Conscious Competence Learning Model


stages of learning - unconscious incompetence to unconscious competence

Here is the 'conscious competence' learning model or matrix. No-one seems to know for sure who originated it. The simple conscious competence model explains the process and stages of learning a new skill (or behaviour, ability, technique, etc.) It most commonly known as the 'conscious competence learning model', sometimes 'conscious competence ladder' or 'conscious competence matrix', although other descriptions are used, and occasionally a fifth stage or level is added in more recent adapted versions. The conscious competence model is a useful reminder of the need to learn, and train others, in stages. 

The learner or trainee always begins at stage 1 - 'unconscious incompetence', and ends at stage 4 - 'unconscious competence', having passed through stage 2 - 'conscious incompetence' and - 3 'conscious competence'.

Teachers and trainers commonly assume trainees to be at stage 2, and focus effort towards achieving stage 3, when often trainees are still at stage 1. The trainer assumes the trainee is aware of the skill existence, nature, relevance, deficiency, and benefit offered from the acquisition of the new skill. Whereas trainees at stage 1 - unconscious incompetence - have none of these things in place, and will not be able to address achieving conscious competence until they've become consciously and fully aware of their own incompetence. This is a fundamental reason for the failure of a lot of training and teaching.

If the awareness of skill and deficiency is low or non-existent - ie., the learner is at the unconscious incompetence stage - the trainee or learner will simply not see the need for learning. It's essential to establish awareness of a weakness or training need (conscious incompetence) prior to attempting to impart or arrange training or skills necessary to move trainees from stage 2 to 3. 

People only respond to training when they are aware of their own need for it, and the personal benefit they will derive from achieving it. 

Conscious competence learning matrix

The progression is from quadrant 1 through 2 and 3 to 4. It is not possible to jump stages. For some skills, especially advanced ones, people can regress to previous stages, particularly from 4 to 3, or from 3 to 2, if they fail to practise and exercise their new skills. A person regressing from 4, back through 3, to 2, will need to develop again through 3 to achieve stage 4 - unconscious competence again.
For certain skills in certain roles stage 3 conscious competence is perfectly adequate.
Progression from stage to stage is often accompanied by a feeling of awakening - 'the penny drops' - things 'click' into place for the learner - the person feels like they've made a big step forward, which of course they have.
Certain brain (personality) types favour certain skills (see for example the Benziger theory). We each possess natural strengths and preferences. We each therefore find progression to stage 3, and particularly to stage 4, easier in some skills rather than in others. Some people will resist progression even to stage 2, because they refuse to acknowledge or accept the relevance and benefit of a particular skill or ability. In these cases it's obviously not too clever to attempt to progress the person to stage 3. Instead find the person a more suitable role, or allow an adapted approach to the current role if appropriate and viable.
People develop competence only after they recognise the relevance of their own incompetence in the skill concerned.

	 
	competence
	incompetence 

	conscious
	3 - conscious competence 

· the person achieves 'conscious competence' in a skill when they can perform it reliably at will 

· the person will need to concentrate and think in order to perform the skill 

· the person can perform the skill without assistance 

· the person will not reliably perform the skill unless thinking about it - the skill is not yet 'second nature' or 'automatic' 

· the person should be able to demonstrate the skill to another, but is unlikely to be able to teach it well to another person 

· the person should ideally continue to practise the new skill, and if appropriate commit to becoming 'unconsciously competent' at the new skill 

· practise is the singlemost effective way to move from stage 3 to 4 
	2 - conscious incompetence 

· the person becomes aware of the existence and relevance of the skill 

· the person is therefore also aware of their deficiency in this area, ideally by attempting or trying to use the skill 

· the person realises that by improving their skill or ability in this area their effectiveness will improve 

· ideally the person has a measure of the extent of their deficiency in the relevant skill, and a measure of what level of skill is required for their own competence 

· the person ideally makes a commitment to learn and practice the new skill, and to move to the 'conscious competence' stage 

	unconscious 
	4 - unconscious competence 

· the skill becomes so practised that it enters the unconscious parts of the brain - it becomes 'second nature' 

· common examples are driving, sports activities, typing, manual dexterity tasks, listening and communicating 

· it becomes possible for certain skills to be performed while doing something else, for example, knitting while reading a book 

· the person might now be able to teach others in the skill concerned, although after some time of being unconsciously competent the person might actually have difficulty in explaining exactly how they do it - the skill has become largely instinctual 

· this arguably gives rise to the need for long-standing unconscious competence to be checked periodically against new standards 
	1 - unconscious incompetence 

· the person is not aware of the existence or relevance of the skill area 

· the person is not aware that they have a particular deficiency in the area concerned 

· the person might deny the relevance or usefulness of the new skill 

· the person must become conscious of their incompetence before development of the new skill or learning can begin 

· the aim of the trainee or learner and the trainer or teacher is to move the person into the 'conscious competence' stage, by demonstrating the skill or ability and the benefit that it will bring to the person's effectiveness 


Suggested fifth stage of conscious competence model

As with many simple and effective models, attempts have been made to add to the conscious competence model, notably a fifth stage, normally represented as:
'Conscious competence of unconscious competence', which describes a person's ability to recognise and develop unconscious incompetence in others.
Personally I think this is a development in a different direction: ability to recognise and develop skill deficiencies in others involves a separate skill set altogether, far outside of an extension of the unconscious competence stage of any particular skill. As already mentioned, there are plenty of people who become so instinctual at a particular skill that they forget the theory - because they no longer need it - and as such make worse teachers than someone who has good ability at the conscious competence stage.
Alternatively a fifth stage of sorts has been represented as follows:
One will only know a maximum of 80% of anything ... and the remaining 20% is never the same. (Ack W McLaughlin) I understand (from another mediation colleague in Ireland) that one Bateman may be the source of the model. If you wish, I could find out from her.
And another suggestion, from David Baume, which I like very much:
David wrote: As a fifth level, I like what I call 'reflective competence'. As a teacher, I thought "If unconscious competence is the top level, then how on earth can I teach things I'm unconsciously competent at?" I didn't want to regress to conscious competence - and I'm not sure if I could even I wanted to! So, reflective competence - a step beyond unconscious competence. Conscious of my own unconscious competence, yes, as you suggest. But additionally looking at my unconscious competence from the outside, digging to find and understand the theories and models and beliefs that clearly, based on looking at what I do, now inform what I do and how I do it. These won't be the exact same theories and models and beliefs that I learned consciously and then became unconscious of. They'll include new ones, the ones that comprise my particular expertise. And when I've surfaced them, I can talk about them and test them. Nonaka is good on this (Nonaka, I. (1994). "A Dynamic Theory of Organizational Knowledge Creation." Organization Science 5: 14-37. (David Baume, May 2004).
And from Linda Gilbert along similar lines: Responding to your inquiry about "fifth stage of learning model" on your conscious competence learning model webpage.... I've heard of one that belongs - I think it was called "re-conscious competence." It indicates a stage where you can operate with fluency yourself on an instinctive level, but are ALSO able to articulate what you are doing for yourself and others. That stage takes attention to process at a meta-cognitive level. Many people never reach it - we all know experts who can't tell you how they're doing what they're doing. (Linda Gilbert, Ph.D., May 2004) If you can shed further light on origins of this thinking please get in touch.
The search for the originator of conscious competence model

It is not clear who originated the conscious competence learning model. As well as various modern authors, sources as old as Confucius and Socrates are cited as possible originators.
Many people compare the Conscious Competence model with Ingham and Luft's Johari Window, which is a similarly elegant 2x2 matrix. Johari deals with self-awareness; Conscious Competence with learning stages. The models are different, and Ingham and Luft most certainly were not responsible for Conscious Competence.
Some know the conscious competence matrix better as the 'conscious competence learning ladder', and I've received a specific suggestion (ack Sue Turner) that the learning model was originated in this 'ladder' form by someone called Kogg; however, this is where that particular trail starts and ends; unlesss you know better... 
Some believe that W.C. Howell was responsible for Conscious Competence in its modern form - apparently the model can be found in W.C. Howell and E.A. Fleishman (eds.), Human Performance and Productivity. Vol 2: Information Processing and Decision Making. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum; 1982. (Thanks A Trost)
Other origin suggestions are as follows (the www.learning-org.com message board contains much on the subject):
Linda Adams, president of Gordon Training International suggests that the "Learning Stages (model) i.e., unconsciously unskilled, consciously unskilled, consciously skilled, unconsciously skilled ......... was developed by one of our employees and course developers in the 1970's and first appeared in our Teacher Effectiveness Training Instructor Guide in the early 70's.....". Linda Adams also says that it has been a part of all of GTI's training programs since that time, and that they have never added a fifth stage.
Kenn Martin suggests the originator is identified by Michael A. Konopka, Professor of Leadership and Management Army Management Staff College Fort Belvoir, Virginia, as being D.L. Kirkpatrick (1971) from A practical guide for supervisory training and development. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Co.
A suggestion attributed by Bob Williams to Paul Denley, who ....."writes about his learning in terms of a movement from Unconscious Incompetence, Conscious Incompetence, Unconscious Competence and Conscious Competence........." goes on to say that "...Paul's reference to this model is: P. Dubin (1962) from Human Relations in Administration, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, Prentice-Hall."
Bob Williams also includes a suggestion by Susan Gair: ".......I have been interested for a long time to know the source of this adult learning model (unconscious incompetence etc). I have a document which discusses it, and then cites Howell 1977, p38-40.......".
David Hurst, Ontario-based speaker, writer and consultant on management, has looked for origins of the conscious competence model, and suggests that the first mention he could find was in an interview with W Lewis Robinson in the Personnel Journal v 53, No. 7 July 1974 pages 538-539, in which Robinson cited the four categories (UC/IC, C/IC, C/C and UC/C) in the context of training, and pointed out that UC/C practitioners often weren't effective as teachers. Hurst says the next mention was in an article by Harvey Dodgson "Management Learning in Markstrat: The ICL Experience", Journal of Business Research 15, 481-489 (1987), which used Kolb's learning styles and then showed the four conscious competence categories in a cycle but gave no references for it. Hurst corresponded with Dodgson but never got to the bottom of where the model came from. Hurst says also that Maslow has been suggested as a possibile original source but that he's not been able to find reference in Maslow's principle works.
Development and conflict resolution expert Bill McLaughlin suggests Bateman is the Conscious Competence model originator. More about this in due course hopefully...
Separately, there are various references to the ancient Oriental proverb, which inverts the order of the highest two states:
He who knows not, and knows not that he knows not, is a fool - shun him, (= Unconscious Incompetent) 
He who knows not, and knows that he knows not is ignorant - teach him, (= Conscious Incompetent) 
He who knows, and knows not that he knows, is asleep - wake him, (= Unconscious Competent)
But he who knows, and knows that he knows , is a wise man - follow him. (= Conscious Competent)
This is similar to the Conscious Competence model, but not the same. It is expressing a different perspective. 
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