion of a range of key competencies; particular competencies are not suffi-
cient.

The notion of constellation has been proposed to represent the interrelated
nature of key competencies and their contextual specificity. The underlying
assumption is that meeting any objective will require constellations, or
interrelated combinations, of key competencies that vary with the respec-
tive context or situation in which they are applied. The central point is that
cultural, situational, and other contextual factors that frame any given sit-
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uation shape the specific nature of the demands that must be met. A con-
stellation of key competencies, therefore, is a culturally and contextually
specific instantiation of key competencies in response to the specific nature
of the demands of the local situation. The specificities and relative weight
attributed to key competencies within a constellation may be influenced,
for instance, by the state of urbanization, cultural norms, property rights,
technological access, social and power relations, consumption opportuni-
ties, and public order.

A graphical way to illustrate the relative importance of key competencies
with regard to their contribution to desired outcomes in any given context
is by conceptualizing a multidimensional space (for simplicity’s sake,
reduced to a three-dimensional space in figure 1 below), with each dimen-
sion representing the relevance of the respective competence to achieving
the desired outcome in the context. Different contexts (country- or social
field-specific) can then be located in the space depending on the relative
importance of the contribution of each of the three categories of key 
competencies to the desired outcomes. 

Figure 1: The relative importance of the three categories of key competencies in different contexts

Source: DeSeCo
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Although DeSeCo was undertaken in the context of OECD countries, there
is clearly a need for considerations of key competence to go beyond the
industrialized world. Improving the quality of education, competence
development, and lifelong learning strategies have become – in light of
global challenges – important items on the political agenda for all countries,
developing and transition as well as developed (e.g., Ouane, 2003; Riordan
& Rosas, 2003; World Bank, 2002). There are at least three trends that sup-
port the hypothesis that DeSeCo’s three-fold categorization is also a useful
conceptual tool for developing and transition countries. First, the ongoing
globalization and standardization process; second, the influences of inter-
national organizations, such as the World Bank, OECD, UNESCO, or ILO,
which emphasize competence development and lifelong learning; and, last-
ly, the widespread adoption of a number of universal objectives, as
expressed by the international conventions that form the normative basis
for the competencies defined in DeSeCo. However, the extent to which
these concepts have global validity or relevance is a topic that needs further
research.

To conclude, the research conducted under the scope of the DeSeCo Project,
incorporating scientific, practical, and policy-oriented analyses (Rychen &
Salganik, 2001; international symposia in 1999 and 2002), provides the
intellectual foundation for the concepts detailed in this chapter. From the
initial research question – “What competencies are relevant for an individ-
ual to lead a successful and responsible life and for society to face the chal-
lenges of the present and future?” – a comprehensive conceptual frame of
reference for key competencies has materialized. This frame is structured by
overarching criteria that demand that any conception of key competencies
be normatively and theoreticall grounded. A three-fold categorization of
key competencies, incorporating the transversal notion of reflectivity, or a
reflective, holistic practice, emerges from the theoretical inputs received.
This categorization, in turn, allows for the extrapolation of particular key
competencies based on empirical inputs. These key competencies, only an
initial set, are conceptualized as forming constellations of key competen-
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cies, applicable to multiple social contexts in varying ways and definable in
a multidimensional space. We are hopeful that the conceptual frame of ref-
erence for key competencies, while developed under an OECD-specific
rationale, will be applicable to a wider array of nations, groups, and indi-
viduals seeking to effectively deal with the complex demands of modern
life.
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Desired outcomes: A successful life and a
well-functioning society

Heinz Gilomen

Introduction

The DeSeCo Project began by recognizing the long-term need for an over-
arching theory-grounded framework for the definition and selection of
competencies that could serve as a reference point for research, develop-
ment, and interpretation of assessments and indicators. To date, the work
has focused on developing the concepts of competence and key compe-
tence, constructing categories of key competencies, and identifying a num-
ber of key competencies within those categories that are considered relevant
for all individuals in democratic and market-oriented societies. This work
has been described in the preceding chapters. 

The conceptual frame of reference and three-fold categorization of key com-
petencies developed in DeSeCo have already gained widespread interest and
support among relevant constituencies – policy-makers, researchers, repre-
sentatives of various sectors, and international organizations beyond the
OECD. At the same time, these concepts and related discussions suggest 

Chapter 4
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several strands for further exploration that, while beyond the scope of
DeSeCo’s original mandate, have the potential to lead to a longer term
vision of enhanced international assessment and indicator systems and
more effective government policies related to competence development and
lifelong learning. 

One area of particular relevance for further exploration is the relationship
between key competencies and desired individual and societal outcomes. In
the field of economics, the relationship between educational investments
and economic performance in terms of productivity, economic growth,
labor force participation, and earnings is systematically described in human
capital theory. Developing a similar body of research to connect key com-
petencies to the noneconomic dimensions of a successful life and a well-
functioning society remains an important concern. “The non-economic
returns to learning, in the form of enhanced personal well-being and greater
social cohesion, are viewed by many as being as important as the impact on
labour market earnings and economic growth” (OECD, 2001d, p. 17). 

The question related to key competence, then, is: To what extent do key
competencies actually contribute to a successful life and a well-functioning
society? Or, more specifically: Which constellation of key competencies
contributes to a given outcome, and to what degree? Answering these types
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of questions requires establishing conceptual linkages at the micro and
macro levels between key competencies and the multiple aspects of person-
al and social well-being and validating them through empirical research.
While this task is clearly beyond the scope of DeSeCo, it is possible to 
further specify the desired outcomes – a successful life and a well-functioning
society.

This chapter begins with a review of the normative assertions and assump-
tions contained in various DeSeCo contributions regarding the notions of a
successful life and a well-functioning society. It continues with a brief dis-
cussion related to quality-of-life research, followed by an outline of a num-
ber of critical dimensions that characterize a successful life and a well-func-
tioning society. Clearly, the aim here is not to carry out a systematic
literature review or a comprehensive analysis on this broad and complex
topic. Instead, the goal is to tentatively define key dimensions of a success-
ful life and a well-functioning society. 
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Competencies for what purpose?

“Education for what purpose?” has been and remains a central question,
which, in the DeSeCo context, has been modified to “competencies for
what purpose?” As specified in chapter 3, by definition, key competencies
are competencies that contribute to highly valued individual and societal
outcomes. This conception includes two important assumptions: that key
competencies benefit both individuals and society and that they should
contribute to something more than mere survival. 

There is a consensus – at least at the level of discourse – that empowering
individuals to envision and realize their own goals is an important outcome
of education and, similarly, of the development of key competencies. Rekus,
Hintz, and Ladenthin (1998), for example, claim that education should
enable people to shape their lives in today’s society according to their own
aims. This includes “the fundamental claim...that each person is basically
capable of universal self-determination and that at the same time he or she
is determined to act accordingly” (p. 279). In a broad, interdisciplinary per-
spective, however, a primary or exclusive focus on individual outcomes
would be too restrictive. This rather individualistic vision needs to be com-
plemented by the societal dimension, defined by the needs and goals of
society. DeSeCo’s approach also goes beyond the view that key competen-
cies are a “survival kit,” a notion described, for instance, by the philoso-
phers Canto-Sperber and Dupuy (2001) as “the set of basic skills and fun-
damental knowledge required for the survival of individuals or of
democratic society and the continuation of community” (p. 76). Rather
than considering individuals or society simply from the point of view of
survival and continuation, DeSeCo has adopted the notions of a successful
life and a well-functioning society, concepts that are much more dynamic
as well as much more elusive. 

In DeSeCo, depending on the disciplinary perspective, these notions are
addressed in different ways. For instance, from a philosophical vantage
point, Canto-Sperber and Dupuy (2001) list the following values as “neces-
sary components of all good lives”: accomplishment, the elements of
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human existence (including values of “autonomy, liberty, and humanity”),
understanding (about “oneself and one’s world”), enjoyment, and deep
personal relations (pp. 74–75). The economists Levy and Murnane (2001)
present “the economist’s definition of a good life” as the maximization of
income, but with limits on hours worked (p. 152). For Levy and Murnane,
productive work is a foundation for broader goals, and they argue that the
competencies they identify as important for earning a living coincide with
those required to live a responsible and fulfilling life in a democratic socie-
ty. At the same time, they caution that the economist’s focus on markets
and on the existing economy “implicitly accepts the existing distribution
of income” (pp. 151–152). Although the other scholars have not addressed
the topic so directly, the dimensions of a successful life and a well-func-
tioning society can nevertheless be inferred from their discussions of key
competencies. Perrenoud (2001), from a sociological perspective, associates
a successful life with being able to “survive and live as well as possible, pre-
serving…autonomy without infringing on that of others” and with not
being “abused, alienated, dominated or exploited” (p. 126). And Ridgeway
(2001) sees throughout the scholarly contributions a commitment to dem-
ocratic, egalitarian societies, as opposed to societies that encourage the fur-
ther development of an elite group of individuals.

Thus far, in DeSeCo’s overarching frame of reference the desired individual
and societal outcomes in terms of a successful life and a well-functioning
society have been addressed only to the extent required to move 
forward with the conceptualization of key competencies. However broad
some of the goals defined in international conventions (and referred to 
in chapter 3) may be, they provide a common starting and anchoring point
for any further conceptualization and specification.
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What is a successful life?

Some conceptual approaches

No single term is sufficiently comprehensive to convey all the aspects of
desired outcomes for individuals. Elsewhere in DeSeCo, others have used
the expression “the good life” (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001, p. 67; chap-
ter 3). While this expression captures the normative dimension, which is an
integral part of the definition of key competencies, it remains an ambigu-
ous expression that can be interpreted either solely as a hedonistic quality
of life or solely from a moral point of view. Although a successful life may
be interpreted narrowly to mean a life characterized by the achievement 
of high financial or social status, it is open to a broader interpretation 
than the good life, as Levy and Murnane (2001) acknowledged in their con-
tribution “Key Competencies Critical to Economic Success.” Therefore, in
describing highly valued individual outcomes, we use the expression a suc-
cessful life in a broad sense that includes, but looks beyond, economic suc-
cess and external recognition to consider a normative dimension and, as
will be described later, the quality of one’s life, in both objective and sub-
jective terms. It is also important to acknowledge that although individuals’
definitions of success may vary according to the basic thesis presented in
DeSeCo there are certain constants (see, e.g., Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 2001)
that are valid for a vast majority of individuals.

One way of conceptualizing a successful life is to focus on the debate sur-
rounding social monitoring and welfare concepts, including welfare, quality
of life, well-being, and living conditions. In most societies, welfare is a politi-
cal concept, the result of a consensus – albeit at a very abstract level – on
individual and social conditions for which we all strive. Since such concepts
are rarely formulated explicitly and in practical terms, we have explored a
number of approaches for addressing this question. Heinz-Herbert Noll
(2001) concluded that one of the main intentions underlying the debate on
welfare in the social sciences is to identify the criteria that are used to define
a “good life” as well as a “good society” in political discourse (p. 2). If living
conditions are to be measured by these criteria in the form of a comparison
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of desired and actual conditions, they become the central components of
research on social indicators and social monitoring.

Over the past 30 years, Wolfgang Zapf has developed a series of conceptual
considerations on social reporting. In Zapf’s opinion, welfare and its devel-
opment represent the essence of modernization, with the term quality of
life indicating a modern concept of welfare that was developed only in the
late 1960s. In the second half of the 20th century, the quality of life played
a central role as a target for social policy as well as a standard for social
analysis and a frame of reference for assessing welfare (Zapf, 1993).

A famous example is the concept of the “Great Society,” put forth in 1964
by U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson. Noll (2001) describes Johnson’s vision
of the Great Society as being “concerned not with how much, but with how
good – not with the quantity of goods but with the quality of their lives”
(p. 4), thereby establishing as a goal the personal happiness of the American
population. According to Noll, this represented a new concept of welfare
that replaced the earlier idea that quality of life was synonymous with mate-
rial wealth. 

The inclusion of tangible and intangible, objective and subjective, and indi-
vidual and collective elements marked a shift toward a multidimensional
conceptualization of quality of life, a change also pointed out by Ronald
Inglehart (1989). He noted a significant shift in values in Western society.
While material well-being and physical security were once the most impor-
tant elements, since the 1980s more emphasis has been placed on quality of
life and postmodern values such as personal relationships, cultural issues,
and environmental protection.

Habich and Noll (1994) distinguish between two poles within the multidi-
mensional concept of quality of life: the Scandinavian resources approach
and the American subjective quality-of-life approach (pp. 22–23). The
Scandinavian approach is based on the concept of an “individual’s com-
mand over, under given determinants, mobilizable resources, with whose
help he/she can control and consciously direct his/her living conditions”
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(Erikson, 1993, p. 72). In Robert Erikson’s thesis, apart from income and
wealth, resources include education, social relations, and mental and phys-
ical energy, which can all be used to individually shape one’s own living
conditions. This standpoint is, of course, intimately connected to the
emphasis in Swedish society on collectivity and cooperation and the
Swedish commitment to the idea of a welfare state. 

In many respects, the resources approach is consistent with Amartya Sen’s
complex concept of capabilities (1987), although Sen places more empha-
sis on the mobilization of the resources than on the resources themselves: 

In judging the well-being of the person, it would be pre-
mature to limit the analysis to the characteristics of
goods possessed… In getting an idea of the well-being of
the person, we clearly have to move on to the “function-
ings”, to wit, what the person succeeds in doing with the
commodities and characteristics at his or her command.
(p. 6)

Thus, a functioning is “an achievement of a person: what he or she man-
ages to do or to be” (Sen, 1987, p. 7). This model of the relationship
between resources, capabilities, and achievements appears to support the
DeSeCo model of outcome-based competencies and provides a promising
starting point for future efforts to explore the links between competencies
and desired outcomes. 

An alternative approach to the resources model is to define quality of life
primarily from the subjective point of view. In this approach, the subjective
well-being of individuals, as reflected by their satisfaction or happiness, is
the predominant standard, regardless of objective living conditions. This
has clear parallels with the perception of an American emphasis on indi-
vidualism, where each individual pursues his or her path, regardless of
background. It also relates to Noll’s analysis of Johnson’s Great Society, with
its emphasis on satisfaction with one’s life.
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Erik Allardt’s work (1993) contains elements of both a resources approach
and a subjective approach. He developed a model based on three categories
of basic needs: having (including the aspects of prosperity and material ele-
ments of quality of life), loving (interpersonal relationships and internal
satisfaction), and being (activities as part of a community and for leisure
purposes). Each category is composed of both resources for success and sub-
jective considerations.

A similar approach, including both objective and subjective evaluations of
success, is used in the German social reporting (Zapf, 1984). Figure 1 offers
a conceptual overview of this approach, illustrating the interaction
between objective living conditions and subjective well-being. Well-being
constitutes the desired condition for society, as well as for individuals: a
state where both objective living conditions and subjective assessments of
well-being are “good.” People who are not happy in their situation despite
enjoying good living conditions are said to be in a dissonant situation and
constitute a first problem group. An adaptation situation, where subjective
well-being is assessed as “good” despite bad living conditions, is also con-
sidered a problem; in this case there is a danger of withdrawal from socie-
ty. Finally, the group in a deprivation situation represents the classical target
group of social policy. This approach has proved to be useful for the further
structuring and application of the concepts in a political context, facilitat-
ing, for instance, the identification of at-risk groups.

Figure 1: Typology of welfare position

Source: Zapf (1984)
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Good WELL-BEING DISSONANCE
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Potential for protest and change
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Noll (2001, p. 13) points out that although comprehensive approaches to
describing quality of life date from the 1960s and 1970s, they have lost
none of their relevance. More recent approaches have not brought any
important conceptual developments, but rather have highlighted specific
aspects – in response to the need for more targeted social policy – and have,
among other things, attempted to integrate the individual level of well-
being with societal aspects. Sustainability, cohesion, exclusion, and human
and social capital are the keywords in this respect. In order to achieve our
aim, which is to establish possible reference dimensions for the normative
category of a successful life, comprehensive concepts of welfare are evi-
dently more useful than specific aspects. 

The structure of the quality of life

The structure of personal well-being and quality of life has been examined
from different points of view. One is that a good quality of life results from
the maximum number of human needs being met. The best known theory
of the relationship between different needs was put forward by Abraham
Maslow (1954). He claimed that certain needs develop only when others are
already satisfied. His theory thus led to a hierarchy of needs, which progress
from individual physical survival through various forms of social interac-
tion to an integrated and fully realized form of the individual.

Another quite different attempt to define a high quality of life for a whole
society was made by the OECD in 1970. A list of desirable social conditions
was identified by experts and political groups. The OECD’s approach was
based on social concerns, which were defined through a consensus process.
The main theme here was that the social concerns themselves, or the needs
reflected by them at a broad level, are the same regardless of culture. The
more specific needs embodied in them, however, are of varying importance
in different contexts, from the point of view of both their relevance and the
way in which they are met (OECD, 1976, p. 8). Figure 2 presents a list of
the eight social concerns published by the OECD in 1982.1 These social
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concerns – similar, at least in content, to the categories in many social indi-
cator systems – provide a useful starting point for setting out the dimen-
sions of a successful life.

Figure 2: The OECD list of social concerns 

Source: OECD (1982)

In addition, the concept of social field (see also chapter 3) and the capital
approach as theorized by Pierre Bourdieu (1983) in “Forms of Capital” pro-
vide further theoretical underpinning for structuring and conceptualizing
the dimensions of a successful life in terms of access and availability of
resources. Bourdieu expands the notion of capital beyond its economic
conception, which emphasizes material exchanges, to include “immaterial”
and “noneconomic” forms of capital, specifically, cultural and social capi-
tal. In contrast to current descriptions of social capital that emphasize the
benefits to society of networks with others (e.g., Putnam, 2001; Coleman,
1988), his focus is on the different and unequal ways in which individuals
benefit. Cultural capital is associated with academic success. It includes
“the ensemble of cultivated dispositions that are internalized by the indi-
vidual through socialization and that constitute schemes of appreciation
and understanding” (Swartz, 1997), material objects such as books and
paintings, and institutionalized academic credentials. All three forms of
capital can be acquired and exchanged in the ways commonly associated
with economic capital. Possession or constitution of capital in the broadest
sense is therefore critical for the materialization of success in different
social fields. 

The various approaches and concepts discussed in this section illustrate dif-
ferent yet complementary ways in which individual-level goals, needs, and
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prerequisites for success can be conceptualized, and thereby do shed light
on the complexity of the topic.

Dimensions of a successful life

For our purpose – which is to initiate the discussion of what are some of the
specific aspects of desired outcomes – the conceptual inputs outlined above
provide rich source material for elucidating the critical dimensions of a suc-
cessful life. Thus, it is against this backdrop of social concerns and concepts
associated with access to and availability of resources that we put forth a set
of eight principal dimensions of a successful life (figure 3). 

Economic positions and resources

This dimension deals with the classical economic area, which undoubtedly
belongs to the most elementary categories of highly valued outcomes, even
in postindustrial society. There is hardly any other area of life that plays
such a decisive role in social position, distribution of power, and quality of
life as the economic dimension. 

Resources in the form of income and wealth naturally fulfill a primary func-
tion of covering daily needs, but they affect other areas of life as well. In the
form of high-value assets, they play a social role, indicating the social posi-
tion of an individual, family, or group. Also, financial resources are an
important factor in self-esteem, especially if they are acquired through high-
ly respected activities, principally, gainful employment.

Access to gainful employment is closely connected to aspects of the use of
power in critical social arenas. Those who fill the highest positions within
the hierarchy of employment wield a considerable amount of power and
influence over those with lower positions. In line with Helmut Schelsky
(1972), Noll (1978, p. 210) refers to the psychological, economic, and social
functions of gainful employment, which plays a decisive role in forming
one’s individual identity, is a major indication of one’s social status, and
provides for one’s daily material needs through the acquisition of resources.

120 Key competencies

CHAP 4.qxd  5/28/2003  3:14 PM  Page 120

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



Figure 3: Principal dimensions of a successful life

Source: DeSeCo

The relevance of key competencies for both gainful employment and income
and wealth is underpinned by human capital theory and by other theories
regarding the relationship between educational attainment and earnings
(such as signaling theory and principal-agent theory), as stated, for example,
by Levy and Murnane (2001, pp. 154–155). Levy and Murnane’s work has
shown that success in the economic area occurs on a continuous scale of
intensity and is influenced by an individual’s possession of competencies.
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Economic positions and resources 
• gainful employment
• income and wealth

Political rights and power
• participation in political decisions
• participation in interest groups

Intellectual resources
• participation in formal education
• availability of learning foundations

Housing and infrastructure 
• quality of housing
• infrastructure of surrounding environment 

Personal health and security
• subjective and objective health
• personal security

Social networks (social capital)
• family and friends 
• relatives and acquaintances  

Leisure and cultural activities
• participation in leisure activities 
• participation in cultural activities 

Personal satisfaction and value orientation
• personal satisfaction
• autonomy in value orientation 
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Political rights and power 

Political rights and participation in collective affairs constitute a basic
dimension of democracy. But even if the principle of one (wo)man, one
vote is applied in practice, the ways modern societies function provide dif-
ferent degrees of power-sharing. Participation in political decision-making
often begins at the preparatory stage, and the formal processes of elections
and voting are only highly specific forms of participation that offer very dif-
ferentiated opportunities to influence events. Although political participa-
tion is a common item in surveys and social indicator systems, thereby
making an implicit connection to influence, aspects of power are rarely
addressed directly in the debate on welfare and quality of life.

Exercising power and taking part in political decision-making can take place
through serving as an elected official at the national, regional, or local level.
More commonly, however, individuals participate in the political process
through their involvement with interest groups (such as trade unions,
employers’ associations, or political parties) or with citizens’ movements. In
his contribution to DeSeCo, Perrenoud (2001) raised the question of power,
and associated successful life with relative autonomy. He defined compe-
tencies needed to “avoid being at the mercy of strategies and decisions
adopted by the other actors” (p. 130). Access to influence and participation
in collective affairs constitutes an important dimension of a successful life.

Intellectual resources 

Apart from the economic dimension, education is the central factor that
governs social status. In addition, Maslow (1971; Maslow & Lowery, 1998)
posits that knowing, understanding, and exploring are major components
of “self-realization.” Others concur that intellectual resources are decisive
preconditions for personal well-being (e.g., Vogel, Andersson, Davidsson, &
Häll, 1988, p. 34). 

Access to intellectual resources is important in two respects. First, it encom-
passes the topic of access to educational programs, in particular to higher
education, the center of a classical debate regarding inequality and equity
in education. Second, intellectual resources are relevant to the availability
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of key competencies. Although these two aspects – education and compe-
tence – are of course linked, the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS)
showed that they are not identical (OECD, Human Resources Development
Canada, & Statistics Canada, 1997).

The acquisition of intellectual resources depends on certain preconditions.
For example, participation and success in higher education and in continu-
ing education seem to be dependent on previously acquired learning foun-
dations and competencies. In this respect, we are thinking, in particular, of
the ability to use cognitive tools interactively (see, in particular, chapter 3)
in reference to Haste’s (2001) “Tool User” model (p. 96).

Housing and infrastructure 

Housing and the infrastructure of the surrounding environment are funda-
mental components of living conditions, falling into the most basic cate-
gory of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and representing a basic pillar of wel-
fare policy. 

Here, housing refers specifically to the quality of one’s dwelling, in the sense
of its physical elements, such as the soundness of its structure, its ability to
protect from severe weather conditions, the existence and functioning of
major systems (e.g., plumbing, heating, and electric), and the sufficiency of
its furnishings and appliances. Infrastructure of the surrounding environ-
ment refers to the quality of the community in terms of, for example, the
level of pollution and the availability of the elements of a collective infra-
structure, such as water and sewage, energy, telecommunications, roads,
and public transportation. 

Personal health and security

The absence of major physical handicaps, that is, the guarantee of physical
integrity and activity, is also a fundamental category of quality of life. But
this dimension extends beyond that narrow conception of health to the
broader one employed by the World Health Organization (WHO, 1946):
“Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” It also includes the aspect
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of security – the guarantee of personal freedom from injury. Both aspects
can be influenced by personal behavior and are thus reference dimensions
for key competencies. This dimension is both an outright good for the indi-
vidual and a prerequisite for other aspects of the quality of life.

Social networks

A solid foothold in social networks constitutes another important dimen-
sion of the quality of life. It is of the highest importance in all aspects of 
life – work, leisure, family, politics, etc. More recently, this dimension has
been discussed as an aspect of the concept of social capital (Bourdieu, 1980;
Coleman, 1988; OECD, 2001d; Putnam, 2001). 

Social networks can exist at a highly personal level (family, friends), on a
broader level (relatives, acquaintances), or as informal networks (clubs and
interest groups). As will be described later, they are essential to a well-func-
tioning society, but they are also included here as a dimension of a success-
ful life because they can be mobilized for personal ends.

Leisure and cultural activities

Leisure and cultural activities are regarded as an essential dimension of liv-
ing conditions (L’Hardy, Guével, & Soleilhavoup, 1996, p. 372). Bourdieu
(1979) analyzed how leisure and cultural activities, among other things, are
used to express and emphasize class distinction. Using numerous examples,
Bourdieu showed how social groups subtly differentiate themselves from

124 Key competencies

CHAP 4.qxd  5/28/2003  3:14 PM  Page 124

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



the classes beneath them through fine differences in consumption habits
and gestures. Thus, from a sociological standpoint, culture and leisure are
important aspects of social positioning, making access to leisure and culture
a key dimension of a successful life.

Personal satisfaction and value orientation 

We have already referred in various ways to the importance of personal sat-
isfaction and value orientation as aspects of the quality of life. Since per-
sonal satisfaction and objective living conditions are not necessarily identi-
cal (see figure 1), personal satisfaction has its own significance in the
discussion of success in life. Similarly, autonomy in value orientation is to
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a great extent independent of the availability of resources in the broader
sense and of access to power, which is a key aspect of the other dimensions.

General remarks

These eight dimensions of a successful life represent critical elements of a
possible frame of reference for conceptualizing the links between key com-
petencies and desired outcomes, a potential follow-up activity to the
DeSeCo Project. Such work will be essential not only for validating the key
competencies identified, but also for providing evidence of the contribu-
tions of key competencies (other than basic skills) to economic success and
expanding the analyses to examine their contributions to noneconomic
outcomes.

Several important aspects of the ideas put forth here deserve particular men-
tion. First, the notion of a successful life is a multidimensional concept
incorporating objective and subjective elements of well-being. It includes
not only outcomes in a strict sense, but elements that are more accurately
described as access to and availability of resources, as well as the resources
themselves.

Second, it should be emphasized that these dimensions are not of equal
importance for every individual, for every context, and for all societies. The
issues at stake on which they are based, however, are generally valid for
democratic, developed societies. Thus, the underlying assumption is that an
overall successful life, in whatever form, must always take into account all
these dimensions, though the importance of a particular dimension may
vary across contexts. 

Finally, it should be noted that these dimensions form part of a continuum.
As a rule, they can be determined on a “more-less” scale. Since competen-
cies are also assumed to exist on continua of varying intensity, the dimen-
sions of a successful life are ideally suited for analyzing empirical connec-
tions between key competencies and desired outcomes. 
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What is a well-functioning society?

Key competencies are defined as relevant at the societal as well as at the
individual level. From the point of view of society, key competencies are of
interest not only as determining factors for individual success in life, but
also as a means of achieving societal aims. Since the organization of school-
ing and the transmission of basic skills and competencies have always been
instrumental for achieving societal aims, we assume that these aims are a
critical factor in the political debate on key competencies. 

Discussions about the relevance of human capital in terms of competencies
have focused to a great deal on their benefits at the individual level and
their contribution to individual – mostly economic – success. This clearly
represents, from the interdisciplinary perspective adopted in DeSeCo, an
approach that is too individualistic and too limited. 

If the topic is to be approached in a more inclusive and holistic way, it will
be necessary to incorporate the societal perspective and specify the dimen-
sions of a well-functioning society in a manner similar to the conceptual-
ization of a successful life presented above. There is, of course, a great degree
of overlap between the qualities of a successful life and those of a well-func-
tioning society, since it is natural to expect that the conditions that create
a well-functioning society also contribute to successful individual lives. But
by their natures, societies must be far more concerned than individuals
about institutional and structural aspects and issues of distribution, equity,
and social justice, and a viable, sustainable future.

There already exist several examples of systems of indicators that describe
the quality of societies, with varying methods and amounts of underlying
developmental theorization and research, and go well beyond indicators of
economic well-being to arrive at a broader, more complete picture of socie-
tal development that comprises, among other examples, social, environ-
mental, and institutional aspects. For example, the U.N. Division for
Sustainable Development (2003) has established a highly detailed system of
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indicators that address such themes as equity, educational level, interna-
tional cooperation, biodiversity, economic performance, and communica-
tion infrastructure. 

A systematic analysis of these and other indicator systems as a means of fur-
ther specifying the dimensions of a well-functioning society and consider-
ing them in relation to key competencies would certainly be an interesting
path to follow in the future. At this point, however, there is enough of a
general consensus around several key features of quality societies – includ-
ing economic performance, democratic processes, solidarity and social
cohesion, human rights and peace, equity and absence of discrimination,
and ecological sustainability – to suggest a set of dimensions of a well-func-
tioning society. What follows, then, is an outline of a number of critical
dimensions that characterize the quality of society and that are in line with
the normative frame of reference presented in chapter 3.

Dimensions of a well-functioning society

Economic productivity

Economic competitiveness and productivity are major aims in all societies.
Human capital theory describes a direct link between key competencies
(acquired through investments in education) and access to gainful employ-
ment and resources (a major dimension of individual quality of life), the
productivity of businesses and companies, and the economic performance
of a society (see Levy & Murnane, 2001). Economic productivity thus con-
stitutes a key element in the frame of reference for key competencies.

Democratic processes

Democratic processes represent a basic value in OECD countries and
beyond. The principle that collective affairs should be dealt with by those
people affected by them and that this should be done according to rules
agreed upon by the community in advance is an undisputed social good.
This principle is largely in agreement with John Rawls’s (1972) conception
of “just” societies. Most of the contributions to the DeSeCo Project are based
on this tenet. Canto-Sperber and Dupuy (2001), for example, claim that 
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society is “well-ordered” when its basic social institu-
tions are governed by principles of justice that everyone
accepts and knows others accept. We assume, in addi-
tion, that the basic institutions of a democratic, just, and
stable society are such that they induce its members to
have a desire to act as the principles of justice require.
(pp. 71–72)

The participation of citizens in democratic processes is concordant with the
dimension of individual quality of life that aims at participation in political
decision-making and power. Barbara Fratczak-Rudnicka and Judith Torney-
Purta (2003) point out that the true shaping of democracy is necessarily
linked to the development and expansion of competencies in individuals.
Therefore, key competencies are considered important resources that
empower individuals to participate in democratic processes. 

Solidarity and social cohesion

Solidarity is a dimension of social capital and is a fundamental element of
societies. Noll (2001) refers in this context to Durkheim, who sees solidari-
ty as a critical foundation for collective identity and social integration 
(p. 20). Solidarity is based on the components of shared values, which are
established through individual value orientation. Strongly related to this
idea, the concept of social cohesion also refers to the value system at the
societal level. In addition, the concept of social cohesion includes the con-
cept of common institutions. In this context, Dahrendorf, Field, Hayman,
and Hutcheson (1995) speak of a framework of accepted values and institu-
tions that characterize a society of inclusion (p. vii).

Human rights and peace

In presenting a perspective from UNESCO, Delors and Draxler (2001, 
p. 214) refer explicitly to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(United Nations Organization, 1948), which was approved by the United
Nations over 50 years ago. This declaration represents a clear system of fun-
damental orientations for global human and social development and a con-
sensus across the most varied forms of society regarding an ideal for the
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quality of societies. Although abuses of human rights remain a major prob-
lem in many countries, the goal of human rights is developing a consider-
able normative influence. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
establishes the fundamental principles of human rights – understanding,
tolerance, respect for fundamental freedoms – as central conditions for
peace, and links them to education and competence development. The dec-
laration states that 

education shall be directed to the full development of the
human personality and to the strengthening of respect for
human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall pro-
mote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all
nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the
activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of
peace. (Article 26.2) 

This statement continues the theme begun in the preamble that describes
“recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights
of all members of the human family” as “the foundation of freedom, justice
and peace in the world” and suggests that the realization of human rights
and peace is dependent on competence.
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Equity, equality, and the absence of discrimination

Equal opportunities and justice are basic principles that are laid down in the
constitutions of most modern societies and anchored in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. There is no doubt that the principles are an
aim that has not yet been achieved. In many countries, people still suffer
discrimination in numerous social contexts for reasons of their origin or
social position.

Along with Hutmacher, Cochrane, and Bottani (2001), we consider inequal-
ity to be the difference between advantages and disadvantages in material
and symbolic resources. Such resources can be viewed as a combination of
Bourdieu’s (1983) forms of capital (i.e., economic, cultural, and social capi-
tal). If inequality and equality are combined with the normative ethical
dimension of fair distribution and fair acquisition of advantages, we enter
the field of equity. Discrimination can then be identified where there is sys-
tematic inequality, based on social or cultural background or social position,
which cannot be justified according to ethical standards. 

Justice, equal opportunities, and the absence of discrimination thus consti-
tute an important dimension of a society’s quality and serve as major refer-
ence dimensions for key competencies. 
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Ecological sustainability

Agenda 21, which was approved by the U.N. Conference on Environment
and Development in Rio de Janeiro (UNCED, 1992), provided a visible
forum for the issue of a sustainable heritage for humanity. The document
draws attention to the contribution of ecological development and sustain-
able strategies to the economic and social fields: 

Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We
are confronted with...the continuing deterioration of the
ecosystems on which we depend for our well-being.
However, integration of environment and development
concerns and greater attention to them will lead to the
fulfillment of basic needs, improved living standards for
all, better protected and managed ecosystems and a
safer, more prosperous future. No nation can achieve this
on its own; but together we can – in a global partnership
for sustainable development. (Preamble)

To be sure, it is impossible to conceive of a quality society in which caring
for natural resources and preserving them for future generations is not a key
preoccupation. Ecological quality therefore means not only the absence of
pollution and a high-quality natural environment today, but also the adop-
tion and implementation of social strategies that ensure that future genera-
tions will also be able to enjoy a healthy environment. 

Synchronization of the quality of life and of society 

In most cases, the dimensions of a well-functioning society have analogues
among the dimensions of a successful individual life. “Economic competi-
tiveness and productivity,” for example, identified as a dimension of a well-
functioning society, is naturally linked at least to the individual-level
dimension of “economic positions and resources” and possibly to “intellec-
tual resources” as well. Similar connections can be observed between the
societal dimensions of “democratic processes” and “solidarity and social
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cohesion” and the individual-level dimensions of “political rights and
power” and “social networks.” However, the dimensions of a well-function-
ing society are not simply the aggregated results of individual pursuits of a
successful life. Conflict is an inherent part of social reality, and, naturally,
different goals and values at the individual and societal levels can come into
conflict. For example, the methods and practices an individual chooses in
order to attain and maintain a high standard of living may conflict with,
among other things, the needs and rights of others or the health of the 
natural environment. Also, a well-functioning society requires a certain
amount of efficiency in decision-making and administration, making it dif-
ficult for all individuals to have a role in every decision or action that might
affect them.

It is, however, our opinion that, in most cases, individual and collective
aims within a given domain overlap. Trade-offs between different aims occur
more frequently between different domains, both for the individual and the
community: economic growth versus sustainable ecology and social justice,
the availability of economic resources versus access to culture and leisure
pursuits, and so on. 

Sometimes it may be a question of perspective: Different goals coincide in a
long-term, holistic perspective, but present a conflict over the short term. A
similar thought, but with respect to key competencies and their utility, has
been put forth by Delors and Draxler (2001):

There is a contradiction, which we see as only apparent,
between the utilitarian, that is to say economically use-
ful view of competencies on the one hand, and on the
other, the view of competencies as being liberating forces
enabling individuals to take charge of their own lives.
That is where, it seems to us, it is more a question of time
frames than of real conflict. Mere training for tasks can
produce short-term results in terms of productivity, but
the evidence shows that, in the long-run, economies are
better served by a broadly educated population. 
(pp. 215–216)
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Ever-present tensions between various goals or values need not derail
attempts to further define the relationships between key competencies and
highly valued outcomes. In fact, these goals can be represented as constel-
lations (similar to the way key competencies can be represented as constel-
lations), which can vary both among different individuals and among soci-
eties. As a result, the form that constellations of key competencies take can
be explained to a great extent by the dependence of societal and individual
values or goals on context and culture, and by the relative importance
attributed to the various dimensions of a successful life and a well-func-
tioning society.

The distribution of different types of capital and of positions on the various
dimensions of the quality of life and quality of society is what is at stake.
Negotiating and balancing the interests of individuals with those of others
and of society in general is of course a fundamental challenge to policy-
making, the result of which ultimately depends on power relations and
precedents in each situation. Power in its most general form is therefore an
important transversal factor: For the individual, it consists of the ability to
use or influence the functioning, structure, and distribution in each social
field in such a way that they operate in one’s favor in the important dimen-
sions of a successful life, while the challenges for society consist of devel-
oping mechanisms that guarantee the respect for societal quality. The real-
ization of both types of goals, those leading to a successful individual life
and those supporting societal quality, is based on the availability of key
competencies among the social actors.

In closing, we make no claims either in this chapter or elsewhere that
DeSeCo has developed or will develop a definitive description of either a
successful individual life or a well-functioning society. The goal here has
been more limited: to identify an essential path for future research and to
provide a start by identifying relevant theories and models and proposing
critical dimensions of a successful life and of a well-functioning society.
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Reflections on international competence
assessments

T. Scott Murray

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. It attempts to document the impor-
tance for policy-makers of measuring key competencies in a comparative
framework at an international level. This is accomplished by drawing on
lessons learned so far from international assessments, including the
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), the Adult Literacy and Life Skills
Survey (ALL), and the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA).1

Chapter 5

1 In the past, studies of student achievement and adult literacy have followed different paths. Unlike previous com-
parative studies of students, however, PISA takes an approach similar to that used in IALS and now in ALL, build-
ing on explicit theories of task difficulty, rather than common curricular elements, as the basis for measurement. In
contrast to IALS and ALL, which focus on the population of 16- to 64-year-olds, PISA seeks to profile the level and
social distribution of reading literacy competence for a single age group of students near the end of compulsory
schooling (15-year-olds). It also aims to shed light on the factors, both non-school and school related, that influence
competence. In addition to reading literacy, PISA also assesses mathematical and scientific literacy. IALS assessed
prose, document, and quantitative literacy; ALL is assessing prose and document literacy, numeracy, and analytical
reasoning.
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In addition, in light of DeSeCo, this chapter seeks to set out in pragmatic
terms how the measurement of key competencies might be further expand-
ed through international cooperation, including the development and
administration of a new round of adult skill assessments using the methods
pioneered in IALS. In doing so, it focuses on improvements that can be
made and other challenges relating to key competencies that will need to be
addressed if they are to be measured in a valid, reliable, and relevant way.

The policy yield of comparative assessments 
of competencies

The design and implementation of valid, reliable, and comparable assess-
ments of key competencies at the international level are time-consuming,
expensive, and risky endeavors. Not everyone is convinced that such assess-
ments are worth the investment. One general criticism is that because the
assessments are focused on policy development, and thus contain no mech-
anisms for feedback to individuals regarding their performance, they do lit-
tle to help individuals. More specific criticisms come, for example, from
officials of the French Ministry of National Education, who have argued
that cultural bias in the measures developed for assessing reading compe-
tence precludes valid comparisons and who suggest that measurement in
the additional domains identified by DeSeCo is likely to be even more unre-
liable (Emin, 2003). The approach to measurement taken in IALS has also
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been criticized by a group of researchers active in the adult literacy com-
munity, largely on moral and ethical grounds. They suggest that the mod-
els of proficiency underlying current assessment designs are inadequate
because they do not capture the ability of low-skill individuals to accom-
plish tasks that typically require reading in nonstandard ways (see Street,
1999; Verhasselt, 2002). Similar criticisms have been directed at other
assessments, including PISA. 

Other critics have also questioned whether it is necessary to assess the com-
petencies both of students at the end of compulsory schooling and of the
adult population. Were competence a static commodity, then the PISA
measures would suffice as a basis for analyzing and understanding the dis-
tribution of adult competence. Analyses of synthetic cohort data gathered
for IALS suggest, however, that competence levels can change significantly
over time, partly in response to economic and social demands for skills.
Theory underpinning the key competencies identified in DeSeCo further
rationalizes the need for assessments of adults: many competencies only
develop during adulthood (see chapter 2). Although the dynamic processes
of skill appreciation and depreciation in the years beyond initial schooling
are not yet well understood, the preliminary evidence suggests that gains
and losses are sufficiently large to be of interest to policy-makers and justi-
fy the expense of assessing the competencies of entire adult populations.

Although addressing these criticisms point by point is beyond the scope of
this chapter, it is possible to counter them on a general level by describing
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the valuable contributions of these assessments. This section begins with a
discussion of several important findings from IALS and then attempts to
justify the investment required for improved future assessments by setting
out, in summary form, what has been learned to date from comparative
assessments of adult competence. In doing so, it draws on OECD publica-
tions (1992; 2001d) as well as on Skill Development and Public Policy, which
was prepared to support the design of ALL (Giddings & Barr-Telford, 2000).

Policy benefits of an international approach

IALS was designed to respond to a particular set of policy concerns and pri-
orities that remain relevant in both OECD and non-OECD countries today.
At one level, the idea behind IALS was to demonstrate to economic policy-
makers the central importance of education and learning across the life
span. At another level, the study aimed to challenge the prevailing notion
of literacy as dichotomous, a condition that one either has or does not have.
The IALS data clearly demonstrate that when literacy is instead defined as a
continuum, a range of social and economic outcomes can be associated
with different levels of cognitive skill. The fact that the returns on higher
levels of literacy do indeed increase beyond the point at which individuals
might once have been considered literate demonstrates that literacy is an
important concern for everyone, irrespective of skill level or level of eco-
nomic and social development. Whether or not an individual’s or a coun-
try’s level of skill is adequate is another question, one that can only be
judged in terms of the social and economic demands for that skill. This sub-
tle change in orientation has transformed the nature of the public debate
and has created a common purpose among policy-makers in developed and
developing countries.

More specifically, IALS was created to identify the level and distribution of
literacy skills in a heterogeneous group of countries, to shed light on the
social and economic factors that appear to influence the level and distribu-
tion of observed skill within and among countries, and to render clear the
individual economic consequences that are associated with skill at various
ages and life stages. Aggregated to the macroeconomic level, IALS aimed to
improve our understanding of the relative importance of literacy skill to
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rates of economic development, productivity growth, and technical inno-
vation and to identify areas where literacy skill deficits might constitute a
barrier to optimal performance in these three areas. IALS also sought to
demonstrate the degree to which low literacy skill served as a barrier to 
the full and equitable participation of particular subgroups in national 
populations.

Analysis of the IALS data confirms that literacy skill plays an important role
in OECD labor markets, conferring significant benefits over a range of out-
comes, including the incidence of employment, the duration and stability
of employment, the incidence and duration of unemployment, wage rates,
and the incidence of receipt of social transfers such as welfare payments. Of
these, from an economic perspective, the wage results are perhaps the most
interesting, with literacy accounting for up to 33 percent of explained wage
variance in several countries (OECD & Statistics Canada, 1995; OECD,
Human Resources Development Canada, & Statistics Canada, 1997; OECD
& Statistics Canada, 2000; Osberg, 2000; Green & Riddell, 2001). Analysis
also reveals that literacy skill exerts a significant influence on a range of
learning outcomes, including the probabilities of dropping out of school
and of completing tertiary studies and the incidence, duration, and proba-
bility of securing employer funding for participation in adult education and
training (Tuijnman & Bouchard, 2001).

The international assessment of adult competencies that is currently in the
field, ALL, has the same basic objectives as IALS. Most importantly, by
measuring prose and document literacy on identical scales and identical
populations nine years after IALS, ALL should improve our understanding
of the rate at which skill distributions evolve and what social and econom-
ic factors seem to underlie change. ALL also has been designed to improve
the policy yield in four additional ways.

First, a new domain is being assessed. Direct measures of the analytical rea-
soning dimension of problem-solving skill have been added in an effort to
determine whether this dimension captures some of the wage variance that
remains unexplained by educational attainment, prose literacy, document
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literacy, and numeracy, or whether this dimension actually accounts for
some of the observed wage variation that had already been explained by
these other factors.

The inclusion of the analytical reasoning dimension of problem-solving
skill in ALL raises important questions when considered in the context of
DeSeCo. One such question concerns the degree to which problem-solving
skill might, in fact, be a component or mental prerequisite of any key com-
petence, and thus transcend the other measured domains. For example, the
prose literacy domain might simply be considered as a class of problems
that requires the reading of connected discourse to identify problems,
search for possible solutions, evaluate possible solutions, and so on. Thus,
reading literacy, numeracy, and other key competencies, such as speaking
and listening, might be thought of simply as tools to be brought to bear on
particular classes of problems. Extending this logic, any number of tools
might serve a particular purpose, such as making an informed decision, but
a particular tool, such as the Internet, might provide a much more efficient
means than others for solving the “problem” at hand. 

Although ALL was designed to explore the degree to which skill in one
domain might depend on skill in other domains, most assessment tasks in
all domains require some amount of reading. Thus, the ALL assessment is
unable to detect problem-solving skill or numeracy skill in respondents
with very low levels of reading ability. This is not a problem when viewed
from an educational perspective, as one would want to teach the individual
in question to read.

Second, the framework and associated measures of quantitative literacy that
were employed in IALS have undergone extensive refinement for ALL, in
order to yield estimates of numeracy that will be more easily interpretable
in mathematical terms and less dependent on reading skill.

Third, an attempt has been made to incorporate a broader range of outcome
measures. While IALS focused mainly on educational attainment and eco-
nomic outcomes, ALL has been expanded to include measures of health sta-
tus and social engagement, as well.
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Finally, the background questionnaire administered to ALL respondents
includes a module on familiarity with and use of information and commu-
nication technology and improved measures of unit wage rates. The ALL
background questionnaire also incorporates an array of questions designed
to capture the actual use of prose literacy, document literacy, and numera-
cy, at work and at home, as measures of the social and economic demands
for skill faced by the individual. These questions are based upon research
that suggests that skill use can be defined in five dimensions:

• incidence: whether or not one uses the skill; 

• frequency: the number of times the skill is used in a given period;

• range: the range of social situations or contexts within which 
the skill is put to use;

• complexity: the level of mental complexity involved; and

• criticality: how relevant successful application of the skill is to 
achieving desired or desirable social, economic, or 
cultural outcomes.

ALL restricts itself to measuring only the first three of these dimensions, as
reliable measures of complexity and criticality have not yet been developed
for use in a household survey context. However, future assessments need to
focus on complexity and criticality because these aspects relate to important
features of the key competencies identified by DeSeCo. 

The ALL background questionnaire also incorporates a self-evaluation of the
adequacy of skill levels in two dimensions: whether skill levels are adequate
to meet the demands of daily life and whether they are a barrier to eco-
nomic and social development.

Thus, data from adult skill assessments such as IALS and ALL can provide
insights on a range of important economic and social policy issues that are
not available from other sources.
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Analytic benefits of an international approach

It is possible to make the case for undertaking international comparative
assessments of adult competencies on the basis of the improvements they
will bring in the richness of data and the resulting increase in analytic
power. While the importance of considering competencies in light of broad
societal objectives such as sustainable democratic development and per-
sonal well-being and thus the need to explore broader measures of success
and well-being has been acknowledged (see OECD, 2001d; chapter 4), past
and current assessments have focused mainly on the economic returns of
competencies. From this perspective, the primary objective of assessing
competence is to better understand how it influences the productivity of
workers in labor markets, where productivity is measured by the wages
earned at various skill levels. As noted by Heckman and Vytlacil (2000),
identification of the true impact of skill or competence on the productivi-
ty of workers is constrained by a lack of variance in key variables.
Specifically, current data sets do not yield sufficient numbers of observa-
tions in the tails of distributions, which would include highly skilled indi-
viduals with little education and poorly skilled individuals with high levels
of education. Similar analyses of the IALS data by the author and others
(e.g., Murray, 1995; Kerckhoff, Dietrich, & Brown, 2000) further demon-
strate in several important ways both the overall benefits of international
assessments and the need for data from countries that represent a wider
variety of social and economic conditions.

Although most current analyses generally rely on measures of educational
attainment as proxies for human capital or skill, it is clear they are very
poor proxies in statistical terms, in that direct measures of skills identify sig-
nificant numbers of individuals who possess more (or less) skill than their
educational level would suggest. Analysis of the IALS data demonstrates
that measures of educational attainment fail to capture large differences in
skill attributable to differences in the level of skill acquired in youth
(through differences in the quality of preschool experience and of educa-
tion at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels) and in adulthood
(through processes of skill gain and loss). The data show that these differ-
ences vary significantly across countries, within countries, and over time.
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Data from PISA and the IEA’s Trends in Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS)2 reinforce this conclusion by revealing large variations in average
performance and in the distribution of performance in what had previous-
ly been assumed to be a homogeneous group of developed countries, at
least with respect to educational output. This implies that any analyses
using educational attainment as a proxy for human capital will produce
biased estimates and that the economic impact of skill on wages will be 
underestimated.

Further, analyses of the IALS data reveal large variations in the relative eco-
nomic returns on skill from country to country. These differences can be
interpreted as evidence that returns are attenuated (or amplified) by the rel-
ative conditions of supply and demand operating in a particular labor mar-
ket. This seems to operate through three mechanisms – through initial
selection (where credentials dominate as a screening device in conditions
of excess skill supply); through higher promotion rates for workers with
high skill levels (a positive effect); and through higher layoff rates for lower
skilled employees (a negative effect). The classic example of the effect of
supply and demand on economic returns on skill is seen in Sweden, the
country that had the highest observed mean level of literacy skill in IALS,
with a low level of variance around this mean. In Sweden, the wage return
on literacy skill is very small. This does not imply that literacy skill is not
economically important in the Swedish economy, rather that Swedish
employers have a large supply of skill and find little difference upon which
to differentially reward employees. The implication for assessment is that
the sample of countries in any new assessment must contain a range of sup-
ply-and-demand conditions, specifically those where skill demand is high
and supply is short, those where skill demand is weak and supply is strong,
and those where supply and demand seem to be in rough equilibrium. Such
heterogeneity can only be achieved through the inclusion of non-OECD
countries.
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2 TIMSS measures mathematics and science achievement. TIMSS was administered in 1995 to 4th-grade, 
8th-grade, and end-of-secondary-school students; in 1999 to 8th-grade students; and in 2003 to 4th- and 
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Pragmatic benefits of an international approach

The usefulness of an international comparative approach is also supported
by pragmatic considerations. An international approach creates economies
of scale that allow countries to afford access to state-of-the-art technology
and to world-class institutions in the design and implementation of assess-
ments. More specifically, international cooperation affords smaller and less
affluent nations access to measurement technology and data that may oth-
erwise be beyond their means. Finally, an international approach allows
one to bring the collective research experience of participating countries to
bear on the theory and practice of measurement. While such exchange can
be time-consuming and occasionally contentious, the product is better and
the findings are more readily accepted when such a collaborative effort is
undertaken.

Building on DeSeCo in future assessments

DeSeCo was set up as a complementary effort to empirical studies such as
ALL and PISA. Embedded in the OECD International Indicators of
Education Systems (INES) Project, it was designed to frame what has been
and is currently measured in international assessments and to provide con-
ceptual foundations and guidelines for what might be measured in future
assessments. Each of the current generation of international assessment
programs – IALS/ALL, PISA, and TIMSS – draws upon specific bodies of lit-
erature to select and define what competencies are to be assessed, though
in the future, the selection of competencies to assess can be informed by
DeSeCo. The examples in the following paragraphs, which draw mainly on
ALL, illustrate how DeSeCo’s frame of reference could guide this process in
the future.
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ALL combined theoretical insights gleaned from the scientific literature on
cognition and from occupational skill standards and job analyses to build
an overarching framework to guide assessment, instrument development,
and data interpretation (Binkley, Sternberg, Jones, & Nohara, 1999). The
specific skill domains included in ALL furthermore had to meet four addi-
tional, more pragmatic criteria. First, the skill domain had to potentially
influence a range of individual, social, and economic outcomes. Second,
measurement had to be based upon a framework that defined the domain
and identified the factors that underlie or predict the relative difficulty of
tasks and, by extension, predict individual performance in a stable way in
heterogeneous populations. Third, there had to be some evidence from pre-
vious research studies that valid and reliable measurement would be feasi-
ble in heterogeneous populations. Finally, there had to be an approach to
assessment that would be sufficiently compact and efficient for it to be
deployed within the context of a household survey.

One of the key conclusions reached through the DeSeCo Project with
respect to current international assessment programs, including IALS/ALL,
PISA, and TIMSS, is that what has been measured – despite having been
selected in more isolated or project-specific processes – appears to have
strong theoretical justification in the literature on key competencies.
However, another key conclusion of DeSeCo suggests that frameworks and
items in future assessments need to include tasks that require a higher level
of mental complexity (i.e., critical thinking skills and a reflective, integrat-
ed approach; see chapter 3).
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Many existing measures already appear likely to fall into DeSeCo’s category
of using tools (interactively). These include ALL’s current measures of prose
literacy, document literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving; PISA’s meas-
ures of reading literacy, scientific literacy, and mathematical literacy; and
TIMSS’s measures of science and mathematics achievement. Of these assess-
ments, however, ALL (and its predecessor, IALS) is the only one that pro-
vides estimates of the demand for competencies, of the social and econom-
ic import of the competencies that have been measured, and of the
magnitude of advantage and disadvantage that is associated with various
levels of proficiency in different life domains. PISA sheds light on the influ-
ence that school structure and organization have on observed levels of com-
petence, and PISA-L (an optional longitudinal component added to PISA
2003) will reveal the extent to which competence influences postsecondary
participation and completion rates and, ultimately, success in the labor
market.

Canada and the United States are conducting a study to assess the compo-
nent reading skills of individuals found to be reading at Level 1 (the lowest
level) on the IALS/ALL prose and document literacy scales. While most
assessments in the study will focus on components of reading, such as
alphabetic awareness, word and number recognition, and receptive vocabu-
lary, they will also assess speaking and listening skills.3 If the proposed key
competence of using language interactively is viewed as comprising read-
ing, writing, speaking, and listening – although further exploration may
lead to a different conceptualization – only writing will be unmeasured by
existing assessments. Plans to measure skill in using information and com-
munication technology in PISA and future cycles of adult assessment will
further advance the coverage of assessment in the tool-using domain.
However, further efforts are needed to represent the conceptualization
behind reflectivity and using tools interactively (see Kegan, 2001; Haste,
2001; chapter 3).

DeSeCo uses three constructs to map and describe key competencies: inter-
acting in socially heterogeneous groups, acting autonomously, and using
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3 This may address the criticisms from the adult literacy community, mentioned earlier, about the limited utility of
international assessments for studying the lowest levels of literacy.
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tools interactively. In doing so, DeSeCo acknowledges that these constructs
incorporate multiple interrelated competencies, each of which, in turn,
apart from cognitive components, also includes aspects such as attitudes,
motivation, value orientation, and emotion. Coherent assessment pro-
grams, therefore, should seek to integrate and relate cognitive and noncog-
nitive dimensions, which should be related to social, economic, and politi-
cal contexts as well as to broadly defined outcomes. 

In studies such as ALL, little attention is paid to noncognitive aspects;
respondents are simply asked if their current levels of skill are sufficient to
meet current or future demands. This is in keeping with the underlying eco-
nomic perspective of the study: If skills can be shown independently to be
of economic importance, social and economic forces will create the required
incentives to make individuals value them or, alternatively, one will see
signs of a market failure, a justification for government intervention. In
fact, one of the most important uses of the IALS data was to convey the cen-
tral importance of literacy to individual economic success, a key message in
soliciting higher rates of participation in remedial education programs.
With increased attention to competencies related to interacting in socially
heterogeneous groups and acting autonomously, it may be possible to make
similar statements about their importance for desired outcomes.

As noted above, coverage of competencies in the tool-using domain is com-
paratively good in the current generation of international comparative
assessments. There is a fairly compelling body of evidence that supports the
contention that these competencies have been measured in a valid, reliable,
and, most importantly, comparable way. But internationally comparable
measures do not currently exist in the other two domains. It is important
that the goals of assessment in these new domains be translated into statis-
tical terms to understand the nature and extent of the measurement chal-
lenge. From a broader perspective, the scope of future assessments has to go
beyond the economic perspective and explore the relevance of competen-
cies to the critical dimensions of a successful life and a well-functioning
society, as outlined in chapter 4.
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To do so, one first needs estimates of the level and distribution of compe-
tence in the population. Second, one needs to profile the social distribution
of competence in order to understand its implications for policy. Third,
assessments should shed light on the factors that underlie changes in the
availability of competence to societies. Ideally, such understanding would
flow from longitudinal studies. In the absence of longitudinal studies,
repeated cross-sectional surveys can serve to monitor trends, including
changes that can be attributed to improvements in the quality of education
or educational expansion.

It is my (and others’) belief, however, that measures of competencies related
to interacting in socially heterogeneous groups (e.g., the ability to manage
and solve conflict) and acting autonomously (e.g., the ability to form and
conduct a personal project) will prove to be much more socially and cultur-
ally embedded, making comparative assessments much more difficult to
develop than existing measures of using tools. It will require the investment
of a significant amount of intellectual energy, financial resources, and time.

Experience with trying to develop internationally comparable measures of
teamwork for ALL is instructive. Most researchers would judge teamwork to
be an important manifestation of interacting in a socially heterogeneous
group, largely, but not exclusively, in the workplace. Despite the fact that
there is general consensus in the research literature about what constitutes
teamwork and the factors that define proficiency, the ALL team was unable
to derive instruments to meet the demanding standards set for the study.
We trace this failure to the fact that teamwork attitudes and practices vary
greatly both within and among countries. Also, it is important to note that
the absence of outcome differentials related to teamwork at the individual
level does not rule out differences at the level of firms, particularly in spe-
cific industries and with specific technologies of production.

The ALL framework document for teamwork (Baker, Horvath, Campion,
Offermann, & Salas, 1999) defines a considerably larger number of factors
that underlie and predict performance than simply being able to cooperate.
The primary issue here is not a theoretical one, but one of measurement:
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Whatever the theoretically defined constructs are, can they be reliably
measured through observation or assessment at the individual level? The
extensive development and testing of teamwork measures financed by the
ALL consortium suggest that teamwork competence can only be observed in
situ, through the observation of individuals interacting in teams, be they
real situations, physical simulations, or computer-based simulations.

The PISA and IALS measures of competence have, by design, been adminis-
tered at the individual level. In fact, both studies have gone to considerable
lengths to preclude assistance from anyone during administration. The
underlying idea is that these competencies are needed by everyone, and
thus the studies’ goals are to assess the respondent’s ability to use a particu-
lar tool, be it reading literacy, mathematical literacy, numeracy, or some
other domain, such as using information and knowledge, without the sup-
port of others, despite the fact that many such tasks are often solved col-
lectively in real life.

Developing measures that reflect the new constructs will also be more diffi-
cult than might be imagined because the distinction between the three con-
structs is somewhat artificial, despite the fact that each has a specific focus.
To illustrate, acting autonomously calls for individuals to play an active part
in different spheres of life – in the workplace, the family, and civil and polit-
ical life – and to manage their lives in meaningful ways by exercising con-
trol over their living and working conditions. Interaction in socially het-
erogeneous groups implies effective communication with others. Achieving
these goals or acting in the desired manner often requires the use of tools,
such as language, information, or technology. Therefore, competencies
related to using tools interactively can also be thought of as important
means by which competence can be achieved in the other two domains.

Policy-makers and other consumers of information on competencies desire
to know more than their level and distribution in the population; they also
wish to know their social and economic import for individuals and to know
enough about their causes to develop remedial policies and programs. In
particular, they want to know how competence in one domain is related to
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that in other domains. The design of studies to provide this information is
complicated by the fact that proficiency in one domain can depend, to a
significant extent, on proficiency in other domains. For example, it is diffi-
cult to imagine someone being able to cooperate or relate well to others in
a modern workplace without being a reasonably proficient reader, 
speaker, and listener. Even where the domains can be conceived of as theo-
retically distinct, finding ways to measure such competence independently
is difficult.4

The need to understand how competencies are related to one another cre-
ates some very practical difficulties. From a technical viewpoint, assess-
ments of competence attempt to achieve two objectives: to obtain reliable
estimates of the skills, attitudes, and other noncognitive aspects of individ-
uals and to ensure broad coverage of the content domain of interest.
International comparative assessments have generally adopted matrix
designs that sacrifice the reliability of individual point estimates of profi-
ciency for better coverage of the content domain for a given amount of test-
ing time. The IALS experience suggests that a total average assessment dura-
tion of roughly 90 minutes is the maximum that respondents will tolerate
in a household survey, whereas PISA suggests that school-based assessments
of captive adolescents can be successfully stretched to three hours. Having
to estimate both proficiency in each domain and the interdomain covari-
ance matrix complicates matters further in that it increases the overall sam-
ple size and greatly increases the number of test booklets required in a bal-
anced matrix design. For example, the sample requirement in IALS for three
domains was 3,000 respondents and 7 test booklets. In ALL, for four
domains, the requirements increased dramatically, to 5,300 respondents
and a spiral assessment design involving 28 booklets. Thus, adding new
domains to what is currently being assessed will pose both an operational
and a financial challenge for participating countries. One solution to this

150 Key competencies

4 A similar problem is observed with measuring numeracy and problem-solving (analytical reasoning) skills in ways
that are unconstrained by individuals’ ability to read. In ALL, the negative impact of poor reading skill on assessed
numeracy skill was obviated by providing oral prompts to some questions that themselves place no reading demands
on respondents. In contrast, the ALL problem-solving (analytical reasoning) assessment is heavily reading depend-
ent, to the point where the test cannot discriminate good problem-solvers who also happen to be 
poor readers.

CHAP 5.qxd  5/28/2003  3:16 PM  Page 150

FR
E

E
-N

X
K

V
7 

(2
02

3-
11

-3
0 

15
:4

1)



problem would be to conduct separate assessments for each new element
that are linked through a common measure such as reading literacy.

Lessons from current assessment programs 

Experience with IALS/ALL and PISA points to a number of additional
improvements that would greatly enhance the quality and utility of the
next generation of assessments seeking to incorporate DeSeCo’s insights.
These include the following:

Broadening the linguistic, geographic, and cultural representation of assessment
items. The empirical evidence emerging from the psychometric and statisti-
cal analysis of the IALS and PISA data suggests that the attributes that
underlie the difficulty of adult reading tasks are stable and predictable over
a broad range of languages and cultures. This remarkable fact is crucial to
the application of the IALS and PISA assessments in countries and languages
not represented in the sample of assessment items used to establish profi-
ciency. Were it not so, these assessments should only have been adminis-
tered in the countries that contributed to the item pools. Nevertheless, even
if unimportant to the scientific validity of the assessment, the geographic,
linguistic, and cultural origin of test items contributes to the face validity of
the test in these countries. Broadly representative item pools are also impor-
tant in countries where there are large and diverse immigrant populations.
For these reasons, future survey cycles should be far more systematic in
seeking to achieve item pools that are, as much as possible, culturally, lin-
guistically, and geographically representative at the global level.

Extending the Kirsch/Mosenthal grammar that underlies both the PISA and the
ALL reading literacy measures to other languages. The IALS assessment was
based on the groundbreaking insights of Kirsch and Mosenthal regarding
the determinants of difficulty of adult reading tasks. Their theory, when
applied to IALS and PISA, is capable of explaining fully 85 percent of item
difficulty (Kirsch, 2001). Application of the Kirsch/Mosenthal grammar in
the English language has provided a rich body of empirical evidence in sup-
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port of the underlying theory, evidence that has been independently vali-
dated by the IALS and PISA data sets. To date, however, the
Kirsch/Mosenthal grammar has only seen limited use in other languages.5

Means should be sought to actively encourage linguists to apply and refine
this work in their own languages, particularly at the lowest levels 
of proficiency.

As mentioned previously, some progress is being made toward this goal. The
Level 1 study in Canada and the United States has expanded the
Kirsch/Mosenthal grammar to include more traditional components or pre-
cursors of fluent, integrated reading in English, French, and Spanish. The
ALL consortium is working in collaboration with the UNESCO Institute for
Statistics and the World Bank to extend, refine, and adapt these measures
for use in developing countries. The ALL design has also been expanded to
include an “extended” core assessment for use in less educated populations
found outside of the OECD countries, one that provides additional dis-
crimination at Level 1 on the ALL prose, document, and numeracy scales.
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5 The author is only aware of two such applications, one by Jessiak in Polish and a second by a Dutch research 
team. Firmino da Costa and his team at the University of Lisbon have used the IALS framework to build a 
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American countries.
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Analyzing trend data, which is crucial to setting policy priorities related to com-
petence. The IALS data have demonstrated that literacy is not a static quan-
tity that is acquired in standard quanta during initial schooling. Rather,
observed literacy proficiency is conditioned by powerful social and eco-
nomic forces operating throughout the life course, forces that can cause lit-
eracy to be gained and lost. For example, data for Canada indicate a secular
decline in average proficiency beginning at the age of 45, a decline that is
not observed in the Swedish population until later in life. These results
could be the product of much more variable initial educational quality in
Canada in older age cohorts or might reflect the impact of lower social and
economic demand for literacy in Canada. Understanding which of these
hypotheses holds true is of crucial importance to public policy. In the for-
mer case, the problem of low literacy will disappear as older cohorts age and
die, whereas in the latter case, Canada will continue to “manufacture” low
literates and all the related social and economic problems. 

Unfortunately, IALS, being a single cross-sectional observation, was unable
to shed light on this question. An understanding of such dynamic social
processes is best gained through the observation of the same individuals
over time longitudinally, as is planned in the PISA-L study. While highly
desirable, large-scale longitudinal assessments of the competencies of 
entire adult populations are technically and operationally complex and
expensive. Fortunately, repeated cross-sections can, by analyzing how
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changes in literacy are related to changes in underlying covariates, provide
some of the same informational value as longitudinal data might. To enable
such analysis, however, the literacy metric must be identical between the
two observations. The Euroliteracy Project has already demonstrated that
literacy ability is remarkably stable over a few years, at least in the four
countries where respondents were reassessed. It is for this reason that the
prose and document literacy measures used in ALL in 2003 are identical to
those used by IALS and are designed to allow psychometric linkage of the
scales at the item level. Two other studies currently under way may also
shed light on the evolution of literacy skill in individuals. The first is a U.S.
Department of Education longitudinal study of American workers, half of
whom receive developmental literacy instruction. The second study
involves the longitudinal follow-up of Canadian youth assessed in the first
cycle of the PISA study. As noted above, an optional longitudinal compo-
nent has been added to PISA 2003 (PISA-L).

Developing a better understanding of the social and economic demand for compe-
tence. The IALS data suggest that the economic demand for the utilization
of skills leads to acquisition of additional skills or at least the maintenance
of existing skill levels. Conversely, a low demand for skill may lead to skill
loss. These market forces, however, do not always lead to the perfect balance
between demand and supply, as analysis points to the existence of both skill
deficits and significant skill surpluses (Krahn & Lowe, 1998). The costs of
both are likely large: Skill deficits result in an inability to meet market
demands, and surpluses indicate an inefficient use of resources (assuming
that resources were required to impart and acquire the skills). These findings
spark a call to explore how demand conditions the supply of skill, and also
how it can fail to do so, particularly in the context of individual firms. This
is especially important as leading representatives in the business sector
agree that skill requirements of jobs are changing rapidly and that “in
today’s labor market, the creative and interpretative capabilities of individ-
uals will increasingly tend to gain the upper hand” (Callieri, 2001, p. 228).
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From a measurement perspective, and with a focus on economic outcomes,
two lessons are implied. First, future survey cycles must include additional
questions to determine how employees are called upon to use their skills:
for instance, to explore not only the incidence and frequency, but also the
criticality and complexity of behaviors over a range of skill domains.
Second, a survey that assesses the skills of workers who have been selected
from within a representative sample of firms is essential to understanding
the links to productivity, interfirm variability in the demand and utilization
of skill, and how these are influenced by the choice of technology. The
expansion of this effort to other social groups and to other new fields will
constitute an additional challenge.

Requiring extensive statistical quality assurance to ensure comparability. As
noted in the IALS technical report (Murray, Kirsch, & Jenkins, 1998), con-
siderable resources were devoted to assuring the validity, reliability, and
comparability of data across countries. In the first cycle of data collection,
most of these resources were directed toward the psychometric aspects of
the study at the expense of the more mundane matters of sampling and
data collection. Quality assurance in subsequent rounds attempted to
redress this imbalance with some success (OECD & Statistics Canada, 2000).
Such incremental improvement is crucial if international comparisons are
to carry any significance. This goal is at the heart of the European Union’s
Euroliteracy Project (Carey, 1999) and of the panels of experts convened to
provide advice and guidance regarding quality assurance in ALL and PISA.

It should be noted, however, that serious impediments exist to achieving
marked improvements to quality. First, standard survey practices in many
countries leave much to be desired. Second, the practice in many countries
of subcontracting sampling and data collection to the lowest bidder often
places serious restrictions on outgoing quality. Until countries are willing to
invest more than minimal resources in these aspects of studies, there is lit-
tle chance that quality will improve dramatically. Finally, it must be
acknowledged that studies such as PISA and ALL are collegial undertakings
with few meaningful sanctions for noncompliance to specified standards.
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This is not a problem unique to these studies, but one that is faced by all
international comparative studies involving sovereign nations.

The answer to the quality problem seems to lie in two areas. First, quality
standards must be established a priori which, if broken, precipitate a num-
ber of consequences, including nonpublication and the identification and
description of the problems in publications, typically accompanied by a
separate or special presentation of the data. This was the approach pio-
neered in TIMSS and applied to the PISA assessment. On balance, the indi-
cations are that the approach seems to work. A note of caution is, however,
warranted.

Consider the following experiences. France decided to withdraw its data
from the initial IALS publication citing concerns about cultural bias, where-
as the results for Sweden and Germany were published despite concerns
over sample coverage and nonresponse bias in the estimates. Results for
Italy were excluded from the 3rd IALS international comparative report due
to concerns about sampling and nonresponse bias. Dutch results in PISA
2000 were not published due to fears of bias associated with low rates of
school participation. 

The linkage of the PISA and IALS scales through common items, however,
provides a means to quantify the magnitude and direction of bias in profi-
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ciency estimates and, thus, to reflect on the adequacy of current quality
assurance procedures and associated sanctions for noncompliance. For 19 of
22 countries, the IALS results for 16- to 25-year-olds were identical to those
for 15-year-olds in PISA, including those for Netherlands and Italy. This sug-
gests that their exclusion from publication was, in retrospect, unwarranted.
If the PISA results are taken as the true value, then adult proficiency esti-
mates in IALS for France appear to have been underestimated and those for
Sweden and Germany overestimated. Given that the IALS items performed
identically in both the PISA and the IALS studies, it would appear that cul-
tural bias is not the issue. Rather, the observed biases can be attributed to
problems in sampling and/or nonresponse error that remained uncorrected
by the post-stratification and adjustment of weights. 

These examples should not be interpreted as an argument against data stan-
dards. The real answer to the problem of quality – or, the second part of the
answer – lies in the development and publication of a professional literature
related to data quality, one that could serve to focus quality assurance
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resources more efficiently and to educate potential participants regarding
risks and best practice.

Areas for future work

To date, DeSeCo has been largely a theoretical exercise. As such, it has raised
important questions about the salience of what has been measured to date
and has established a framework for thinking about priorities for future
assessment.

The DeSeCo findings confirm that what has been measured at the interna-
tional level to date indeed captures critical aspects of key competencies.
DeSeCo has also raised questions about the interrelationships among key
competencies, particularly about the degree to which performance might
involve the deployment of multiple competencies. This question cannot be
answered in the abstract but requires reference to empirical data. Thus,
future DeSeCo work might concentrate on the analysis of covariance struc-
tures among the scales within PISA, ALL, and IALS.

DeSeCo might also serve as a mechanism to explore approaches to meas-
urement in the domains of interacting in heterogeneous groups and acting
autonomously. There are different possible starting points for beginning
such explorations: using data collected on teamwork or tacit knowledge
during a pilot study for ALL or data collected on self-regulated learning,
which was an optional component in PISA 2000. In each case, the data sets
can be used to provide insight into domains that appear to be considerably
more culturally and contextually bound than the largely cognitive skills
measured in the tool-using domain. A variety of small-scale, qualitative
studies might serve as a means to move toward a large-scale comparative
assessment.

To conclude this chapter, the DeSeCo process has served several important
and related ends. One important accomplishment is that it has distilled a
coherent and useful overarching framework for the assessment of key com-
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petencies out of a very broad survey of related scientific disciplines. Such a
framework itself serves many purposes. It enables researchers in disparate
and largely unconnected academic disciplines to discuss the issue of key
competencies with a common rhetorical structure. It helps to guard against
the risk associated with overinterpretation of what has been measured to
date with, what theory suggests are, the entire range of key competencies,
thus constituting a basis for situating domain-specific assessment frame-
works and empirical results – particularly those from ALL and PISA – in a
broader conceptual context. The DeSeCo framework also should assist in
establishing priorities for assessment in future cycles of international com-
parative assessments. 

Importantly, the DeSeCo Project also has served as a bridge between those
involved in school-based assessments of key competencies and those assess-
ing key competencies in adults, a bridge that is essential to both con-
stituencies. Those involved with the development and implementation of
school-based assessments need to know that what has been measured car-
ries real-world adult consequences. Those involved with assessing the skills
of adults need to know that educational systems have the means to teach
the competencies in question. 

Related, but more broadly, another lasting accomplishment of DeSeCo is
that it has established a wide network of researchers with an interest in the
issue of key competencies. Such a constituency can contribute to the sub-
stantive and sustained research that will be required to develop valid, reli-
able, comparable, and interpretable measurement technology for the entire
range of key competencies identified in DeSeCo. 
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Developing a long-term strategy for 
international assessments

Andreas Schleicher

Where do we stand today? Looking back

Are individuals in various social, occupational, and cultural contexts well
prepared to meet the challenges of the future? Are they able to analyze, rea-
son, and interact with the world through appropriate and effective methods
and tools? Do they have the capacity to act autonomously and interact in
socially heterogeneous groups? And how do these competencies contribute
to a successful life and a well-functioning society? Various forms of large-
scale assessments of the competencies of individuals have been developed
or are planned in order to find answers to these questions:

• School-based assessments of competencies have contributed to assess-
ing how effectively and equitably education systems function, what
the key determinants of educational performance are, and how the
delivery of education can be improved. School-based assessments have
played a pivotal role in shifting the focus of policy and public 
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attention from educational inputs to learning outcomes and by
improving the public accountability of education systems.

• Surveys of adult competencies have extended this picture and made it
possible to examine how knowledge and skills play out over the life
cycle on various economic and social dimensions. 

• Longitudinal studies are beginning to provide a means of assessing the
extent to which the knowledge and competence acquired through ini-
tial education does, in fact, help to prepare young people for adult-
hood and the transition to work. 

In addition to national assessments, comparative international assessments
have been developed to enrich the picture gained at national levels by pro-
viding a larger context within which to interpret national results, showing
countries their areas of relative strength and weakness, and establishing
directions for national policy and instructional efforts to improve learning
outcomes.

Whether assessments are national or international, important decisions and
assumptions concerning the selection of competencies to be evaluated have
to be made. Such decisions and assumptions are influenced both by con-
siderations about the kind of competencies that are judged important in the
respective contexts in which the assessments are undertaken as well as by
various methodological and operational survey constraints. 

A key difficulty for those utilizing and interpreting results from assessments
remains, however, that the decisions and assumptions concerning the
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choice of assessment domains have often not been sufficiently transparent
and, by implication, that limitations in the interpretation of results have
often been disregarded (e.g., poor performance of students at a specific
grade in an assessment of mathematics skills may sometimes have been
equated with poor performance of the education system as a whole). Given
the strong normative impact that assessments can have, the risk is that
without recognition of their limitations, attention – and resources – in edu-
cation systems will be diverted from outcomes that are important but that
are not covered by the respective assessments. It is therefore important that
the future development of assessments be guided by a better theoretical and
conceptual basis for defining and selecting competencies. Such a conceptu-
al framework can also be used to situate existing measures and to assess
their validity. 

The DeSeCo Project has, with the establishment of a conceptual frame of
reference that includes the model of competence and three broad compe-
tence categories – interacting in socially heterogeneous groups, acting
autonomously, and using tools interactively – makes an important first step
in that direction. What remains to be done is to operationalize these com-
petence categories and to elaborate implications for the development of
assessment instruments. This chapter sets out an OECD perspective on
some of the issues that will need to be considered in this process. While
many of the issues addressed below apply at both the national and interna-
tional levels, the focus of this chapter is on internationally comparative
assessments.
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Where do we need to be? Looking forward

In reference to DeSeCo’s work on key competencies, what are the most
important competencies for which OECD member countries seek interna-
tionally comparative measures and analysis? How should these competen-
cies be operationalized so that they can be measured in a cross-culturally
appropriate and statistically valid way? 

Most international assessments to date have placed the emphasis on com-
petencies that fall into the DeSeCo category of using tools. These include
assessments of reading literacy, mathematics or science knowledge and
skills (e.g., PISA, TIMSS, IALS, ALL), problem-solving skills (PISA), and civic
education knowledge and skills (e.g., IEA Civic Education Study). Among
the three DeSeCo categories, this is also the one in which most develop-
mental work for future assessments is currently focused (such as the devel-
opment of the instruments for assessing ICT literacy skills in PISA). 

Some international assessments have begun to reach into the DeSeCo cate-
gory of acting autonomously, such as the PISA assessment components on
engagement and motivation, learning strategies, self-organized learning,
and metacognition. However, these efforts are still far from satisfactory and
have important limitations, given the nature of the tasks and the type of
assessment instruments involved, which are essentially limited to assessing
cognitive processes. The PISA effort to build a methodology that would
establish ICT-based dynamic assessment situations may be a promising way
forward but still needs considerable investment to mature.

Although the DeSeCo category of interacting in heterogeneous groups is
generally considered important for the success of individuals and societies,
methodological difficulties and considerations of cross-cultural validity
have been a major barrier to progress in assessing competencies in this cat-
egory. Small-scale attempts, such as the effort in PISA to measure self-per-
ceptions in peer-relationships or cooperative learning, have not made
enough progress to warrant pursuing such work on a larger scale. PISA is
now giving consideration to assessing communication and cooperative
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skills, but significant conceptual and methodological work is required
before assessments in this area become possible.

Given that many important aspects of competencies are not yet adequate-
ly covered in existing assessment instruments, it will remain important to
progressively extend the scope of future assessments. This will involve
advancing the technical measurement of competencies as well as improv-
ing the relevance and cross-cultural validity of the resulting measures.

However, where internationally comparative assessments are concerned,
participating countries will need to consider the added value that they seek
to obtain through international comparisons (as opposed to what can be
achieved through national assessments) and address issues of the cross-cul-
tural appropriateness and relevance of competencies and their measure-
ment. The result of such considerations may well be that not all key com-
petencies that were identified by DeSeCo will receive equal weight in 
future assessments, even if it were methodologically feasible to do so.
Nevertheless, to conceptually clarify the coverage of existing and future
assessments and to make their limitations more transparent, it is still use-
ful to situate them systematically within the DeSeCo conceptual frame-
work. This would also provide a basis for aligning the various internation-
al assessment efforts, for identifying gaps in coverage, and for guiding
further developmental work aimed at improving the coverage of compe-
tencies in future assessments. 

As relevant as improvements in the coverage of future assessments are,
investments in this area need to be balanced against other dimensions
where improvements in the development and use of assessments are need-
ed. A key challenge, then, is to look beyond the expansion of the assess-
ment domains and to address other dimensions, including:

The establishment of a longer term analytic agenda for future assessments, that
is, a cycle of policy themes that these assessments would address across successive
implementations. Measuring the quality of educational outcomes will
increasingly lead to questions about the educational, social, and economic
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factors that contribute to improved education and learning and enhanced
returns on investment in education in terms of personal, economic, and
social well-being (see chapter 4). It would, therefore, be desirable to estab-
lish a cycle of strategic long-term public policy issues that could shape the
analysis and reporting plans for future assessments. This would help to
improve the dissemination of assessment results at the national and inter-
national levels, to make them more useful for supporting national develop-
ment and analysis and, ultimately, to relate them more closely to teaching
and learning processes.

A review of the target populations that future assessments will need to capture.
While the development of school-based assessments and adult assessments
is now on a promising track, there is a need for better information on key
transitions within education systems and between education and employ-
ment, considering the growing awareness that competence development
does not end at adolescence but continues throughout the adult years. To
avoid an uncontrolled expansion of existing assessments, the assessment of
new target populations would obviously require careful planning and an
examination of how the various target populations would relate and inter-
act and shape the analytic power and policy relevance of the respective
instruments.

A review of the respondents from whom assessments will seek information.
Closely related to the analytic agenda for future assessments will be to deter-
mine appropriate data sources. So far, the individuals assessed, whether stu-
dents or adults, have been the main sources of contextual information for
the analysis of results. Some contextual information has also been collected
from schools or teachers, but with mixed success. Better insights into
important individual, instructional, and contextual factors that influence
learning and learning outcomes will require considerable investments. In
the area of student assessments, observational information from teachers or
parents might be considered. In the area of adult assessments, information
about the work and life context could be relevant. Those responsible for the
implementation of assessments may eventually decide not to pursue this
avenue; that is, they might determine that other issues are of higher priori-
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ty or that the technical barriers for collecting valid and reliable information
from stakeholders and information sources other than the respondents
themselves are too high. Nevertheless, it is important to make such choices
consciously, on the basis of a coherent overall strategy, rather than in isola-
tion.

Stronger links with qualitative information. Increasing attention is being paid
to providing better linkages between comparative assessments and more tar-
geted qualitative studies. The widespread interest in and utility of the video
study of teachers carried out by the U.S. National Center for Education
Statistics (Stigler, Gonzales, Kawanaka, Knoll, & Serrano, 1999) is an indica-
tion that the more in-depth, qualitative information that can be gained
through means other than traditional surveys may become an important
complement of assessment in the future. Such efforts can provide detailed
information about teaching and learning, the quality of life in schools, or
parental and student satisfaction that is beyond the reach of current assess-
ment instruments.

A longer term strategy for the development of new assessment methods and the
delivery of instruments. Existing international assessments have limited the
collection of information to paper-and-pencil instruments, whether admin-
istered directly, as in the case of PISA or TIMSS, or indirectly through struc-
tured interviews, as in the case of IALS and ALL. Computer-delivered assess-
ments have the potential to both broaden the range of assessment tasks and
to establish dynamic assessment situations, thus tapping into new types of
competencies and improving the authenticity of the assessments. They can
currently be considered to be the most promising tracks for pursuing
assessments in the DeSeCo categories of acting autonomously and interact-
ing in socially heterogeneous groups. They also have the potential to sig-
nificantly reduce the response burden for respondents by matching indi-
vidual performance levels with the most appropriate tasks, thus avoiding
situations where individuals are confronted with large numbers of tasks that
are either too easy or too difficult for them, a problem that is usually
encountered in paper-and-pencil assessments where performance standards
vary significantly across countries and individuals. This is an area where
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methods are at an early stage of development, and their introduction will
therefore likely be gradual and progressive and consequently require long-
term planning across multiple survey cycles.

A review of the frequency of successive assessments. Many of the international
assessments carry out successive assessments regularly. For example, TIMSS
and PIRLS assessments are repeated every 4 years; the PISA assessment cycle
spans 9 years, with limited updates every 3 years; and the assessment of
adult competencies has been considered once during every decade.
Considerations behind such assessment cycles have included balancing var-
ious resource considerations with the need to provide regular input into the
policy debate and monitoring trends in performance standards of individu-
als, school systems, and countries over time. Little research, however, has
been undertaken to evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of these assess-
ment cycles. The frequency of successive assessments should not be consid-
ered fixed, but may be one of the variables that countries wish to trade off
against other objectives of the strategy. Perhaps most importantly, the dif-
ferent assessment cycles will need better coordination in the longer term.
This does not merely imply better coordination of school-based assessments
but, even more importantly, better coordination between school-based and
adult competence assessments to build in synergies that have, so far, been
left unexploited.

Over and above these issues, it will be critically important to continually
assess the relationship between national and international assessment activ-
ities. Particularly in countries that have not yet established national assess-
ments, there are at times unrealistic expectations as to what international
assessments can achieve at the national level. It will therefore be important

• for international assessments to ensure that the focus remains on pub-
lic policy issues that are not only high on national policy agendas, but
where the international comparative perspective can offer important
new insights. (Plans for future assessments should therefore be evalu-
ated against the extent to which international comparative analysis
provides sufficient added value to what can be done through nation-
al analysis and evaluation.) 
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• to recognize that there are multiple international organizations
involved in the development and implementation of international
assessments and, as far as the OECD is concerned, efforts should focus
on where the OECD can make a unique and innovative contribution
to national policy development. 

• to recognize that international surveys are not necessarily the best
answer to all questions relating to the development and impact of
competencies, and to focus assessments on areas where they offer an
appropriate methodology and have the potential to yield significant
insights for analysis. 

How can we get there? Challenges and issues

Because trade-offs may be necessary among many of the potential goals set
out in the preceding section and because these goals involve high develop-
ment and implementation costs, a clear direction is needed on what the
priorities are and how they might best be achieved. This may require con-
siderable negotiation among countries. An unbridled expansion of interna-
tional assessments will make it difficult to finance and manage these activ-
ities and may detract from their effectiveness for policy. Some of the
trade-offs that are involved include the following:

• Increasing the scope of assessment instruments in terms of the com-
petencies to be covered may lower the depth of information obtained
for any single assessment domain. In addition, for some of the assess-
ment domains for which benchmarks are desirable from a policy 
perspective, reliable and comparable measures do not yet exist (e.g.,
for the assessment of interpersonal skills) or are prohibitively expen-
sive for large-scale assessments.

• Placing a premium on the accuracy of skill measures, their cross-cul-
tural validity, or their authenticity may divert response time and
resources away from obtaining important contextual information
(e.g., on individuals or their learning environment) that ultimately
determines the analytic power of the instruments. 
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• There is also a tension between ensuring that surveys remain respon-
sive to advances in theory and measurement and the need to ensure
the coherence of assessments over time, which is required to establish
reliable measures of trends.

• While increasing the number of target populations in a survey great-
ly enhances its analytic power, each additional target population adds
significantly to the costs and complexity of the survey instruments.

• There may also be a tension between international comparability and
the national relevance of assessment measures.

• The frequency with which assessments can be feasibly undertaken
needs to be weighed against the use that is made of the results for pol-
icy development.

A strategy for setting priorities and weighing the respective trade-offs might
lead through the following steps: 

• First of all, agreement will be needed on the key policy dimensions
that participating countries seek to address with international assess-
ments, for example, issues related to the quality of learning as reflect-
ed in outcomes of learning systems, equity in educational opportuni-
ties, the adequacy and effectiveness of resource management, and the
“durability” of knowledge and skills and their social and economic
relevance.
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• A next step would be the establishment of the policy levers that shape
these policy objectives in the different contexts in which the assess-
ments are applied. This, in turn, would require considerable research
into developing analytical approaches to the ways in which the poli-
cy levers interact with the policy objectives. 

• With a strong analytical underpinning, an assessment strategy and
design can then be built in which different instruments coherently
portray the various aspects of competence development and use in
different age groups and social fields.

Some of these issues are discussed in more detail in the following sections.

How might a longer term analytic agenda take shape?

DeSeCo is providing a frame of reference for the measurement of compe-
tencies in relation to broad desired outcomes at the individual and societal
levels (see chapter 4). As relevant as it is to know about the distribution of
competencies among individuals, institutions, or countries, the interest
among those sponsoring international assessments will increasingly shift to
the individual and social consequences of this distribution of competencies
as well as to the policy levers through which competencies can be strength-
ened and competence gaps can be mediated. 
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The value of international assessments for policy development will there-
fore increasingly depend not just on the coverage of competence domains,
but on the analysis of the results and how effectively these reach the actors
in various settings, including policy-makers and analysts as well as
researchers, school authorities, the business sector, and individuals directly
responsible for the learning and teaching process. This is not only an issue
of dissemination and public relations but also, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, one of developing the right instruments to provide insight into
important individual, instructional, and institutional factors that influence
teaching and learning outcomes. Traditionally, the design and instrumen-
tation of international assessments have been weak in this respect.

As an instrument that seeks to focus closely on public concerns in two
broad domains – economic and social policy, including education policy –
a future assessment strategy needs to progress in this respect and to yield
clearer signals for

• evaluating different investments in competencies;

• informing policy-makers on how to improve the effectiveness of edu-
cation and learning; and 

• ensuring that relevant criteria for the successful evaluation of educa-
tion and training systems are selected. 

This could be achieved through the establishment of a cycle of strategic
long-term education policy issues that would parallel the cycle of interna-
tional assessments of competencies and that would shape the respective
analysis and reporting plans. These are issues that are likely to challenge
education systems in many countries in the longer term and where the
potential for countries to learn from each other’s experience is significant.
Knowing that important policy issues will be addressed appropriately and in
depth at some point in the future will also make it easier not to be tempted
to address them poorly in the short term, a problem that all international
assessments have encountered at some point.
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Such a longer term agenda will also allow us to devote the necessary time
to the development of measures of learning contexts, policies, and practices
in some areas where this continues to prove difficult within the tight time
frame of the implementation of a single survey cycle. Not least of all, it will
allow us to focus resources for this on priority areas in each assessment
cycle. Once appropriate measures have been developed in an area, the
assessment strategy can then draw on them in successive survey cycles, as is
currently the case for student performance measures, rather than replicat-
ing unsatisfactory background measures time after time.

At what age groups/populations should future instruments be targeted?

The DeSeCo framework postulates that competencies and their develop-
ment interact with the life cycle of individuals. This needs to be reflected
more systematically in a future assessment strategy. It raises questions about
the age groups and target populations at which future assessments should
be targeted. For example, should existing school-based assessments be
extended to younger and/or older age groups? Should the development of
a longitudinal assessment component be a future objective? How should
the OECD assessment strategy incorporate the conceptual and organiza-
tional link between assessments of school systems and assessments of adult
competencies? These are important questions that will critically influence
the analytic power of future assessments. 

While adding to the analytic potential, each additional target population
will bring with it significant increases in costs at both national and inter-
national levels and thus needs to be carefully weighed to ensure that policy
priorities and resources are well balanced. Pursuing all these avenues simul-
taneously is likely to yield poor returns and may make future assessments
unmanageable. An appropriate basis for establishing priorities and consis-
tent choices will be the establishment of an integral plan that shows how
different target populations will feed into and strengthen the analytic
power of the overall assessment strategy. That implies that future longitudi-
nal and adult assessments should be built into the assessment strategy con-
ceptually, even if they will eventually be pursued differently at the 
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operational level. There is probably wide agreement among countries that
the current focus of PISA on students toward the end of compulsory school-
ing should remain. At the same time, some countries have also indicated an
interest in adding an assessment of children during the early years of 
primary education, not only to gain better insight into skill acquisition in
the early school years, but also to obtain measures of growth between the 
primary-age cohort and the PISA population at the end of compulsory
schooling.

Also, assessments at more advanced levels of education – including general
and vocational programs at the upper secondary level of education and,
indeed, tertiary education programs – have sometimes been identified as an
area of policy interest, although assessments at these levels of education are
largely unexplored territory. 

A particularly important question that OECD member countries need to
answer is whether and how a survey approach to the assessment of adult
competencies should be undertaken within a governmental framework
such as the OECD, building on the international experience of the ALL sur-
vey currently carried out under the leadership of Statistics Canada.

If agreement is reached that the next adult competencies assessment should
become part of the overall OECD assessment strategy, new questions arise:

• Should one search for a comprehensive assessment of a broad range of
adult competencies or is this an illusory goal, for example, because of
differences in the relevance of skills in different age groups or differ-
ent societal, cultural, or occupational contexts or simply for practical
reasons and constraints?

• Should one choose, instead, a more targeted approach to assessing
adult competencies and, if so, what would be an appropriate policy
context and reference frame? 

• Should there be a cycle of adult assessments across different age, occu-
pational, or other types of target groups? 
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Other considerations, currently implemented in various countries as inter-
national and national options, relate to complementing age-based target
populations – which are necessary in order to obtain internationally com-
parable assessment results – with grade-based components that allow results
to be linked more closely to national institutional structures. This is an area
that the future assessment strategy should seek to address more systemati-
cally as well in order to reap analytic benefits from such complements to the
assessment strategy as a whole.

Some countries have shown an interest in extending student assessments
with a longitudinal follow-up. The essence of longitudinal data is that the
same people are surveyed on a regular basis over time. By surveying the
same young people over time, it is possible to build an understanding of the
changes taking place in their lives – and how previous achievements and
experiences have influenced what is happening to them now. 

The combination of a longitudinal school-to-work transition survey with
school-based assessments provides an attractive potential for policy analy-
sis: School-based assessments address issues relating to the degree to which
students – in the case of PISA, those approaching the end of compulsory
education – have acquired the knowledge and skills that are essential for full
participation in society. A longitudinal survey would allow the examination
of how the skills measured through school-based assessments play out in
the transition from education to work and further education; the attitudes,
aspirations, and behavior of youth entering the labor market; the econom-
ic and social benefits from participation in different forms of education and
training; the patterns of transitions from initial education to subsequent
education and training and the labor market; and the exploration of how
access to postsecondary education and initial labor market success are con-
ditioned by achievement, formal qualifications, and social origins. At the
same time, while longitudinal surveys offer considerably more information
value per unit of investment than repeated cross-sectional surveys, their
additional value needs to be balanced against the fact that they have a very
long payoff period in policy terms and are complex to analyze.
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How can different surveys be more closely coordinated?

Existing instruments differ in many aspects, including the target popula-
tions, the breadth and depth of the measurement instruments, the analytic
objectives, and the assessment methods. What steps could be undertaken to
strengthen the coordination between different assessment and evaluation
efforts? This question has several aspects:

How can different instruments be integrated conceptually? It will be important to
ensure coherence in the assessment frameworks and assessment methods.
While instruments such as TIMSS and PISA have a very different conceptual
orientation – with TIMSS focusing on the common denominator of nation-
al curricula and PISA emphasizing a broader and cross-curricular approach to
knowledge and skills – it is important to articulate the commonalities and
differences between the two approaches so that given the costs, the benefits
of participation become apparent to both the participants and users of these
surveys. The conceptual coordination between PISA and TIMSS remains
unsatisfactory. PISA and ALL have maintained some degree of conceptual
consistency in the reading literacy domain by keeping a limited assessment
pool in common. Nevertheless, much more progress is needed to fully capi-
talize on the synergies of the different assessment activities. In all these
efforts, the framework established by DeSeCo can provide an important ref-
erence system for conceptually integrating existing and future assessments.

How can international and national assessments be more closely interrelated? It
is of utmost importance to ensure that national and international assess-
ments are closely integrated, both to ensure the best possible use of inter-
national results for national policy development and to minimize costs and
response burdens on schools. Otherwise, there is the risk that both time and
resource constraints will limit participation by countries and schools in
these activities, to the detriment of this important work. While OECD coun-
tries have decided that PISA should not be driven by national curricula or
their common denominator, for the interpretation of international bench-
marks in the national context it is important for countries to understand
where national curricula are situated within international assessments. In
the longer term, explicit linkages and comparisons of international assess-
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ment results with national estimates could perhaps be sought through the
inclusion of intact blocks of international assessment items in national
assessments or vice versa. 

How can the design and timing of international surveys be better coordinated?
Insufficient coordination among different surveys has resulted in increased
costs and duplication of operations in participating countries and placed a
great burden on participating schools in terms of access to student response
time and dealing with differences in assessment procedures. Further
progress will depend not only on the international organizations, but also
on OECD member countries, who ultimately decide on the priorities and
timing of each of the surveys. 

How can the operation and management of international surveys be more 
closely coordinated at both the national and international levels to maximize 
synergies and minimize the response burden and costs on countries?
Issues of institutional structures and management also need to be
addressed. PISA has set an example for international collaboration in the
development and implementation of comparative assessments.
Participating countries are shaping the program in various ways: As mem-
bers of the Board of Participating Countries, they determine the policy
objectives and broad design parameters for the assessment project and guide
analysis and reporting; as participants in functional expert groups, they
contribute to the development of the conceptual framework and the assess-
ment instruments together with the contracted international consortium;
and through National Project Managers, they implement the project at the
national level subject to the agreed-upon administration procedures.
Member countries also continue to engage in long-term development work
and to ensure the coherence of the survey program over time. All countries
contribute to the financing of international activities based on an agreed-
upon formula. However, despite the obvious strengths and success of this
management model, it will be important to consider for an overall coherent
assessment program how this management model may be further devel-
oped and to review how country participation can be further strengthened.
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Strengthening cooperation beyond OECD membership. While developed around
OECD objectives and the needs of OECD countries, the OECD assessment
strategy has, from the outset, been open to the participation of non-OECD
countries, and an increasing number of non-OECD countries are taking
advantage of this opportunity. Given the increasing number of applications
from non-OECD countries and the need to deal with these appropriately in
the analytic work and international publications, it would now be impor-
tant to establish a more coherent strategic approach to maximize the bene-
fit for the non-OECD countries and for the OECD assessment strategy as a
whole.

To conclude, comparative assessments provide a useful tool to improve the
knowledge base about the distribution of competencies among individuals,
institutions, and countries. A key difficulty for those utilizing and inter-
preting results from assessments remains, however, that the decisions and
assumptions that have been made in the design of the various assessments
have often not been sufficiently transparent. Given the increasing norma-
tive impact that assessments are having, there is a risk that without recog-
nition of their limitations, attention – and resources – in education systems
will be diverted from outcomes that are important but that are not covered
by the respective assessments.
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DeSeCo’s overarching frame of reference provides a way to situate assess-
ments within a larger conceptual context and to recognize the limitations
of current assessments. The three categories of key competencies guide the
systematic extension of future assessment instruments toward capturing a
wider range of competencies.

The interest among those sponsoring international assessments will, how-
ever, increasingly shift from measuring the competencies of individuals
toward the educational, social, and economic factors that contribute to
improved education and learning and to enhanced returns on investment
in education in terms of personal, economic, and social well-being. The
value of international assessments for policy development will thus increas-
ingly depend on the analysis of the results and how effectively these analy-
ses reach the relevant actors in various settings. Developing a framework to
strengthen the analytic power of future assessments – as DeSeCo has
strengthened the definition and conceptualization of competencies in rela-
tion to societal goals – now seems to be the next important task. 
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The ambitious journey we embarked on five years ago has come to an end.
It has been – for the statistical agencies that took on this theory-oriented
project – a rather unusual endeavor. Starting from the assumption that
defining and selecting key competencies implies scientific discussion and
analysis, practical considerations, and political processes and negotiations,
we approached the topic of key competencies from multiple perspectives.
Preparing to explore this uncharted territory, we assembled a heterogeneous
group, including statisticians, economists, an anthropologist, sociologists,
philosophers, psychologists, a historian, education researchers, policy-mak-
ers and policy analysts, unionists, and employers. Our task required consid-
ering the issues at stake from different viewpoints, understanding the dif-
ferent concerns brought to the table, keeping our minds open, and
discovering new possibilities. We had to put aside many issues, and the var-
ious concerns and perspectives were simplified to some extent, but all the
while a conscious effort was made to avoid falling into simplistic or reduc-
tionist analysis. Although the project originated in the context of assess-
ment and indicator development and was carried out under the OECD INES
Education Indicators Programme, the intent was that the project not be
constrained by concerns of measurability and assessment of competencies.
To be sure, such concerns are critical and regularly informed our efforts, yet
they did not dictate the course or outcome of DeSeCo. 

DeSeCo’s work program was devised in response to an increased policy
interest in education and learning outcomes and in recognition of the fact
that high-quality information, data, and statistics are indispensable for
social monitoring and effective policy-making. Within the framework of 
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the modernization of educational systems – where objectives are gradually
being redirected toward the results of teaching – as well as in the context of
evaluating human capital, obtaining information about the competencies
of students and adults has become a key issue in many policy sectors. One
potential guiding framework for the development of indicators of compe-
tencies, in the sense of a limited number of extremely relevant statistics, is
based on the concept of key competence. The fundamental hypothesis is
that a small number of key competencies exist and play a particularly sig-
nificant role in our ability to manage our lives. Thus, DeSeCo set out to
explore this topic from a theory- and policy-oriented perspective and to
provide answers to the following crucial questions:

• Is the basic hypothesis that a small number of key competencies exist
correct?

• If so, what are these key competencies?

• To what extent do differences and convergences about the significance
of key competencies exist in different political, economic, social, and
cultural environments?

Did we succeed? Without claiming that we found THE answer, there is com-
pelling evidence that based on explicit normative, definitional, and theo-
retical criteria, it is possible to define and select a limited number of key
competencies. The nine key competencies described in chapter 3 are put
forth as particularly important for individuals in order to meet the manifold
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global challenges facing them in a wide spectrum of contexts. For a project
entitled Definition and Selection of Competencies, confirming the hypothesis
outlined above might seem an adequate or satisfactory outcome.

Yet in light of the issues at stake, DeSeCo’s mission was more extensive.
Recognizing that a broad conceptual and theoretical foundation is essential
for guiding the development of indicators of competencies and ensuring
their sound interpretation, DeSeCo’s efforts went beyond producing anoth-
er list of key competencies and focused on identifying concepts and theo-
retical models that are meaningful to policy concerns and that can under-
pin the definition of competence and the construction of key competencies.

DeSeCo confirmed through the country contribution process (CCP) and
commentaries from those in policy and practice that key competence is a
concept with policy appeal in OECD countries. And we learned that in spite
of the diversity of approaches, enough commonalities exist to enable the
elaboration of a common frame of reference for key competencies. But we
also observed that there was often little conceptual coherence to the dis-
course. DeSeCo succeeded in bringing some clarity to this conceptual con-
fusion.
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As illustrated in figure 1, DeSeCo’s efforts resulted in an overarching frame
of reference that can situate current and future key competencies in a larg-
er conceptual context. It includes, as major elements, the concepts of com-
petence and key competence based on various theoretical elements and
models; a normative anchoring point; the specification of the nature of key
competencies through the concept of reflectivity, grounded in an evolu-
tionary developmental model and required by the complex mental
demands of modern life; and the three-fold categorization for key compe-
tencies needed for a successful life and a well-functioning society. Key com-
petencies are viewed as functioning not as independent entities, but as con-
stellations of multiple interrelated key competencies that take on different
forms depending on contextual or cultural factors.

Figure 1: DeSeCo’s overarching conceptual frame of reference

Source: DeSeCo

DeSeCo’s work resulted in a panoply of implications for current and future
theoretical and empirical work, and here I would like to highlight a few of
them.
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As discussed in this volume, challenges often associated with modern life
such as dealing with diversity, taking responsibility, and navigating social
space call for the development of a critical stance and a reflective approach
to life. This reflectivity – a transversal feature of key competence – has
important implications for both education and assessment. The underlying
evolutionary model, in which mental development continues well into
adulthood, provides a compelling rationale for lifelong learning and, fur-
thermore, an important theoretical foundation for developing a coherent
assessment strategy that spans youth and adults.

The nature of competence and key competence, as defined by DeSeCo,
poses important challenges to assessments. For instance, the notion that
key competencies function as constellations raises questions about current
usage of assessments for benchmarking based on single measures. As assess-
ments are developed in the future, it will be particularly important to rec-
ognize that key competencies do function together as constellations and to
integrate and relate cognitive and noncognitive aspects of competence.
Thus, to do justice to the complex nature of key competencies, to measure
them validly and reliably, and to interpret the significance of the results
with regard to multiple reference points, a variety of methods will need to
be considered and explored. For example, profiles of competencies, instead
of benchmarks, may have significant promise as an alternative strategy for
interpreting results and for planning what to include in future studies. Also,
relevant data may be derived from multiple sources, including, but not lim-
ited to, the collection of data through large-scale assessments.

As a last point, I would like to emphasize the importance of exploring con-
ceptually and empirically the assumed linkages between key competencies
and desired outcomes at both the micro and macro levels. If, as we have pre-
sumed, key competencies represent an educational response to today’s glob-
al challenges and ongoing transformation processes and a strategic resource
for sustainable socioeconomic development, understanding how they con-
tribute to desired outcomes becomes a research topic of prime importance.
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In this respect, much can be learned from the discipline of economics and
human capital theory, where conceptual linkages between competencies
and economic outcomes are well developed.

We recognize that DeSeCo’s overarching frame of reference needs to be 
further refined through confrontation with empirical data and continued
interdisciplinary research. Many of the findings delineated and elaborated
in this volume  – DeSeCo’s final report – need to be and will be revisited,
criticized, and refined by others as the process continues and the work
moves “forward” and “outward” within and beyond the OECD. DeSeCo’s
approach of bringing together countries and experts from different disci-
plines, sectors, and organizations, and of organizing symposia as a means
for debate, exploration, and reflection among a diverse audience is – I
believe – an excellent model for maintaining a broad, interdisciplinary, and
policy-relevant perspective on the topic.

The fulfillment of our hope and DeSeCo’s potential requires the sustained
commitment on the part of countries and international organizations to a
collaborative research and development process as well as to the provision
of adequate resources to assure that everyone acquires and maintains not
only basic skills and learning foundations, but the key competencies that
empower individuals to lead a successful life and to contribute to a well-
functioning society. And in this sense, we echo Perrenoud’s concern: “What
is the point of defining [key] competencies unless it is to mobilize all the
resources required to enable all citizens to acquire them, first and foremost
those who are at present failing to acquire them?”
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DeSeCo goes to the heart of what it means to be a capable, responsible, and
thoughtful human being in a society that strives for a viable and sustainable
future for all. It is another, in a long series of leaps forward, of our attempts
over the past 40 years to identify and measure what students and adults
should know and be able to do.

The indicator context

The OECD Education Indicators Programme (INES) Project began in the late
1980s with the goal of establishing a system for the development and pres-
entation of comparable indicators on education, focusing not only on char-
acteristics of systems and schools but on learners’ outcomes as well. By the
1990s, INES had advanced its focus from establishing networks and setting
technical standards toward discussing the gaps in the data and, in the spe-
cific context of outcomes, determining what outcomes to measure and how
to measure them. 

OECD countries struggled to answer these questions, coming to the con-
clusion early on that across our countries, the goals of schooling are broad-
er than academic development, and also that what we wanted to measure
might encompass learning that potentially takes place outside of school.
These conclusions influenced the data strategy that countries developed for 
collecting information on outcomes and the design of the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA).
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That cognitive domains such as reading, mathematics, and science were
important outcomes on which to collect information in PISA was clear from
the outset. However, it also soon became evident that PISA should have a
component that focuses on measuring the less well defined outcomes,
which include both cognitive and noncognitive aspects and which are not
specific to any particular subject area.  And although we had some basis of
experience with a sampling of such cross-curricular competencies (e.g.,
civics, self-concept, problem-solving), the novelty of this area and the lack
of an overarching conceptual frame of reference for thinking about it were
apparent.

While indicator and assessment work continued, DeSeCo was launched to
provide a solid theoretical base for the new competence domains by focus-
ing on the broader notion of what competence and key competence mean
in our societies and on what, from a theoretical, conceptual, and forward-
looking perspective, we should be attempting to understand and measure.

Creating a vision for the future

Since the DeSeCo Project’s inception, one of the main strengths of the proj-
ect has been its extensive collaborative effort, which has sought input from
a variety of academic, cultural, and practical perspectives. And in the end,
the overarching conceptual framework that came out of the reflections,
debates, and discussions among the participants resonated well with the
project’s stakeholders.

I’m particularly pleased that the three-fold categorization of key competen-
cies – interacting in heterogeneous groups, acting autonomously, and using
tools interactively – offers an organizing framework for domains such as
reading, mathematics, and science. But it is critical to expand assessments
into new, important domains. For this, the key competencies put forth in
the three-fold categorization provide a valuable basis for discussion and
consensus-building about which new competencies should and could be
included in future international assessments.
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DeSeCo has done an impressive job of mapping out, in a theoretically and
conceptually sound way, the boundaries of these categories and of covering
the range of activities we think of as important in today’s world. Still, in
order to ensure that what we measure internationally tomorrow is most rel-
evant for our countries, we have several important steps ahead of us.

In one direction, we can tackle the specification of competencies within the
DeSeCo framework, by fleshing out the contents of the categories and deter-
mining where in these categories, on these maps, we want to go and how
we can get there. Developing the specific competencies within all three cat-
egories in ways that will be valid and meaningful across cultures – and con-
tribute to informed decisions on issues related to human development pol-
icy – will be especially challenging.

In another direction, we can begin the task of identifying, as Heinz Gilomen
has begun to reflect on in chapter 4, what the benefits of competencies are,
both for individuals and for societies. Ultimately, this can affect our inter-
pretation of the information gained from assessments and ensure that we
understand the impact and importance of key competencies in leading our
societies toward a more just and peaceful future.

Embarking on a bold adventure

When DeSeCo began in December 1997, it had both its supporters, who
urged the need for solid conceptual foundations, and its skeptics, who won-
dered if it would ever be possible to identify competencies that have shared
meaning and importance across the varied OECD contexts. There was a
sense – among both the cautious and the optimistic – that we were begin-
ning a bold adventure with an uncertain outcome.

While we hoped this adventure would yield a frame of reference from
which indicator and assessment work could benefit, perhaps we did not
realize at the time another potential benefit, the induction of a new and
diverse group of contributors. When DeSeCo began, it was within the 
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context of the INES Project and among a group of individuals who had long
been working to develop internationally comparable indicators of out-
comes. The impetus for the project came from the pioneers and sages of the
OECD indicators work such as Norberto Bottani, Walo Hutmacher, and Uri
Peter Trier. Over time, however, as the project was implemented, the group
of “insiders” grew with the invitation of a host of new scholars from differ-
ent spheres to participate and share in the work of the OECD and INES. As
Scott Murray has noted in chapter 5, the establishment of this wide-ranging
network of researchers, each of whom cares about the issue of competence
from his or her own unique perspective, is a major accomplishment of the
project and one of the keys to the extension and sustainability of its ideas
in future endeavors.

Taking these next steps will be another bold adventure. Although the chal-
lenges ahead will be daunting, they are worth the effort because to do less
would be to fall short of our vision of the important outcomes of teaching
and learning.
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The importance of flexibility, adaptability, and mobility in the global eco-
nomy and the information society is a leading theme in current discourse 
on education and training. Adults of the 21st century are expected to 
fulfill many different roles throughout life, act in different 
contexts, and meet multiple challenges.

Constructing the competencies needed to meet these expectations is at 
the heart of the international, interdisciplinary, and policy-oriented 
research program DeSeCo – Definition and Selection of Competencies: 
Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations.

Three categories of key competencies – interacting in socially heteroge-
neous groups, acting autonomously, and using tools interactively – 
grounded in a holistic model of competence, constitute a core element 
of DeSeCo’s overarching conceptual frame of reference. Key competen-
cies are conceptualized as contributing to a successful life and a well-
functioning society, as expressed by universal values such as respect for 
human rights, sustainable development, and democratic processes.

The DeSeCo framework sets a conceptual context for international 
assessments, such as the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), and the Adult 
Literacy and Life Skills (ALL) survey, for the development of OECD’s long-
term assessment strategy. It also adds meaning and conceptual depth 
the popular notion of lifelong learning.
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