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Abstract: 
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) or validation (validering in Swedish) has 
been introduced as a method to assess and acknowledge informally achieved 
skills. The officially approved definition of RPL in Sweden reads as follows: 
 

Validation is ”a process of a structured assessment, valuing, documentation and 

recognition of knowledge and competences that an individual has gained, irrespective of 

how they have been acquired”. (Ministry of Education, 2003, p. 19 [English translation 

by The Swedish National Agency for Higher Vocational Education]) 

 
In Sweden RPL has mainly been used with the purpose of enhancing the 
opportunities for unemployed regarding education and employment. This 
points to a slightly puzzling fact, that RPL activities, however mostly used in 
order to assess skills developed at the working place, more seldom have been 
practised as a method within this context. This indicates that RPL has a more 
close relation to the formal education system and the production of proven 
knowledge and skills than to the workplace and its general demand of 
practical and applicable knowledge and skills. Despite this fact, knowledge 
and skills that are developed at the workplace, whether formally or 
informally, is in many ways in the working organisation visualised, explored 
and assessed by the employer with the more or less explicit purpose to be 
used in the working activities (Berglund & Andersson, 2012). In comparison 
to traditional RPL activities, which most often lets knowledge and skills 
become both documented and acknowledged, this workplace assessment 
done by the employer more often is left undocumented but nevertheless 
taken into use. 
 
In this paper I want to present an advanced model of an Occupational 
Competence and Qualifications Model originally developed by Ellström 
(1992; 1997). The purpose for this is to illustrate the relation between 
traditional RPL activities and the assessment of knowledge and skills that the 
employer performs within the workplace. In this, both the formal and factual 
competence of the worker is in focus. 
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The paper is based upon the study of four organisations, two divisions in two 
municipalities and two companies, all in Sweden, where strategies and 
activities in assessing the workers knowledge and skills at their respective 
workplace were analysed (Berglund, 2010). The data material was collected 
through interviews with human resource managers, team leaders and trade 
union representatives at each workplace, all in all 21 interviews. The 
presented model in the paper is both based upon the original model by 
Ellström (1992; 1997) and the analysis of the interviews.  
 
The model shows that there is both an explicit as well as an implicit side of 
knowledge and skills at the workplace. The explicit side is generally dealing 
with formal education and similar, like documented and acknowledged 
knowledge and skills. These aspects of knowledge and skills in much deal 
with the societal agreements where the formal educational system is the 
provider of knowledge and skills to the business and industrial world and 
where the business and industrial world use formal education in marketing 
and legitimising the own company. The implicit side on the other hand is 
dealing with more hands-on expectations and notions of the factual 
knowledge and skills at the workplace as well as the demands for skills well 
sought after. These aspects also in some way illustrate the both open and 
hidden negotiating and bargaining relations between employer and worker 
within the working organisation in “selling and buying” skills (Lysgaard, 
1961). 

Introduction 
 
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) has become a vastly used method in 
order to visualise and assess learning and experience that people have 
achieved, generally outside the formal educational system (Andersson & 
Harris, 2006; Challis, 1993; Evans 2003; Andersson & Fejes, 2005; 
Valideringsdelegationen, 2008). This developed opportunity for people to 
have their knowledge and skills recognised and assessed can be seen as a 
result of recently changed perspectives upon learning. This change is much 
due to the perspective of lifelong learning seen as extended and prolonged 
opportunities for knowledge and skill development all through the life cycle 
(Jarvis, 2007). Seen from a political standpoint RPL has been a highly stressed 
factor in European debate and policy work when occupational and 
employment issues have been discussed (Kok, 2004). Another important 
cause for the increasing use of RPL methods have been the focus that have 
been given to different aspects of work place learning (Billet et al, 2006).  
 
The methods used when performing RPL seem to around the world have 
slightly different ingredients and focuses but can anyway be said to have 
reached a standardised form. This means that the person about to be 
validated is supported in making visible general or specific knowledge or 
skills that s/he has achieved, having them assessed and evaluated by an 
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expert and last getting a documentation of the result of the validation process, 
e.g. grades, certificates, etc. From a societal perspective regarding democratic 
aspects there is a general interest in seeing that RPL processes is equally 
performed regardless where the person is being validated and that the 
documented results is understood and transferable on a national level 
(Valideringsdelegationen, 2008). Even if this is an objective for the Swedish 
National Agency for Higher Vocational Education with the responsibility for 
RPL issues this has to be seen as a complex field of work. In Sweden RPL 
processes have been performed towards both upper secondary school system 
criteria and criteria’s in different branches of occupations. Depending on 
which criteria the RPL process has been directed to the degree of 
transferability of the certificate naturally looks different. 
 
In an earlier performed study where different assessing activities in work 
places, in comparison to “traditional” RPL activities were investigated 
(Berglund, 2010, Berglund & Andersson, 2011). The question put was about 
how employers visualise and assess knowledge and skills that are about to be 
recruited, when it is developed at the work place and also when it is about to 
leave, due to job change, retirement or similar reasons. The results showed 
that working organisations in some ways have more or less explicit “systems” 
for assessing the knowledge and skills of the workers. The difference in 
comparison with a more “traditional” RPL process is that the reasons for 
assessing knowledge and skills is more a matter of usage in the production or 
activities of the organisation, rather than that the individual having a 
documented proof of her/his skill. This “system” I have called Work Place 
RPL. 
 
In this paper I like to present an Occupational Competence and Qualifications 
Model, originally developed by Ellström (1992; 1997) but now adapted and 
advanced in order to illustrate how the relations between RPL and Work 
Place RPL in a Swedish context can be understood. The model also points out 
some vital aspects concerning the negotiation of skill on the labour market, 
and in that sense can shed some light on power relations on the labour market 
and in what respect the employees have possibilities and opportunities to 
develop and have their own skill visualised and assessed. 
 

Two different assessing systems 
 
In different definitions of RPL there is a focus upon prior learning and its 
outcome, most talked about as knowledge, skills or competence (Andersson & 
Harris, 2006). These outcomes is often not in depth described or defined but is 
rather in a generalised meaning implied and taken for granted as common 
knowledge. Several attempts have been done to spot different aspects of the 
term competence, with the objective to problematize too simple explanations 
of the outcomes of work place learning (Fenwick, 2005; Ellström, 1992; Billet 
et al, 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Ellström (1997) tries to pinpoint the term as: 
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“…the potential capacity of an individual (or a collective) to successfully 
(according to certain formal or informal criterias, set by oneself of by somebody 
else) handle certain situations or complete a certain task or job.” (Ellström, 1997) 

 
This means that competence according to Ellström is closely tied to the 
capacity of an individual or a working team but nevertheless focused upon 
tasks of work. Another closely related concept is qualification most often used 
simultaneously with the notion of equal content. Also in this case Ellström 
has tried to define this term and tied it to the requirements of work tasks 
rather than the capacities of an individual or working team: 
 

“…the competence that is actually required by the work task; and/or implicitly 
or explicitly prescribed by the employer” (Ellström, 1997) 

 
In this type of division of the concept of competence, as marked as the 
property of an individual (or working team) and as the demands or 
requirements of the employer or work tasks gives rise to several different 
interesting interrelated questions and relations regarding both societal and 
labour market issues. Ellström summarizes and discusses the definitions of 
competences with the support of an Occupational and Qualification Model: 
 

 
Figure 1: Different meanings of occupational competence (Ellström, 1992; 1997) 

 

 
As the model shows competence can in be divided in three different 
categories which two of them can be further divided in two other aspects. 
According to Ellström’s definition of competence as the capacity of an 
individual for carrying out a work task the first category is named competence 
and divided in formal and actual competence. Formal Competence is simply 
understood as formal education or similar, of which outer appearance most 
often is presented in grades, certificates, documentation, etc. In the Swedish 
labour market the importance of school leaving certificate of upper secondary 
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school is nowadays considered as almost mandatory and most often seen as a 
marker announcing general social and learning capacity. This aspect of 
competence is contrasted to Actual Competence, as the knowledge and skill the 
person really is capable of contributing when put in practise in a working 
situation. This of course touches upon the seemingly eternal question about 
the lacking capacity of the formal educational system in contributing the 
appropriate and demanded knowledge and skills to the labour market. But it 
also can be seen on an individual level as the inability of society to highlight 
different forms of informal learning, e.g. work place learning. If taken to the 
extreme the actual competence of a worker with several years of experience in 
the trade can in comparison with his or her original formal education be of 
much more value to the employer than what can be proven by certificates.  
 
The second (to the right in the model) speaks of competence as qualifications 
and is also divided in two categories. The first is the Officially Demanded 
Competence which like formal competence is officially outspoken, often by the 
employer or trade branch. Since the expansion of the educational system and 
the fact that many people, especially women, reaches higher educational 
levels, this has come to influence both the content and constitution of 
demanded competence of many work functions. This aspect of demanded 
competence can also be seen as a competitor advantage in marketing the own 
company and can subsequently be seen as highly important, at least as 
notions of competence. Ellström (1997) puts this type of competence in 
contrast to another category, Competence Required by the Job. Even if the 
differences between these two categories might not in reality be much talked 
about nor a big issue at many work places but should anyway be seen as two 
distinct different categories of competence. The latter is many times as much 
research has come to show characterised as tacit, undocumented, unspoken 
and also collective (Fenwick, 2005; Billet et al, 2006). Competence 
development, as non-formal education and internal company courses, can be 
seen as the employer’s way in dealing with actual or imagined task-related 
needs in this area.  
 
With the third category, Competence in use, Ellström (1997) brings in a fifth 
dimension of competence. This is closely related to the other categories but is 
nevertheless a unique category in itself. Its location in the middle of the model 
illustrates its inherent characteristics in “balancing” between the competence 
of the worker and the demands of the employer and the work tasks. Therefore, 
the factual competence in use also signals both overt and covert bargaining 
and negotiating issues. As Lysgaard (1961) so ingeniously showed in the early 
60’s in his case study at a paper mill that workers collectively had manners 
and highly elaborated strategies in not revealing all present competence at the 
work place, in order to put up against the demands of the employer and the 
technical-economic system of the organisation. This can also be assumed in 
the analysis of this aspect of competence, that the worker do not always use 
or bring in the open all aspects of his or her knowledge and competence, due 
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to both lack of economical compensation and lack of interest in certain work 
tasks. On the other hand there can also be assumed that different aspects of 
the competence that is used is not officially demanded by the employer, nor 
paid for.  
 

A model for analysing the visualisation and relations of competence on the 
labour market 
 
It is now time to move on to a more highly elaborated level with especially 
the recognition of prior learning in mind. This is done building upon the 
model of Ellström, as explained above. An elaboration of Ellström’s model 
with a RPL focus has earlier been done by Andersson & Fejes (2005:61) where 
especially the aspects of informally developed competence were discussed. 
The objective with the elaboration of this model is to illustrate the relation 
between the position of traditional RPL activities and the general and specific 
assessment activities, here called Work Place RPL that is used by primarily 
the employer in order to assure the supply and control over the needed 
knowledge and competence for the organisation. This looks as follows: 
 
 

 
 
 
The model can be considered from three analytical perspectives, at a micro, 
meso and macro level. When looking at the model from a micro level the 
situation of the individual and the single company/organisation is mainly in 
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focus. At this level the model can be watched from different angles such as 
the relations with the competence of the individual and the needs of 
competence of the single work place and the different considerations that is 
made in this relation. From a meso level the work place can be studied from an 
organisational, a local or a trade branch perspective. On this level the model 
can be used to put questions about local needs of competence for the 
municipality, the single organisation or for a local branch. Competence can on 
this level be looked upon from a more broad horizon of local or regional 
supplies and demands. Finally when looking at the model from a macro level 
it is understood and analysed from a societal perspective. On this level the 
model can be used to discuss structural issues such as the educational system, 
general challenges in the field of knowledge and competence in relation to the 
national market, RPL national structures, the role of the union, organisational 
learning, etc. There can of course not be any sharp boundaries between these 
three different perspectives and they sometimes have to melt together but the 
simple point is that the model should be useful in reflecting upon competence 
and RPL activities not only for the individual, the company or branch but also 
from a societal pespective.  
 

Explicit and implicit fields of competence 
 
The five earlier mentioned aspects of competence have in this model the same 
placement as the original model of Ellström (1997) and are marked from A-E. 
The model should further be split in four fields, where the vertical split have 
been mentioned earlier and divides the different aspects of competence in 
Competence and Qualifications (Competence in use (E) in the middle of the 
model can be seen as related to both sides, (something that also is applicable 
for the next division). The other division, which is horizontal, is new and 
highlights the Explicit and Implicit character of all these competence aspects. 
The explicit field of competence is the competences that is officially 
documented and demanded as Ellström (1997) writes. On a micro level this is 
represented by the school-leaving certificate and by the description of the 
competence sought for in the job advertisement. If instead looking upon this 
category from a meso/macro level this is more about the products of the 
formal educational system and the general demands of different trade 
branches. 
 
The character of the implicit field of competence (in the bottom of the model) 
is more or less informal, tacit and often not documented. Because of the 
implicit aspects of competence in this specific field they are subsequently the 
main targets for RPL activities. This can indeed be said to indicate the black 
box of competence in society and has in many policy documents been 
outlined as a great source of competence supply to the European market, if it 
can be translated to formal certificates, such as RPL (Colardyn, 1997; 
Björnavåld, 2001). The Competence in use (E), in the middle of the model, can 
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be seen as a mixture of explicit and implicit aspects of competence, both seen 
and known and tacit and not officially recognised. 
 

Relations, movements and tensions 
 
After distinguishing and categorising the different types of competence in 
order to highlight its explicit and implicit character and its value for the 
individual and the company it is now time to more closely examine the 
relations, movements and tensions between these five types of competences. 
The first relation examined is between Formal competence (A) and Officially 
demanded competence (C) and marks the need for institutional and 
organisational legitimacy (1). A simple visualisation of this relation on a micro 
level is when the job searching person compares his or her own formal 
education with the descriptions of the competence needed in the job 
advertisement. A vital aspect of this relation is about the selling and buying of 
competence on the labour market and the negotiations and bargaining in this 
process. On this level it can be seen as the individual’s ground for legitimacy 
as a worker and the estimated level of legitimacy for the organisation in 
having the required competence for the factual activities. 
 
On a macro level this relation also highlights the knowledge and competence 
“production” of the educational system. This has been highly debated and 
criticised of its lack of concurrence with the actual demands of the labour 
market (Olofsson 2005; SOU 2002:120; Svenskt Näringsliv 2006; Åberg, 2002). 
On a meso and local level the challenges of supply and demand in this field 
has been met in different types of activities, e.g. industrial college, branch 
committees in upper secondary schools (branchråd) and the development of 
training. On a societal level this relation is about the legitimacy of society as a 
producer and provider of knowledge and competence to the labour market. 
But it is also equally about the legitimacy of the company, branch or labour 
market as a whole in having educated, competitive and high-qualitative 
workers. This can especially be noticed in many Swedish municipality 
divisions since both the awareness and demands of the users of common and 
collective activities has increased. 
 
The next relation (2) is between Formal competence (A) and Actual 
competence (B). This talks about the relation but also movement and tension 
between what is formally documented, what in a sense can be officially 
proven of a person’s competence and what the person actually can. There is 
also an aspect of time involved in the relation. There is of course a great 
difference between a newly examined plumber and a plumber with twenty 
years of experience. But formally, the difference between the two may not be 
significant. Reversely, the actual competence of a person with a twenty-year-
old certificate or grade but with no experience what so ever in the trade, may 
not be of much use for neither the employee nor the employer. Even if many 
workers enhance the formal educational level during their working career it is 
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the actual competence that increases in what is called work place learning 
(Berglund & Andersson, 2012; Billet et al., 2006). The “struggle” or tension in 
the relation is subsequently about the legitimacy for the individual since it is 
mainly about the visualisation of the competence formally achieved and the 
assessment of the competence informally achieved. 
 
The actual competence (B) can be seen as the symbol of lifelong learning 
(Challis, 1993; Jarvis, 2007; Evans, 2003). Since work place learning most often 
is tacit and seldom documented in certificates there lies a vast treasure of not 
yet assessed knowledge and competence in many organisations. Even if there 
is much focus upon the formal knowledge and competence the employer has 
to have methods in considering the value of not yet assessed competence, 
both within and outside the organisation. Here lies a tension but also a 
possibility for both the individual and the organisation in making the 
informal competence visible. In general, RPL methods are designed to meet 
this challenge. As previously described traditional RPL methods meets the 
needs of the individual whilst the employer has other “systems” of assessing 
and take into use the competences that are needed in production or activities 
within the organisation (Berglund, 2010, Berglund & Andersson, 2012).  
 
The third relation (3) between Officially demanded competence (C) and 
Competence required by the job (D) highlights the notions of competence at 
the work place, within the organisation or the labour market. An interesting 
and actual discrepancy is the fact that Åberg (2002) pointed out that far more 
jobs in Sweden officially demands (C) higher education than what is actually 
required by the job (D). The movement that characterises this relation is also 
about the uncertainty regarding the competence needs within the 
organisation, something that many management concepts and ideas both 
helps out with and make capital of (see Furusten, 1999; Örtenblad, 2009; 
Røvik, 2008). This movement and tension is therefore about organisational 
competence development. The interesting part is that the movement goes back 
and forth between the explicit and implicit field of competence. This visualise 
the incapability in factually pointing out the precise need of competence 
within the company. From the employer there is also a general interest in 
keeping the picture of a high degree of competence development in the 
organisation since it speaks of legitimacy and is used in marketing the 
products or services. From the employees the relation can also be seen as a 
tension between different interests. Generally speaking it is of course of great 
interest as an employee to be looked upon as highly competent for the work 
that you are hired for, but the factual situation can be another, something that 
competence-mapping processes within the organisation can reveal.  
 
The fourth relation (4) is found between Competence required by the job (D) 
and implicit competence (B). This illustrates the differences between what the 
individual have actual competence for and what the job factually requires. 
When comparing this relation with the relation about institutional and 
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organisational legitimacy (1), the former can be seen as the often hidden 
version of the latter in the search for and development of competence in 
meeting the knowledge and competence demands of the organisation. The 
implicit character of this relation is not just showed in the lack of official 
documentation but also in the fact that much of the matching between the 
individual’s competence and the requirements of the job is done in silence 
and sometimes only known by the individual him- or herself. Therefore this 
relation can be seen as competence development of the individual.  
 
The next four relations (5-8) in the middle of the model have its starting point 
from the Competence in use (E) aspect of the competence concept. Aspects of 
these four different relations have already been hinted in the other examples 
that have been given above. Examples of relation (5) between formal (A) and 
used competence (E) can be the continual development of formal education 
outside and inside the organisation. For the employer this can be a matter of 
motivational activities and benefits in order to stimulate the worker(s) in 
enhancing the formal competence at work. Relation (6) between used (E) and 
actual competence (B) speaks about the motivational aspects of using the 
actual competence that is developed in work or maybe brought to the 
organisation. This has both explicit and implicit aspects connected to it and 
often can be issues that the union is a part of. This speaks as well about the 
challenges in using RPL processes within the work place context. 
 
The next relation (7) between the used (E) and the competence required by the 
job (D) signals as the relation (4) the need of competence development as well 
as hidden or not outspoken competences not in use depending on the fact that 
required competence is not equal to what is officially demanded. The last 
relation (8) shifts the focus upon what is officially demanded by the employer 
or the organisation and therefore have a more explicit character. This 
highlights the relation between what type of competence or the quality of the 
competence that the employer is requiring of the worker. This can therefore 
be an example of a working collective strategy in just using competence in 
order to show the employer whilst the competence required by the job is not 
done in public. 
 

The fields of RPL and Work Place RPL 
 
At last in this model the RPL dimension is added. In Sweden RPL activities in 
general has been directed to unemployed individuals and driven by 
municipalities, their adult education and the Swedish Public Employment 
Service. Therefore there is a closeness regarding RPL activities in Sweden to 
the formal educational system. Often there has been a focus upon upper 
secondary school criteria when the knowledge and competence of 
unemployed has been assessed in RPL processes. As a consequence 
Traditional RPL has been placed in the formal education corner and can be 
seen as in general changing actual competences (B) into formal competence 
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(A) and also meeting the need of legitimacy for both the educational system 
and labour market (C).  
 
In the opposite corner Work Place RPL, understood as the employer’s 
methods of assessing knowledge and competence both formally recognised 
but also not previously officially recognised, often informally achieved, with 
the purpose of making use of it in the organisation (see Berglund & 
Andersson, 2012, Berglund, 2010). The “motor” of this type of RPL activity is 
the required competence by the job (D). For the employer it is of the highest 
significance that the needed competence for the production or activities done 
within the organisation is at hand and the supply of it, controlled. Therefore 
Work Place RPL is a continuously needed activity by the employer, and 
generally, by the whole organisation. This takes the actual competence (B) 
into consideration and is communicated as officially demanded competence 
(C). 
 
Due to lack of time there is still parts of this paper that has to be added, such as a more 
deepened theoretical description of the challenges of RPL and competence development 
and recruitment strategies within the labour market. The aim is also to add a 
discussion where the challenges and relations between “traditional” RPL and Work 
Place RPL are reflected upon.  
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